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Chapter One

“Never trust a Scalzini Beast Hunter. They’re as likely to side with the creature as they are to spill its guts.”
—    Village Elder

Extract: Imperial investigation into the Scalzini pogroms.
Blood ran hot over Jael’s fingers as he sawed at the sentry’s neck. The man convulsed with agony, bladder voiding in an acrid-smelling flood as he hacked through muscle and vasculature, opening a hideous smile where there should be none. Weakened by each arterial spurt, the soldier eventually slumped in Jael’s arms.
Jael’s mouth was dry, heart smashing against his ribs. As one of three forward scouts, his mission was to kill the enemy sentries, clearing a path for the dawn raid. In the darkness, he’d found the first guard dozing at his post like a fool, but such luck was unlikely to hold.
“You fucking bast—”
Jael shoved the body away, pivoting toward the voice as he simultaneously dropped. A spear stabbed through the air where his chest had been a split second earlier. Jael lunged, burying his knife deep in the soldier’s groin. The sentry dropped his spear, face contorting as he sucked in a breath to scream, a cry that would bring the attention of the entire camp. Jael ripped out his blade with a savage twist, then buried it again, this time in the man’s throat, turning his scream to a gurgle of blood.
As the soldier collapsed, Jael noted the age of his victims with frustration. Both were thin, sporting the gangly limbs of teens yet to grow into their frames. Boys sent to fight in a war against seasoned veterans. He spat into the shadows, the killing bringing a sour taste to his mouth. There was no honour slaughtering kids in the dark.
Jael grit his teeth, picked up the boy’s feet and dragged him into the shadows. He had no time to regret his actions, not with another sentry post to eliminate before—
A jug of ale thumped onto the bench in front of Jael, ripping him back to the present. He blinked, eyes adjusting to the gloom of the tavern.
“Easy, mate,” said the tavern owner, eyes suddenly wide. “Ain’t no need for that.”
Jael followed the man’s line of sight, belatedly realising his dagger was in hand. A growing patch of crimson soaked the tavern owner’s shirt where the tip of his blade had punctured the skin of his belly.
“Put your knife away, or my boys will do it for you.”
Jael glanced over his shoulder to see two thugs approaching, one with a cleaver in hand, the other a club.
“Sorry,” said Jael, sheathing his blade. “But only a fool sneaks up on an old soldier.” He poured himself a mug of ale and knocked back half of it. The sour wine he’d drunk the night before had given him a brutal hangover that called for hair of the dog.
The tavern owner’s mouth twisted in anger as he moved out of reach. “What, you want me to tie a string to your fucking toe and twitch it from the bar when I want your attention? You battle-shocked veterans are fucked in the head.”
Jael shrugged and emptied the rest of his mug, reaching for the jug again. The tavern owner wasn’t far off the truth. He’d lost count of the men and women he’d sent over death’s bridge, their tortured faces merging to one over time. He’d survived well enough while still in the army, but life off the battlefield left too much time to dwell on past failures. On acts committed he’d rather forget. Unlike the patchwork of scars that covered Jael Crowfeeder’s body, these failures left an invisible moral injury that festered deep in the mind.
The tavern owner raised his shirt, hissing through his teeth as he dabbed at the superficial cut on his belly. “That’s it, I’m done with your shit. Pack your bags, I want you out.”
“He’s not going anywhere. Not until that beast’s head is mounted on a stake.”
Jael glanced over his shoulder to see Silas, the village elder glowering at him from the entrance. So, the bastard’s back to haggle. The tavern owner swore under his breath then reluctantly stalked into a back room with his two thugs, leaving them alone.
Jael downed the last of his mug then pushed back from the table. “I don’t work without fair payment. You know my price.”
“Yes, you made it abundantly clear yesterday,” muttered the old man. “Now please, we must confirm the details of your contract.”
With a hangover gnawing at his temples like a hungry rat, Jael was in no mood for negotiation. Against his better judgement, he ducked through the low doorway, following the elder into the morning sun.
Like the rest of the strange town, the tavern he exited was carved from the desert landscape. A cluster of huge, conical shaped rocks sprouted from the valley floor in a captured sunset of pink hues. The stone was reasonably soft and easily worked, enabling entire multi-level dwellings and shops to be hewn within. Many of the doorways and windows were framed by intricate sculpture, turning the mundane into works of art. Delicate scrolls and flowers wound above some lintels, while others had depictions of a favoured god engraved into the rose-coloured stone. The sandy streets of the town wound between the huge rock features in a haphazard tangle.
Disturbed by the two men, a mangy cat got up from where it had lain sunning itself in the early morning rays and padded away to find a quieter spot.
“You seriously want the head?” asked Jael.
Silas stared at him as if he was an imbecile. “If I’m to use the village’s emergency funds, I need proof the job’s completed. I’m paying you to bloody kill it, not make up another tall tale.”
“Truth can be stranger than fiction, old man. I don’t need to lie,” said Jael, glaring over his shoulder at his apprentice who’d appeared from the shadows of the tavern. He’d left Pyx in their quarters to sleep when he’d gone downstairs for his first drink of the day. Had the girl been talking about their previous contracts? Or maybe it was his own fault. His recollection of the previous night was a little hazy.
“Really? You’re a drunk Jael Crowfeeder, not a warrior. With a tremor like that,” he said, pointing at his hand. “I’d be surprised if you could even hold a sword.”
Jael clenched his hand and hid it within the folds of his cloak, irritation growing by the second. Another jug of ale would still the shakes. If he hadn’t been down to his last coin, he’d have told the bastard to fuck off long ago. He knew he didn’t look like much, not with his shirt stained by sweat, blood and dirt. There wasn’t a new bit of kit on him, and he preferred it that way, allowing him to pass beneath the notice of those he wanted to avoid. He wore the same armour that had served him through twenty years of military service. Items that had proven their luck by saving his life time and again. The lamellar cuirass encasing his torso may have been chipped, the steel of his arm guards scratched and dinted from a thousand deflected blades, but they shone like dragon scales, maintained with not a spec of rust.
“I don’t see anyone else lining up to take the contract,” said Jael. “If you want the beast dead, you’re stuck with me. I want five imperial marks now, and fifteen when I return.”
“Are you still drunk?” Silas pulled his thin grey robe about his shoulders and puffed out his chest. “You’ll get one mark now and five when you return with the head.”
A sour belch gurgled up Jael’s throat. He turned his head and spat a glob of yellow phlegm into the sand. Fuck this shit. He’d rather go hungry. “Pyx, saddle the horse and get our gear ready. This prick can kill the beast himself.”
Jael pushed off the wall, then had to stand still for a moment as his head spun. Whatever had been in that wine was fucking lethal. He turned and headed for the stable.
“Wait, we’re not finished negotiating.”
“I am.” Jael kept walking.
“All right,” said the elder, hurrying after him. “Five marks up front, and ten on successful completion. You have to help us, it’s not just killing livestock, it’s also eaten a child.”
Jael paused and looked back over his shoulder, still tempted to tell the man to shove the contract up his arse. “Not my kid, not my problem. The price’s gone up. Ten now, and thirty marks once I’m done.”
Ahead of them, Pyx led his gelding out of the tavern’s stable, their packs already carefully mounted behind the saddle. Stripes of brown and white stretched across the animal’s flanks, a stiff, black mohawk of hair extending down the crest of its neck. It was a mixed breed. Sired by an untrainable breed of desert horse upon a domestic mare, the result was a stocky, broad-shouldered creature of strength, endurance, and fearlessness that could survive long stretches with minimal water. Notoriously difficult to train and handle, they required a single master from foal to adulthood.
As Jael scratched behind an ear in welcome, the horse whickered and gently butted its nose against his chest. When still young, it had stove-in the face of a drunk stupid enough to try and steal him, earning itself the name Kicker. Jael accepted the reins from his apprentice, swung up into the saddle and looked back at the village elder.
“Forty marks in total, or you can find someone else for the job.”
Silas glared at him, jaw clenched. Absently, Jael watched an artery at the man’s temple pulse like it was about to burst.
Jael sighed, and as he moved his weight slightly, Kicker obediently began a slow walk down the sandy road.
“Fine,” muttered Silas from behind.
A slight smile kinked one corner of Jael’s mouth as he pulled his horse to a stop. When Silas caught up, Jael put out his hand to take a small bag of silver coins.
“Ten marks now,” said the elder from between clenched teeth.
“And?”
“Thirty when you return with the head of the beast.”
Jael extended an arm to shake on the deal. Silas stared at it for a moment, lip curled in disgust as he left him hanging. Jael shrugged and let his hand drop. As long as he got his money, he was happy.
“For the amount I’m paying, I expect this monstrosity to be eliminated quickly.”
As the elder hobbled away, Jael swung down out of the saddle and passed the reins to his apprentice. “Looks like we’re staying after all.”
***
Pyx ran a whetstone down the length of Jael’s sword before testing the blade on her thumb. A ruby drop of blood welled at the slight pressure. She snatched her hand away, sucking at the thumb for a moment before wiping the metal clean with the bottom of her shirt.
“Careful, that blade’s a hungry one,” said Jael.
“If all goes well, it’ll drink its fill tonight.”
Jael shook his head at the kid. Like an ancient in the body of a fifteen-year-old, Pyx was a creature of few words. He’d found the girl in the middle of nowhere the previous year, a skeletal wraith powered by force of will alone. Dehydrated and burnt by the blistering desert sun, if he hadn’t taken her on, she wouldn’t have made it to the next well. It had been the girl’s eyes that had convinced him to stop. Despite her weakened state, she’d held his gaze without wavering, giving hint to a spine of steel. He still knew nothing of her past, and although he’d asked, Jael had yet to discover where the kid’s family was or why she’d come to be on her own.
He picked up his lamellar cuirass and shrugged it over his head. Constructed of small steel platelets punched and laced together in horizontal rows, it allowed ease of movement when fighting from horseback or foot. The metal plates were cool through his silk shirt as it settled across his shoulders. Jael had worn it for so many years, it was only with the armour’s familiar weight that his body felt balanced and comfortable. He shrugged a second loose fitting shirt of thick cotton over the top to shelter the metal from the sun. Under the Kalech sky, unprotected metal armour soon became hot enough to blister skin.
Pyx pulled back the curtain of their tiny room to allow in the morning light, then held the blade up to inspect it more closely. Finding a smudged fingerprint, she polished it with a scrap of rag until it shone pure and bright. It was a one-handed, single-edged falchion sword with a slight curve running up to the point. Passed down father to son through generations of Scalzini men, the blade shimmered, acid-etched pictures of dragons and other ancient beasts seeming to writhe along the three-foot length of blade as the girl turned it slowly in the light. Finally happy, she reversed the weapon and handed it grip-first to her master.
Jael settled the sword into a sheath over his shoulder, the movement smooth as silk. He picked up his shield and stared at his apprentice for a moment, wondering if today would be her first battle. Although still young, she’d displayed great aptitude with bow, spear, and sword as he coached her over the preceding months. Training and life on the road had made her strong, muscles lean and wiry. She was ready.
“You coming or what?”
Pyx looked up from her seat on the floor, mouth opening in surprise.
“I wasn’t much older than you when I fought my first battle in the Eighth Tumen. A thousand men and women strong, we wiped the enemy from the field that day.” He ignored the spike of anger at the thought of his former comrades. “Today’s as good as any day to die, girl.”
Pyx sprung to her feet and grabbed Jael’s long spear, a hard smile on her face. “I don’t plan on dying any time soon.”
Jael opened the door to the narrow landing outside their room. “Shall we see if our guide has arrived?”
Jael was forced to stoop below the rough-cut stone ceiling as he descended the stairs to the alehouse’s common room. Shards of light penetrated around the edges of a shuttered window, providing a dull illumination. Simple wooden tables and benches filled the space, and at this early hour they were empty as a serving girl moved between them, sweeping up the ever-present sand that sifted into every nook and cranny.
Jael swung open the door and stepped outside. His nose wrinkled at the stench of the street—a warm mix of camel shit, human waste and rotting food. The sun was well into its daily trek across the heavens, bringing a stifling heat to the day. Within a few heartbeats, the first trickle of sweat ran between Jael’s shoulder blades to his waistband. The village itself was relatively small, the tavern being the largest hewn dwelling. Carved windows of various geometric shapes dotted the surface of the large conical stones nearby. A few had glass panes to keep out the dust and sand, but most were blocked with wooden shutters, or simple canvas panels. The town served as a market and meeting point for the surrounding subsistence farms, and serviced travellers passing along the trade route.
“Are you the beast hunter?”
Jael glanced over his shoulder to see a man approaching. “Aye, that’s me.”
“My name’s Sercov,” he said, accepting Jael’s outstretched hand in a firm, cool grip. Looking in his early thirties, his face was pale and drawn. “You’re to come with me.”
***
“Not far to go,” said Sercov. “My land’s over the next ridge.”
Jael grunted an acknowledgement, the remnants of his hangover and the day’s heat killing any desire for conversation. Since leaving the village, they’d passed through numerous valleys hemmed in at the sides by slowly eroding sandstone cliffs. A few small farms took advantage of land shaded from the worst of the day’s heat, growing straggly melon-vines across the ground. The size of a child’s skull, the melons were yellow striped with green, and had a thick rind to protect the water within. The crops were labour intensive, each plant having to be carefully watered by hand, one bucket at a time with water drawn from a deep well.
The land between the farms was mostly barren. Red, sandy dirt, rocks and the occasional bleached animal skeleton, bones picked clean. Few plants grew here. However, a particular species of hardy bush dotted the ground. Growing to knee height, it had narrow leaves of olive green, and wiry branches covered in hook-shaped thorns. The occasional herder wondered amongst the bushes, trailed by a trip of goats. The only animal willing to eat the foliage, many of the goats had missing hair around their mouths, their lips heavily scarred from nibbling amongst the razor thorns.
In his peripheral vision, the farmer stared at Jael intermittently, obviously wanting to say something.
“What?”
“I… I hear you’ve killed many monsters?” started Sercov hesitantly.
Jael shrugged. “I’m a beast hunter.”
“It’s said the most successful beast hunters have… Scalzini blood in their veins. Is that true of you?”
“What if it was?” Jael pulled Kicker to a stop, a muscle twitching at the corner of his eye as he turned to face the farmer.
Sercov blanched slightly as he took a step backward, hand dropping to his dagger. “I would not bring such a man near my family. Their association with beasts is unnatural. Fighting to protect them one minute, killing them the next. How could I be sure you wouldn’t side with the beast to murder my wife and child?”  
Jael spat a sour taste from his mouth. “There are few Scalzini left, Sercov. So many were killed when I was a boy, it’d be a rare day to meet one.”
The farmer drew his dagger from the sheath, eyes cold. “Stop skirting around the topic. You’ve not answered my question.”
Jael kept an eye on the blade but after decades of fighting, a knife in the hand of a fieldworker prompted little concern. He glanced at Pyx. The girl watched the exchange with wary interest, her spear in a loose grip as she modelled her mentor’s body language. Money had been short of late, and although he was unconcerned at tightening his belt, the girl had little weight to lose. They needed the contract.
“It’s simple. Either I kill your beast, or I don’t get paid; and believe me, I want to get paid.” Jael paused, forcing himself to relax his expression. “Look, do you want the beast dead or not?”  
Sercov eyed Jael and his apprentice a few moments longer before re-sheathing his knife. “Forgive my intrusion,” he grated. “Being so far from the village, I’ve grown wary of outsiders.”
He turned and walked onward, a heavy silence between the trio as Jael and Pyx followed in his wake. The sun was approaching the western horizon by the time they reached the farm. A small mudbrick house stood beside a pen, into which a boy led a trip of goats. Chickens pecked lazily at the dirt clearing surrounded the dwelling. Beyond the house, a vineyard extended in precise rows to a drop-off one hundred yards distant. 
Leaving his horse by the mudbrick dwelling, Jael walked with the farmer to the cliff edge. The rows of vine trellis stopped ten paces back, however unlike other areas, the ground by the side of the drop off had a straggly covering of grass. Twenty feet down the cliff face, a heavy, grey cloud spread out in an impenetrable layer, blocking Jael’s view to the bottom of the gorge. An animalistic screech, abruptly cut off, sounded from far below. Jael grimaced, a deep crease between his brows as he stepped back from the edge.
“I didn’t realise there was a gorge of the old world in this area.”
Although the majority of inland Kalech was arid, there were occasional chasms where the land dropped down to the water table. In their depths, ancient plants and beasts flourished, relics from ages long past.
“It’s an off-shoot of the mighty Dragonspine Chasm,” said Sercov.
Jael looked back at the rows of vines, shaking his head slightly. “I don’t understand, why take such a risk as this?”
“I’m not a rich man and this land is unclaimed— free.”
“And for good reason,” said Jael. “It’s only a matter of time before a beast is tempted out of the chasm to feed.”
“Everyone takes risks of a sort,” said Sercov with a slight shrug. “Besides, this land has other benefits that make it worthwhile.” He gestured past the cliff edge. “Come nightfall, that cloud will rise and spill over the edge of the gorge, heavy with moisture. The water it provides is different from that of a well. Something in it helps my plants grow twice as fast as they should. While others can turn in one crop a season, I achieve three.”  
Sercov plucked a small ruby-coloured grape from a vine at his side. As he rolled it between his fingers, a tart, fresh smell flooded the air. “How old do you think these plants are?”
Jael shrugged, having little idea. He was a warrior, not a farmer. Glancing downward, he saw a vine trunk the width of his wrist, the wood knotted and dry. Whatever the age, they were no seedlings. “I don’t know. Ten or fifteen years?”
Sercov smiled. “They are less than two years old. Do you see now why I take such a risk?”
Jael grunted. Yes, he could understand. But if the farmer had followed the old rules and stayed away from the chasm, no beast would be tempted with an easy feed. The man’s desperation and greed would lead to yet another creature’s death. If his father, a true Scalzini, had been called to such a job as this, he would have solved the problem by advising the farmer to leave his land. Separate beast and man to ensure both lived. But the times had changed, and Jael needed money.
“The first goat to be taken was grazing not far from here,” said Sercov as he started walking back to the mudbrick house.
Jael watched the man as he talked, noting that he glanced back to the edge of the chasm frequently, like he expected the beast to surge over its edge in a tangle of limbs at any moment.
“At first, I’d hoped it was just a stray wolf passing through the area, but keeping the herd penned overnight hasn’t made a difference. I’m still losing at least one goat between dawn and dusk.”
“Have you seen it yourself?” asked Jael.
“Not clearly.”
“Surely you saw something. Any information might give a clue as to the type of beast we’re up against.”
They had reached the pen beside the house now, and Sercov leant over the wooden fence to scratch behind a brown nanny goat’s ear. “Nothing in my experience matches what I saw. It was like a massive snake, a long width of liquid-night thicker than my waist. But instead of a smooth belly, there was… legs of some sort.”
The muscles tightened at Jael’s jaw. If the farmer’s description was accurate, their chances of surviving the night had taken a hit. Giant centipedes weren’t solitary creatures, each nest containing up to five of the creatures. If he killed one, it would only be a matter of time before its sibling came for revenge.
Should have asked for more money.
Sercov glanced at the setting sun. The vines cast shadows like bundles of tentacles as the sun dipped below the hills behind.
“You’ll soon see the creature for yourself. We need to be prepared before it attacks.” He hooked a finger at the boy standing on the far side of the pen, spear in hand. “Get inside, Darin. I’ll not have a son lost for nothing.”
The boy, no more than eight years old, protested. “I can stop it, Father. Nothing can get past me, not when I’ve got your spear.” He gave two practice stabs at the retreating sun. “See? Just like a real soldier.” The boy’s face was pale, knuckles white as he gripped the spear haft.
“And a fine warrior you’ll be,” said Jael seriously. No matter the age, the willingness to master one’s own fear was never to be laughed at. “But Pyx and I have travelled a long way to fight your beast. If we have need of help, I promise to call for you and that mighty spear.”
The boy looked at him seriously for a moment, before nodding and moving inside. A woman pointed the boy to the far corner then looked at Sercov, eyes pleading. “Will you not take cover as well?”
“No. Everything we’ve worked for is right here, Mari. I’m not giving it up without a fight. Stay inside, bar the door.”
Mari stared at her husband for a moment longer, eyes sorrowful as she finally complied. A dull clunk sounded as the crossbar dropped into place on the far side.
Jael turned on the spot, quickly assessing the limitations of the environment while Pyx unloaded his horse and moved the animal into the pen with the goats. A wooden fence, forty by twenty paces, enclosed the animals. Although open to the sides, a simple roof provided shade from the fierce noontime sun. Outside the fence line, there was little he could use as a defensive structure. They’d be fighting the beast on open ground.
“How strong is the roof?” asked Jael. “Could it hold our weight?”
Sercov grimaced. “One person definitely, but any more than that and it may collapse.”
“One’ll do. Pyx, you’ll take a position on the roof. If it’s a giant centipede, you’ll need to be accurate. It has a thick exoskeleton, so your arrows will have to penetrate between the plates of armour to do any damage. Behind the head, there should be a wider patch of soft tissue, aim for that if you get the chance.
“If my girl can’t get a clear shot, we’re going to want it as distracted as possible to finish the job.”
The farmer’s eyes narrowed. “No. I’m not using another goat as bait.”
Jael groaned inwardly but didn’t push. Each animal represented more than a small-hold farmer like Sercov could afford to lose without compensation.
“Well, we need to tempt it with something, otherwise it’s going to head straight for the pen anyway.”
Sercov grimaced, but there was resignation in his stare. “How about something smaller?”
***
The last of the day’s heat disappeared along with the sun into the clear desert sky, and after a few hours of standing in the dark by the stable, cold leached into Jael’s bones with icy fingers. The worst of his hangover had passed. Now there was just an odd thrum of pressure at the front of his skull. He pulled a well-used metal flask from the inside of his jerkin and took a swig, savouring the warmth it provided in his gut. It was the waiting before battle that he hated. Like most veterans, he’d become adept at hiding the outward signs of stress, but that didn’t stop pre-battle nerves from turning his gut like a net of eels. He blew into cupped hands and glanced up to see the moon had completed a third of its passage across the sky. Absently, he rubbed at an ache in his left thigh, an old stab wound complaining at the cold.
Pyx lowered herself to the ground, barely making a noise as she sat next to him. “How is it possible something like that chasm exists in the middle of the desert?”
Jael glanced up at the moon and took another swig. “Well, if you believe the old stories, it’s because some bastard god didn’t get what he wanted.”
“My parents never said much about the gods,” said Pyx. “Dad reckoned they did nothing for us, and prayer was a waste of time.”
Smile lines creased at the corner of Jael’s eyes. “He was a smart man then. The gods have little time for us humans, they’re too busy playing out their own lives on a grander scale. Some are petty, shrewd, and jealous, others brave and strong. But even the best of them have flaws and can be hurt by those they love.”
“So, they’re similar to us?”
Jael nodded.
“That still doesn’t answer my question about how the beast chasms formed.”
“You seriously want a history lesson when we could be attacked at any moment?”
The girl punched him lightly in the shoulder. “Don’t be a shit, Jael. You were the one who said I had to learn this stuff. It’ll pass the time until we fight.”
Jael eventually sighed. “Fine, what does Kalech mean?”
“Beloved of Kal.”
“Good. Our land was created by Kal, the goddess of spring. She covered the earth in streams, greenery, and animals of all sorts. Unfortunately, Maritz, the sea god became infatuated with her. Enamoured by her beauty and creativity, he desired Kal for himself alone. When she spurned his advances, Maritz lashed out, draining life-giving water deep into the earth so that the forests died. Kal made several attempts to regenerate the land but each time Maritz destroyed whatever she created like a vengeful child.
“Eventually, Kal tried a different method.” Jael paused, reaching under his shirt to scratch at an insect bite. “After waiting for Maritz to become distracted, she opened a number of wide valleys in the earth, close enough to the water table for humans to irrigate their crops and feed their families. Unlike the desert wastes between, it is in those fertile areas that the vast majority of Kalechians live to this day. Kal also opened other rents in the earth, the canyons where she housed the mighty creatures and plants of the original Kalech.  
“Her plan worked, for when Maritz looked up from his home in the sea, all he saw from his vantage point was a wasteland of sand. Feeling that he’d won, he grew tired of his petty sport and eventually left her alone.”
Pyx pulled a face. “Let me get this straight. A god fucked up our entire country just because he got rejected like some drunk bastard in a tavern?”
“As I said, the gods aren’t that different to us. Their anger, however, is enough to wipe out nations. Ignoring them like your father is one thing, but only a fool deliberately raises their ire.”
Ahead of them, movement drew Jael’s attention. Fog began to ooze over the edge of the chasm, rolling knee high along the ground. The slightest of breezes curled wisps of cotton off the top like tiny dervishes, dancing and spinning in the moonlight.  
Twenty paces out from the pen, the chicken Sercov had chosen for bait ruffled its feathers. It gave two pecks at the tether knotted about its leg, then settled down on the dirt.
One bloody chicken. A single bite, and it’ll be on to us anyway.
As far as he was concerned, the small decoy was a waste of time. Jael suddenly straightened, a crawling sensation of many pointed feet at the back of his skull. Something was close. He loosened his sword within its scabbard, then paused, stock still as he listened with full attention. For a moment, all he could hear was his own galloping heartbeat.
A rustling whisper of scale on sand.
Gently, he eased his sword free and let it hang. The moon bathed the vines in a silvery half-light, casting all in endless tones of grey. Jael’s eyes danced across the knee-high fog until he finally picked the source. Twenty paces ahead, a narrow strip of mist moved like a stream within the expanse of fog, dragged along by the movement of a creature just out of sight.
Jael tapped Pyx on the shoulder. “Get your arse in position.”
She nodded, slung the bow and quiver across a shoulder, then climbed onto the roof with the ease of a monkey. Wood creaked overhead as she settled to wait.
Jael gave a low whistle, drawing the attention of Sercov. The farmer gently padded around from the far side of the pen, his face pale, breath shallow and rapid.
“The plan stays the same,” Jael whispered to him. “Stay back and leave it to us. If it targets you, keep away from the pointy bits, yeah?”
Behind them a goat bleated as the herd smelt the predator and crushed to the farthest point of the enclosure, their eyes rolling in fear. Jael kept his focus ahead, watched the shifting mist weave forward until a gleaming black head burst from the cloud’s edge. His stomach clenched as adrenaline surged, pupils dilating to make use of all available light.
The creature’s head was the size of a chariot wheel. Two long antennae protruded from the front, each longer than Jael’s arm. It paused on reaching the bare ground surrounding the farm dwelling. Beneath its head were a set of massive pincers, each capable of injecting enough venom to kill a man in seconds before feeding the victim into its tooth-rimmed mouth.
The chicken suddenly realised its danger, wings flapping as it madly tried to free itself from the stake. The centipede’s head turned towards it, antennae writhing in the air as if tasting the bird’s fear. It surged forward. Carried by a multitude of legs, a sinuous body emerged from the mist. Stretching over twenty feet long, it was protected by rings of rock-hard chitinous armour that flexed and contorted as it moved. Each leg ended in a knife tip that stabbed deep into the earth as it skittered forward.
Feathers exploded as the bird was struck, squawking horribly as pincers stabbed its ribcage from either side, injecting venom deep. Before the bird had even stopped moving, smaller arm-like legs shoved the chicken into the beast’s mouth. The centipede’s body quivered with pleasure as it ate, creating a hollow rattling noise between the armour plates. Once consumed, the beast turned to the goat pen, antennae twitching.
Don’t think, just bloody do it.
Jael’s mouth was dry as he forced himself into action. Charging from the left he launched, sword aimed for the soft point behind its head. Even as his feet left the ground, Jael knew he would miss. The point of his blade skidded across the first armour plate behind the head before sinking half its length into the second join. The centipede spasmed in pain, ripping the sword from Jael’s grasp. Momentum carried him forward and he hit the ground hard, landing on his side. A centipede leg stabbed into the ground, narrowly missing his groin. Jael stared up and saw the mouth of the beast hovering above him. It shrieked, spattering his face with a mix of saliva and chicken blood, and he tensed as venomous pincers flexed wide above him, ready to stab. A dull thud sounded above, and the beast screamed once again. Pyx had scored a direct hit with the bow, arrow fletching protruding from one of the centipede’s glittering eyes.
“Jael! Catch this!” shouted Sercov.
As Jael scooted back from the pincers, he glanced to the side to see Sercov with his axe in hand. He put out his hand and caught the weapon by its haft. Perfectly weighted, the axe blade was viciously sharp. Jael swung it hard as he regained his feet, the blade slicing clean through the centipede’s right pincer. Green venom spurted from the stump, bubbling as it hit the dust. Jael deflected the remaining pincer with his shield as it jabbed forward, then hacked at it with the axe. Two blows and he was through, the second pincer falling into the dirt to join the first. The centipede writhed in agony, sinuous body curling up on itself, tying into knots and out again as a hundred legs stabbed a staccato in the dust.
Pyx’s second arrow clacked against a hardened plate of chitin armour and ricocheted away uselessly. The angle from which she was shooting denied a clean shot at the exposed space behind the creature’s head. Jael’s sword stuck from the beast’s neck, just out of reach. To finish the job, he’d need to get his hands back on it and finish sawing through the beast’s spinal cord.
A guttural war cry sounded from his left, and in his peripheral vision, Jael saw the farmer enter the fight.
“No! Get back!”
Sercov ignored him and drove the tip of his spear at the centipede’s back, the blade screeching across a hardened plate before finding the join. The farmer leant his weight on it and stabbed deep until it emerged from the other side, transfixing the hideous insect like a giant needle. The body curled up, legs flexing, trying to grasp onto the handle to draw it out. Suddenly Sercov screamed as a knife-tipped leg skewered his back and stamped him onto the ground.
Pyx’s bow thrummed again, and this time the arrow drove home into the centipede’s remaining eye. Now completely blind, it whipped its head back and forth, antennae wiggling as it tried to locate Jael again. He chopped at the antennae then darted sideways and, using a leg joint as a step, lunged onto the centipede’s back. Jael dropped to straddle its back and was forced to abandon his axe to hold on. The chitin armour was slick with blood, running in a stream from around the base of his sword. He grasped the handle and pulled out the blade. Aiming the tip forwards, he drove it in again at the base of its head with a grunt, seeking the tiny brain within. With a final shove, he buried it to the hilt. The centipede gave a shriek, then collapsed. Legs twitched for a few moments more before falling still.
Jael wedged a foot against the base of the head and wrenched his sword free. He leant forward, chest heaving, trying to catch his breath. A moan of pain from behind drew his attention.
Shit, Sercov.
Jael slid off the creature and jogged to where the farmer lay. A centipede leg was still buried in the right side of his back just beneath the shoulder blade. Blood stained his teeth crimson and frothed from his mouth in pink bubbles as he struggled to breathe. Jael had seen the injury many times before and knew with grim certainty the farmer had a punctured lung. He was a dead man; it was just a matter of time. There was a thump as Pyx dropped from the roof, and then the girl was at his side, staring down at the farmer’s misery.
“Grab a hold, we need to get this thing out of him,” said Jael.
The two gripped onto the segmented leg, the shell cool and slick to the touch. On the count of two, they heaved upwards, removing the pointed length from his back with a wet slurp.
“For the gods’ sake, man,” muttered Jael. “I told you to stay out of it.”
Sercov grunted, face twisted with agony. “Easier said… than done.”
“We need to get you and your family away from here. The bastard thing lives in a nest. Eventually, one of its brothers is going to come searching for it, and we don’t want to be around when that happens.”
“I’m not leaving.”
“For fuck’s sake,” spat Jael, anger quickly mounting at the man’s stubbornness. “With that wound, you’ll be dead by morning. Think of your family.”
Sercov glared at him but was overcome by a coughing fit before he could answer. His shoulders heaved with the force of each muscular contraction, fresh blood pouring from his mouth to soak his clothes scarlet. Eventually the coughs eased, leaving the farmer pale and spent. All fight had left his eyes.
“Her father lives in the village,” he whispered. “Take them there… if you can.”
Jael squeezed the man’s shoulder roughly, glad the man had changed his mind, but the gesture was lost on Sercov. His chest had fallen still, eyes staring silently into the dark.
“Pyx, get the wife and kid. I want to be out of here as soon as possible.”
His apprentice stared at the dead farmer, her face unreadable. “Are we not staying to take on the others? You said there would be more.”
Jael started to saw into the beast’s neck to remove the head. “My contract was for one kill,” he grunted. “If they want me to take out the others, they’ll have to pay more. A lot bloody more.”




Chapter Two

“I was fourteen when I found my mother hanging from a tree, eyes bulging and sightless, neck broken. A mob had slaughtered her like a dog, just for being Scalzini. I wanted to cry as I cut her down, to give voice to the grief in my soul. But my eyes remained dry. If I wanted to survive, I already knew that I’d have to forget my prior life, walk away and start afresh.”
—    Sergeant Jael Crowfeeder, Eighth Tumen

Extract: Imperial investigation into the Scalzini genocide.
“I’m sorry for your loss, Ma’am. Your husband was a brave man,” said Jael.
The morning sun peeked over the horizon, an orange glow lighting the clouds above as they reached the dwelling of Mari’s father. She regarded Jael stonily, anger infusing her grief.
“If you’d done your job properly, my husband wouldn’t be dead. And for that, I blame you.”
“I warned Sercov to stay out of it but he knew the risks and was willing to fight for what was his,” said Jael. “Blame the creature, fate, or whatever the hell you want. But it’s a waste of time targeting your anger at me, his death wasn’t my fault.”
Jael sighed. He was exhausted, and after landing awkwardly during the fight, his back twinged with every step of his horse. He bit down on what he truly wanted to say, reminding himself that the woman was grieving. “Look, if you want help moving your goats and belongings away from the farm, we can assist for no extra cost.”
“For no cost,” sneered the woman. “You have to be joking. I don’t want your help. You’ve done more than enough.”
With a slight squeeze of his legs, Jael set his horse walking and left the woman at the entrance to her father’s hovel. If that was the way she wanted it, he was fine with that. He’d rather be spending his well-earned marks in the tavern, drinking away that damned thrum of pressure in his head.
They soon reached the edge of the village, marked by a temple to the goddess, Kal. Carved into a cliff of rose-coloured stone, an intricate engraving of animals and plants spiralled up around tall pillars to frame the altar. As with most religious sites across the continent, it was untended and empty. There was no priest class in Kalech, and outside of key festival dates, the people and their gods had little interaction. Most thought it safer to stay beneath the notice of something that could destroy the country at a mood swing.
Jael swung down from Kicker’s saddle and walked up three wide steps to the base of the altar. A statue of Kal sat cross-legged atop it. Her facial features and expression were indistinct, slowly abraded overtime by the sand-laden wind. As the goddess of spring and new life, Kal’s most notable feature was a large pregnant belly, its surface polished to a sheen by expectant mothers who came to seek assistance during childbirth. Jael took a knee and gave silent thanks for his success during the hunt, and to ask forgiveness for killing one of her ancient beasts. Taking his dagger, he touched the point to a finger and drew a bead of scarlet. Jael pressed the offering to Kal’s lips, his blood soaking quickly into the dry stone, consumed by the goddess. Happy his small sacrifice had been accepted, Jael paused a moment longer with head bowed then returned to his horse and apprentice.
Respect paid, he now headed for the centre of the village to find Silas, deliver the monster’s head, and claim his winnings. The sooner he dumped the rotting mass the better. Although it had been mere hours since killing the creature, it was rapidly decomposing, the outer hard surface of the head softening, innards turning to liquid and running down the back of his poor horse’s rump.
At the centre of the village, there was a large open square of bare earth that served as a market space on weekends. Today, it should have been empty, but instead there was a series of cotton tents erected, each large enough to sleep ten men and women. Jael had seen dwellings like this before, had slept in them on campaign for the better part of twenty years as a soldier in the Eighth Tumen. His eyes narrowed slightly, teeth clenched as he scanned the field—ten tents, enough for a full company of soldiers. The last watch of the night guarded the borders of the camp, and before long the rest of the men would rise. Until Jael knew more, he would need to keep a low profile. If a new war was afoot, he had no desire to be part of it. Jael drew his cloak about himself to cover the ends of his lamellar cuirass. He’d already given enough of his life to King Loic’s army.
The elder’s residence on the south side of the market square stood out clearly. Unlike most of the other stone dwellings in town that had their entrances at ground level, the elder’s residence had a polished stairway hewn from the rock, curling up the face in a switchback to a set of palmwood doors. The man had evidently grown rich through his position. Jael drew his horse to a standstill when they reached its front steps and swung down from the saddle. He winced as an electric pain shot down his right leg at the movement, then untied the giant centipede’s head from behind his saddle. Despite the progressing decomposition, gouged eyes and chopped antennae, it was still fearsome enough to make his skin crawl.
“Grab a hold, Pyx.’
The girl grimaced as she approached but took a hold under a ridge of its dome-shaped head. Between them, they slid it off the back of the horse and carried the dead weight up the steps to the entrance. Jael knocked on the door, and after a few moments, footsteps approached on the far side. The door opened a crack, and the pale green eyes of a servant met his gaze before jerking away in fear as she saw the beast’s head.
“For god’s sake, woman, it’s dead. There’s nothing to be afraid of,” said Jael. “Where’s the master of the house? I’ve completed his contract and need to be paid.”
She nodded mutely and closed the door again. Out on the market square, the soldiers’ camp was now a bustle of activity as men and women emerged from the tents and got on with the new day’s chores. Some wore lamellar cuirasses over brown cotton tunics, while a few chose to forego any armour at this early hour. Jael shook his head in contempt. Better to learn from the beasts and wear your armour at all times until its weight became effortless. Those who shirked the armour today would be the first to tire in tomorrow’s battle, and in so doing, place the lives of their mates at risk.
Footsteps approached again, and the door swung wide. In the gap stood the wizened face of Silas, grey smudges under his eyes as he regarded them with obvious distaste.
Jael glanced down at the massive head he and Pyx carried. “As promised, I have your head.”
A foul-smelling brown sludge oozed from between the beast’s razor teeth and dripped onto the elder’s boot. Silas jerked his foot back, then squatted to clean off the effluent with a cotton handkerchief.
“I said I need the head as evidence, not that I wanted it brought to my house, you idiot.”
“Better specify that next time,” said Jael. “Either way, the contract for one kill is complete. You owe me thirty imperial marks.”
Silas clenched his jaw in irritation as his hand disappeared within the depths of his grey robe. After a moment, he pulled out a small drawstring bag and tossed it at the beast hunter. Without breaking eye contact, Jael snatched it from the air in his left hand.
“Do you want to count it?”
Jael weighed the sack in his hand for a moment before slipping it inside his jerkin. By the look on the elder’s face, he was confident it held the correct amount. “It feels about right. If there’s any issue I know where to find you.”
Money in hand, he was ready to ditch the beast’s head. Without asking where Silas wanted it, he and Pyx dumped it onto the steps beside the palmwood doors. At the change in position, blood and juices began to leak from the neck afresh, creating a pool of muck about the offering.
“What do you think you’re doing?” spluttered the elder. “You can’t leave it there!”
Jael stared at the man, a slight smile lifting one corner of his mouth. “You wanted a head, you got it.”
Ignoring Silas’s ongoing shouts of annoyance, he clumped down the steps to his horse then made a beeline for the tavern. After the night past, he wanted a few hours’ sleep and to drink his fill. Not necessarily in that order.
***
Customers steadily trickled into the tavern throughout the day, and by mid-afternoon, there was standing room only. Lamps burned in carved wall sconces around the perimeter of the main room. The camel fat used within gave off little smoke and lit those nearby with a flickering orange glow. The scorching heat outside had long since invaded the main bar area, and along with the effects of his beer, it was making Jael drowsy. He sat at one of the long tables nursing a mug of stout. The dark beer was heavy, bitter and a satisfying change from the wine that had given him such a headache the day before. His earnings were in a leather satchel on the table before him, within easy sight so they couldn’t be stolen. Pyx lay on her back on the bench to the other side of the table, snoring softly with a full stomach. Large bowls of goat stew had been the first full meal either of them had eaten for weeks. Jael knew it was a growing weakness, but if he had to choose between a drink and food, he was apt to spend his money on the wrong one these days. But without a drink to slow his mind in the evenings, he tended to start dwelling on past battles, mates lost, and mistakes made. The Eighth…
Conversation rolled about him, fluctuating in volume and pace like an ocean as he gazed into the foam atop his beer. He’d caught enough snippets to know most were discussing the recruitment drive for King Loic’s army led by the captain camped on the market square. Shortly after Jael’s meeting with the elder, a soldier had nailed posters about the village requesting able-bodied men and women to join the king’s tumens for a term of service. Rumour had it, King Loic was gearing to take out the last rebel strongholds in the Northern Mountains.
Kalech had once been a conglomerate of independent fiefdoms, each tract of arable land ruled by its own warlord. The expanses of desert separating the valleys of fertile land were deadly for the uninitiated, but by no means uninhabited. Small villages, like the rock-hewn one Jael stayed within presently, were to be occasionally found. Although local management of these oases was left in the hands of elders like Silas, the overarching control of the desert regions lay within the iron fist of King Loic.
Loic’s ancestors had controlled the trade routes between the fiefdoms for generations, charging a premium to guide caravans across the scorching wastelands from one small spring to the next. No more than desert nomads in the beginning, his family’s monopoly over the trade routes had grown wealth and influence until they’d become the richest of Kalech’s ruling families.
But pre-eminence had not been enough for Loic’s father, Nazkar. A man of patience and strategy, he had laid the groundwork for conquest forty years earlier by constructing hidden reservoirs of water in the desert. Ordering his soldiers to carve large cisterns into the rock at strategic locations, he’d captured priceless run-off from rare flash-flood events then capped and disguised their presence. With reservoirs of fresh water at his disposal, he gained the ability to move large numbers of soldiers through the desert without fear of dehydration. Logistics of survival accounted for, Nazkar turned his attention to war. He divided his army into eight tumens, each consisting of one thousand soldiers led by a general. The tumen was then further subdivided into ten companies of one hundred soldiers, led by a captain.
Blooded at an early age and knowing little else but war, Loic had continued in his father’s footsteps. Through decades of campaign, Loic broke the back of the Kalechian nobility. Adaptive, relentless, and ever leading from the front, he had forced the many lords of Kalech to each take the knee and acknowledge him as king. Now there was but the religious zealots of the Northern Mountains standing in his way.
“What about you, old man? Are you going to join up?”
Pulled from his thoughts, Jael looked up as a teenager thumped his arse down onto the bench next to him. He vaguely recognised him as the blacksmith’s son, Torc. Although no more than sixteen years of age, growing up swinging a hammer and working metal had created a mountain of muscle. The taut cloth about the boy’s bicep looked ready to tear as he lifted his mug of beer for another swallow, spilling half of it down his front. Torc might have been strong, but he’d yet to learn how to handle his drink.
Jael shook his head and looked down into his beer again, not wanting to get drawn into a conversation.
“Come on, I saw the head of the beast you killed,” the boy said. “It’s mounted on a spike at the north end of the market square. Any warrior that could do such a feat is surely needed in the king’s army.”
Jael sighed. “I’ve already done my time in Loic’s tumens. Served in the Eighth.” Jael inwardly cursed himself at the slip. The last thing he needed was to draw attention to his military experience while the army was in town. The beer had obviously loosened his tongue.
Torc’s eyes lit up. “I’ve just enlisted. Can you tell me what it’ll be like?”
Another kid chasing glory that simply didn’t exist. Jael hadn’t been that different as a lad himself, ultimately learning his lessons the hard way. And now Torc would as well. “Does your father know?”
The boy’s eyes dropped for a moment. “No, but he’ll understand. Eventually.”
“Did I hear that you fought in the Eighth?”
Jael glanced over Torc’s shoulder to see a wide-framed man he didn’t recognise staring at him. As the man stretched out an arm in greeting, Jael noted for the first time the armour that had been hidden by his cloak. He took Jael’s forearm in the warrior’s grip, and the monster hunter felt his heart drop a little, knowing that any chance of escaping notice was shot. He should have picked the recruiter lurking amongst the patrons earlier. God knows he’d done the job himself more than a few times back in the day. Conning drunks to sign their life away after getting their blood up with tales of battle and non-existent loot.
“Always an honour to meet another soldier. My name is Ormaz, a captain of the Sixth Tumen.”
“I thought it was the company sergeant that got stuck conning foolish bastards into joining the army.”
Undeterred, Ormaz laughed at Jael’s brusque tone. “Usually, but my stupid bastard of a sergeant went and choked on a chicken bone two days ago, so now the job falls to me. But enough of that. When did you finish your term?”
“484.” He’d been free of the army for two years.
“We would have been on a few of the same campaigns,” said Ormaz.
Jael nodded. “We always knew we had quality brothers at our shoulder when we joined forces with the Sixth.” He glanced at the entrance to the tavern, starting to note all his available exits if the conversation went tits up.
“And same with the Eighth,” he said. The captain took a seat on the other side of Jael. “You completed your term then?”
“All twenty years of it,” said Jael. He had no plans of confessing the circumstances of which he’d been expelled in his nineteenth year, narrowly escaping with his neck intact. If he’d reached the twenty-year mark, he would have been granted a plot of land to farm in one of the border territories, somewhere to grow old. But no. Nineteen years of death and danger for nothing more than the armour in which he sat.
“I didn’t realise we had veteran farms in this area?” said Ormaz with one eyebrow raised.
“There isn’t,” said Jael hesitantly. “Farming wasn’t for me, I sold up and hit the road.”
By the look on Ormaz’s face, the captain wasn’t buying the story.
“Sold up? Bullshit,” grunted Pyx from the other side of the table as she pushed herself upright off the bench. “More like lost it gambling.”
Ormaz laughed, his face relaxing again at her words. “Wouldn’t be the first veteran to lose their plot in such a way, nor the last I’m sure.”
Jael made a mental note to reward Pyx later for that little gem, should have thought of it himself.
“Well, if you’re short of funds, you can enlist again. The army’s always in need of experienced soldiers.”
Jael barked a short laugh. “There’s little chance of that—”
“Yes, he’s not short of money. Marks that he has no right to.”
Noise lessened as people looked towards the elder standing in the entrance.
What now?
“Jael Crowfeeder, your contract to exterminate the beast targeting our farms was paid in full. But today, another two of those foul creatures wiped out an entire herd of goats!” Veins stood proud on Silas’s forehead, spittle flying as he spoke. “I demand you return every mark paid to you, here and now!”
The tavern fell silent, every eye on Jael as he slowly stood. “My contract was for one head. I fulfilled that contract; therefore, the money is mine. I won’t be handing it back.”
Silas sneered, elbowing past patrons until he stood less than an arm’s length away. “What about the other creatures?”
“I’m a monster hunter, not a damned charity. If you want them dead, you’ll have to pay again. Forty marks per head.”
“Over my dead body,” muttered Silas. “I’m taking back the money.” He leant forward to grab the satchel.
Quick as an adder’s strike, Jael caught the elder’s wrist in a lock, ripping the joint down viciously until the bones grated under his fingers. With his other hand, he partially drew a dagger from his belt sheath. Light glittered off the steel in a promise of death.
“Like I said. I fulfilled my contract, so this money is mine. Either pay again or fuck off. Your choice.”
With a shove, he sent Silas stumbling backwards then sheathed his blade again. There were as few snickers of laughter as the elder retreated, muttering foul curses under his breath.
Jael slowly sat again, careful to keep his face calm. Any sign of weakness, and he’d attract violence like flies to shit. Now that it was common knowledge he was carrying a substantial amount of money, it would be only a matter of time before some sly bastard tried to take it for themselves. He’d planned on staying in town for a few days, but given the current situation, he and Pyx would have to clear out in the small hours.
“Looks like you’re making friends,” said Ormaz, a dry note of humour to his voice. “Think on my offer. If you were happy living a civilian life, you wouldn’t be risking it fighting beasts for ungrateful bastards like that.” The captain knocked back the last of his beer in a single gulp then got up. “Tomorrow we journey south to join the rest of the Sixth Tumen. You’ll have until then to change your mind.”
Jael watched the captain walk away, a sick feeling in his gut. There was a time he’d have given anything to remain in the army, to face the same dangers as his mates. But that had ended the day he’d been cast out like a leper.
Fuck ’em.
He drained the last of his mug and slammed it down on the table. “More beer!” he grunted.
Within a few moments, a serving girl arrived with another flagon of stout. Jael poured himself a mug, froth spilling over the rim to create a shallow puddle on the table.
He took a deep draw at the edge then cuffed the excess from around his mouth.
A light tingling prickled his lips and tongue as he put the cup down. The stout tasted different, more acidic. Realisation dawned as his mind became foggy, limbs heavy. He glanced in panic to the bar where the tavern owner met his eyes, a hawkish grin on his face. Grey crowded the edges of his vision. “Pyx, we need to get out…”
Blood rushed in his ears as the world went dark.




Chapter Three

“Village watchmen are tasked with keeping the peace between civilians, and yet I find little evidence of them making any attempt to stop the violence against the Scalzini community. If anything, watchmen appeared to be primary instigators in a number of the killings. My personal opinion is that the profession attracts bullies and cretins who frequently abuse the power afforded them. At the conclusion of this investigation, I will be recommending systemic reform of the watchmen order, or, failing that, its total abolition.”
—    Agent Tarkin, Imperial Secret Service.

Extract: Imperial investigation into the Scalzini genocide.
Pain.
A burning agony at the front of his skull, fluctuating in time with his heartbeat. Jael opened his eyes a crack and rolled to his side. Even that slight movement made his stomach lurch. He was in a dark room, lying on wet, mouldy straw. Muddy light filtered through a tiny window high above, providing just enough illumination to see his surrounds. His wrists were clamped in handcuffs, the circlets of steel tight enough to turn his hands a painful shade of maroon. Stripped of his cuirass, sword, and boots, he wore nothing but trousers and a threadbare undershirt. Without his armour, he felt naked as a babe. The cell was less than three paces from one side to the other. Three sides were stone, while thick iron bars reached floor to ceiling on the fourth. Unless he suddenly learnt how to walk through walls, he wasn’t going anywhere.
Shit.
Outplayed and poisoned by the elder and his accomplice, he’d been thrown in prison. Other than that, details of the previous afternoon were hazy and confused. Jael’s gut lurched as he thought of Pyx. If they’ve bloody hurt her… He could only hope the girl had made a run for it.
“Get up.”
A watchman stood outside his cell door. The bastard stunk. His uniform was so dirty it looked like he’d slept in the same cells as his prisoners. Yellow, broken teeth grinned at him as the watchman swung a thick rope that ended in a noose. From the frying pan to the fire, and he could already feel the lick of flames at his feet.
Jael cleared his throat and tried to ignore his stabbing migraine. “Tell Silas he’s won. I’ll kill the other two beasts for no extra cost, as long as he returns my earnings and gear intact.”
The watchman bent over double, laughing. “You’ve got a snowflake’s chance in hell, mate. The only place you’re headed is the gallows.” He pulled a set of large iron keys from his pocket and unlocked the gate, unoiled hinges screeching as he swung it wide. The watchman leant down, grabbed hold of the chain between the manacles and wrenched him to standing. Jael gasped at the agony from his oxygen-starved hands and bit the side of his cheek to keep silent. Copper stained his teeth red as he stumbled after his captor out into the sun.
***
At the south end of the market square, two village watchmen stood waiting beside simple gallows. A small crowd had gathered on the dusty ground, ready for the coming show. As he drew nearer, a boy at the back of the crowd noticed him, tugged on his Ma’s dress and pointed.
“Here’s the bastard,” she cried.
Jael had never met the woman, and yet her eyes flashed with a sadistic excitement, tongue darting out to moisten her lips. As his eyes flicked across other faces, he saw scant sympathy. There’d be no call for clemency from these people. No, they’d come for a show, and wouldn’t be happy until they saw him dance at the end of a rope.
Jael’s heart thudded against his ribs, chest growing tighter with every step nearer the gallows. He took a deep breath to steady his nerves and looked for some sort of weapon, for anything that might help him escape. He twisted his wrists within the handcuffs but the metal was hard against bone. They weren’t going anywhere.
The watchman leading him was enjoying the attention of the crowd, his hand loosely gripping the chain between his wrists as if it was the leash of a well-trained dog.
Fuck this shit. He was no lamb for slaughter.
Jael dug in his heel and wrenched backwards, tearing his handcuffs from the watchman’s grip. The man stumbled back against him, eyes wide with surprise. Jael looped the short chain around the man’s neck. Anchoring himself with a knee into the watchman’s spine, Jael ripped backward, crushing the cartilage of the watchman’s windpipe with a dull crunch. The man’s eyes bulged, face going a deep purple as he gasped for breath. Jael gave one more savage tug, then let the watchman’s body drop to the ground where he jerked like a fish on a pike, hands clasped at his ruined throat.
Blood streamed from Jael’s wrists, paying a price of deep skin tears beneath the cuffs. The pain barely registered as he sought the next danger. Stunned silence met him as he turned on the spot, faces in the crowds staring in open-mouthed surprise at the dying man.
“Get him!”
The watchmen by the gallows finally launched into action. Instead of swords or axes, each carried a heavy wooden club. Jael crouched by the body at his feet, yanked a knife from a sheath at the corpse’s waist and threw it in an awkward, double-handed grip as the guards rapidly closed.
The blade cartwheeled through the air before stabbing deep into the lead guard’s chest. The man spewed crimson as he fell to his knees, hands pawing at the blade. The second watchman leapt over his dying mate, club swinging in a vicious arc. Jael jerked to the side, but the wood scored a glancing blow to the side of his head.
Stars burst before his eyes, the blow like a cannon firing inside his head. Legs suddenly weak, he found himself on his knees. Jael knew he had to run or fight back, but his punch-drunk limbs wouldn’t follow orders. Dumbly, he saw Pyx’s face briefly before she disappeared into the crowd as the remaining watchman came back into view.
“You’re going to regret that.” The man was huge, his pox-scarred face like a slab of half-rotted meat. The thought brought a stupid grin to Jael’s face just before the watchman’s fist crunched into his jaw, returning his world to black.
***
Jael awoke gasping, soaked with rancid water from a slops bucket. His head pounded, a searing white-hot fissure of pain where the club had connected with his skull. The watchman stood over him, empty pail in hand.
“They were local boys you killed, and I got a crowd baying for vengeance,” he growled. “The elder ordered a hanging, but I think you deserve something a little more… drawn out.” A cruel smile tore the watchman’s face, displaying brown, rotten teeth.
Jael looked about himself, realised he lay on the undressed timber of the gallows, bound and gagged. The hulking watchman picked up a dagger, then a hook mounted at the end of a wooden shaft.
“Have you seen one of these in action?”
Sun glinted off the needle-pointed hook as Jael dry swallowed. Yes, he’d seen one before. Knew the agony it could inflict on another human being. The watchman chuckled darkly at his expression.
“It’s a very useful device. First though, I’m going to hang you by the noose. You’ll dance a jig at the end of the rope, your face going blue while shit smears your legs, and everyone laughs.” The watchman spun the hook up into the air before catching it again by the haft. “Then I’ll slice your belly and pull out your guts with this here hook.”
The watchman put down the knife and hook in favour of an axe. “And last of all, I’ll chop off your legs, arms and head. Might take a while though. I don’t bother keeping this one sharp—makes for a better show.”
“Get on with it, Petyr, we haven’t got all day!” shouted a woman somewhere in the crowd.
The watchman’s jaw clenched at the disruption, but he dumped the axe, and picked up a length of corded rope with a noose at its end. Roughly, he fitted the loop over Jael’s head then threw the other end up and over the crossbar. As the bastard tightened the noose about his neck, Jael realised he was about to go out like his mother, lynched by a rabid mob during the last Scalzini purges.
The watchman leant forward and ripped the gag from his mouth.
“Any last requests?”
“Yeah,” grated Jael. “How about we swap positions, you fat fucking dimwit.”
The watchman just grunted as he hauled on the end of the rope.
“That’s a no, then?” rasped Jael as the noose tightened around his throat.
His captor hauled on the rope again, and this time, Jael was dragged to his feet, the vertebrae of his neck creaking agonisingly. The next pull on the rope took him onto his toes. He foundered, trying desperately to take the pressure off his neck, unable to draw breath.
The watchman tied off the rope, leaving Jael scrabbling for purchase with his tiptoes and picked up the dagger. Grabbing the front of Jael’s cotton shirt, he slit it top to bottom. The cloth spread wide, exposing a chest littered with scars. Some fine, others ugly and ragged, telling of near life-ending wounds. There wasn’t much of Jael’s body that hadn’t suffered at one time or another. Nonetheless, he’d survived it all. Until now.
What a fucking joke.
Rage was starting to taper as resignation sat in. There was no way to escape. Death itself didn’t worry him that much. He’d killed plenty in his life, and never figured on dying an old man. Jael had always thought his luck would run out fighting some stupid beast or in the front line of a battle. But dying because of a small-town elder’s greed? Fate could be a cruel bitch.
The watchman stood before him, knife pressing against the skin of his abdomen, ready to plunge in and rip down. The sound of blood pounded in his ears. His face was taut, swollen and fit to burst with the pressure of trapped blood. Above him in the sky, something shimmered for an instant, then disappeared. His chest burned with the need to breathe. He closed his eyes and readied himself for the agony of evisceration. The pain wouldn’t be for long. Only a handful of minutes, twenty at most. With any luck he’d bleed out before the clumsy prick started hacking off limbs.
Fuck it. Do your worst.




Chapter Four

“You want to know if there’s Scalzini within the tumens?” the sergeant shrugged non-committedly. “Probably. But when it comes to a recruit’s background, we have an unofficial policy of ‘we won’t ask if you don’t tell’. Besides, there’s plenty of bastards in the ranks who’ve done worse shit than being born into a weird beast-fighting warrior sect.
“A soldier’s trade is to kill for the king, nothing polite or poetic about it. In reality, I don’t give two shits what you did before joining the army. If you can hold your nerve, stand by your fellow soldier in the battle line and fight ‘til your last breath then I’ll call you comrade.”
—Recruitment Sergeant Laensal, Third Tumen

Extract: Imperial investigation into the Scalzini genocide.
“Stop!”
The watchman ignored the command, tensed his muscles ready to stab the blade deep into Jael’s guts.
“I said STOP!” roared a military voice, cutting across the baying crowd as if they were no more than a whisper.
“Put down that knife, or by the gods, your guts will follow his onto the sand!”
Noise from the crowd died away. The watchman paused, knife wavering with indecision as he glanced over his shoulder. A path opened up for the captain as he stalked forward, elbowing aside those that didn’t move in time. Ormaz strode up to the gallows, expression furious as a mid-winter storm.
“Release that man, now. He’s a soldier of the Sixth Tumen and you have no right to hold him.”
Jael struggled to understand what was going on, his oxygen-starved brain barely gripping to consciousness.
Pyx darted out from behind Ormaz and vaulted onto the gallows platform. Taking advantage of the watchman’s distraction, she grabbed the waiting axe off the bench and chopped through the rope’s tie. Jael crashed to the ground, his face still purple behind the tightened noose. Pyx left the axe blade buried deep in the wooden pole, and rushed to his side, fingers working at the noose to create slack. Jael drew in a ragged breath, air burning like blades through his damaged trachea.
The elder pushed his way forward from the side of the gallows where he’d been supervising proceedings, until he stood before the captain. “He’s no soldier. This piece of scum is my prisoner, sentenced to death for theft and murder.”
“I don’t give a damn what you think he’s done,” growled Ormaz. “He signed on to twenty years’ service in the Sixth Tumen, and that makes him mine until that term is served or he dies in the defence of the empire.”
Anger surged anew in Jael’s brain at the soldier’s words. “I didn’t…” A sharp kick in his rib’s from Pyx stopped him short. He bit his tongue, furious at the situation.
Silas pursed his lips. “If you take my prisoner, I want compensation for the killing of two watchmen, livestock, and the death of one farmer.”
“Your compensation will be keeping your head,” growled Ormaz. The captain rested a hand menacingly on the grip of his sword. “Last chance. Release him, now!”
The village elder’s face was flushed with muted fury as he gestured for the watchman to comply. Jael’s hands and feet burned viciously as blood flow was restored, the manacles tearing scabs about his wrists with their removal. He clenched his teeth hard, refusing to acknowledge the pain as his wounds bled afresh. Jael regained his feet with the help of an arm about Pyx’s shoulders.
Ormaz turned on his heel and strode back through the crowd, Pyx and Jael limping in his wake. As Jael reached the bottom of the gallows steps, Silas blocked his way.
“You’re as good as dead. Scum like you won’t last a single battle.”
Jael forced a joyless smile. “I’ll take my chances.”
Just those few words irritated his throat, and instead of turning, he coughed straight in Silas’s face, spattering the man’s cheeks and forehead in crimson from his bleeding mouth.
“And I won’t forget what you owe me either. One day, I’ll be back to collect.”
“You’ll never get a mark out of me,” sneered the elder as he fished in his robe for a handkerchief to wipe off the blood.
Jael chuckled an utterly humourless laugh. “That suits me fine. Pay your debt in blood instead. Once you’ve spilt it all to the last drop and your body grows cold—I’ll consider us even.”
Without another word, he shoved past.
***
Jael and Pyx caught up to Ormaz at the far side of the market square. Furrows in the dirt were all that remained of the hundred soldiers who’d camped there at dawn.
“You better be fit for marching,” said Ormaz, looking him up and down with a critical eye.
“I’ve taken worse beatings and carried on,” growled Jael. “But that’s beside the point. I appreciate your help; however, I never signed any recruitment papers.”
“No shit. Your apprentice did the honours for you.”
Jael turned, fixing Pyx with a glare.
She met his eye unflinchingly. “The tumens are desperate for experienced soldiers and signing us up was the only way to keep you alive. I was just lucky Ormaz recognised me from the alehouse and was willing to stop and listen as his troops marched out of town.”
“Ah, shit,” muttered Jael. “Don’t tell me you signed recruitment papers as well? You’ve no idea what you’re getting yourself in to. The army will use you up until there’s nothing left but scar tissue and bitterness.”
She shrugged. “If you survived twenty years, so can I.”
“The girl’s right. Every tumen needs men that know how to survive a battle, old bastards to steady the greenhorns when the line starts to waver,” said Ormaz. He held out his hand. “I’ll not fight you on this. Either take my arm and swear on your honour as a warrior to see out a second term of service, or go back to the gallows and have your gut unzipped. Your choice.”
Jael stared at the captain’s arm for a moment. He’d already given nineteen years of his life to Loic’s army, near two decades of service for a man that had done nothing to prevent the killing of his clan. Could he truly fight for the king again? On the other hand, Jael had struggled to adjust to life outside the army. He’d swapped the terror of standing in the shield wall with his comrades for fighting beasts alone in the dark. Although he had Pyx’s company, if he were honest, he’d missed the comradery of soldiers. People who stared death in the eye without backing up a step.
He took Ormaz’s arm in the warrior grip. “Another twenty years of my life, in service of King Loic. You have my word.”




Chapter Five

“The girl has guts, I’ll give her that. One of the boys knocked her down on the training field the other week, opening a sizeable gash on her forehead with the rim of his shield. In my experience, most twelve-year-olds would cry after such a wound, or at least yield the fight. Not Larika. She got up, blinked the blood from her eyes and attacked once again. The older boy was caught by surprise, tripped over his own feet and ended up with her blade at his throat, forcing him to concede the match.”
—    Yarlich Three-Fingers, Sword Master

Extract from a progress report to King Loic.
“This is relatively fresh, can’t be more than an hour or two old. The body has yet to stiffen,” said the sergeant, kneeling beside a child’s corpse. Flies swarmed its face, greedily feeding on the slick of blood coating its skin.
The soldier stood, eyes searching the area as he rubbed bloody fingers on his pants. “We should return to the main column, no point risking your safety any longer, Ma’am.”
“Not before we’ve learnt all we can from this site,” said Princess Larika.
She removed her steel helmet to scratch behind an ear, grimacing as she caught a louse and cracked its back between her fingernails. Aside from the plain circlet of iron about her helmet’s rim, at a superficial glance, there was little to distinguish Larika from the other soldiers. Dressed in lamellar cuirass and leather jerkin, the same grime and stink borne of weeks in the saddle clung to her.
A month earlier she had been at Sabrefield Castle, preparing her tumen for passage to the Northern Mountains, home of the last rebel strongholds in Kalech. King Loic had secured a foothold in the region; however, his progress had come with a hefty butcher’s bill. He had called for the Eighth and Sixth Tumens to bolster numbers and bring the recalcitrant lords to heel. If they were successful, the campaign would bring a final end to the constant warfare of the previous three decades, and finally create a united Empire of Kalech.
Her time at Sabrefield alongside her cousin, Lord Revarc, had been an unpleasant experience. Second in line to the throne behind Larika, Revarc had always hated her. From a runt of a child, he’d grown into a leech of a man. He could handle a sword well enough, but Larika had yet to hear of him fighting alongside his soldiers of the Sixth. He preferred to drink, whore, and take the credit for successes earned by better men. Despite his lesser qualities, Larika knew he had ambition for the crown, and she was the only person standing in his way.
When a ragged deputation from the neighbouring province of Tarathon had arrived seeking assistance, it had provided an excuse to depart Sabrefield until Revarc finally got his understrength tumen ready to march. Tarathon was the southernmost arable valley region of Kalech, a border province that frequently dealt with incursions from raiding tribes. However, the recent spate of attacks spoke of a calculated strategy, one that the local militia had been unable to control.
Since entering the sparsely populated area two weeks earlier, Larika’s troops had yet to make contact with the enemy but they’d found enough evidence to know they were real. Burnt farmsteads. Slaughtered villagers. Mutilated and defiled bodies. The region had been put to the sword and left a wasteland, earth salted and destroyed for generations to come.
The farthermost border of Kalech was now less than four days march to the south, and Larika was feeling less sure of her strategy as time went on. The southern tribes had rarely posed a threat to professional soldiers of the king’s tumens. Insular and preferring ancient bronze blades over the surety of steel, their weaponry was more suited for animal sacrifice than war. In past decades, raids had been easily quelled. And yet, gut instinct told her this time would be different. None of what they had seen matched the southern tribes’ previous behaviours.
Larika eyed the child’s corpse with faint distaste. It was hardly the first dead body she’d viewed. Taken by her father to watch the beheading of a lord for treason, she’d seen her first death as a five-year-old. And now at the age of twenty, she’d spent half her life in the military where blood and agony were common as lice. First under the tutelage of Sword Master Yarlich Three-Fingers, then as an officer and commander in her own right. So, the reason this body drew her attention was not that it was dead but that its wounds were unusual for a battlefield.
She adjusted her sword and swung down from her saddle for a closer look. The child was a boy, the first downy strands of moustache on the remaining section of his upper lip. The other side was missing, the entire left side of his face torn away. A tongue lolled from the gap where teeth and jawbone should have resided. She touched a wide groove through the exposed cheek bone.
“Sergeant, this looks like it was caused by a tooth.”
The soldier shrugged, his attention fixed on the village perimeter. “Might not be from an animal, Ma’am. A spiked mace does similar damage.”
Larika headed to the next body, a man slumped against a mudbrick wall with chin on chest. She gripped a handful of hair and tipped his head back, exposing a vicious red smile. Carved ear to ear, a blade had chopped deep, severing vessels and trachea alike. The knife work she could understand; however, the corpse was also missing an arm, torn off at the elbow as if plucked like a fly’s wing. She raised the stump and stared back at her sergeant.
“And this?”
“Might have been wild dogs scavenging after the raiding party moved on?” suggested her sergeant as he stared at the white nub of cartilage where the elbow should have been.
Larika sighed as she dropped the butchered limb and stood. “Maybe. Call the men and women back, I want a report on what they’ve found.”
The village she stood in barely deserved such a title. A cluster of six farmsteads either side of a dirt track. The buildings were constructed of a mixture of mudbrick and timber, with roofs of thatch. Knee-high grass in the surrounding fields murmured in a light breeze. Normally there would be a hubbub of noise in such a place. The happy squeal of children at play, chickens squawking as they rooted in the dust for insects, and noise of families at work with animals and farm chores.
Not anymore.
The thump of her soldiers’ feet made the only sound. Everything else was dead. From the animals slaughtered in their pens through to the humans in the street. The smell of death floated on the air in a sickening stink of copper mixed with spilt entrails and shit.
The warm breeze prickled a sweat across her forehead as the men and women of the scouting detachment gathered close.
“What have you learned?” she asked.
“Not a great deal, Ma’am,” said a veteran called Marice. He was a tough old man in his forties, the type of soldier who knew no other life and signed back on for a second term of service without a thought. “They haven’t left any weaponry behind, not even a broken arrow. And the wounds don’t tell us much more. A series of punctures and slashes. Could be spears, arrows, short swords or long.”
Larika grunted. It had been the same at every scene of slaughter they’d found. “How many and which way did they retreat?”
Marice pointed south. “A mixture of human and animal prints head that way. I estimate about forty soldiers.”
“Animal prints?” said Larika, her eyes drawn once more to the missing half of the boy’s face.
“It’ll be the dog pack I talked of earlier, following after the war party,” said the sergeant.
“Maybe it’s Scalzini?” said another soldier.
The sergeant spat in the dirt. “Thought I told you to quit that crap. The general ain’t got time for your superstitious bullshit.”
The young soldier’s cheek reddened. “They’re not just stories, Sarge. My old Pa used to say Scalzini could never be trusted, that sometimes they fought at the side of beasts. And look around, we got human and beast footprints mixed. I’m just joining the dots.”
Larika sighed. The sergeant was right; she needed facts, not fairy tales. “What about the well?” she asked, changing the topic.
Marice grimaced. “The bastards have poisoned this one too.”
Fucking pricks. Larika clenched her jaw. The enemy had dumped rotten carcasses and pails of night soil in every well they’d found to date. It went against all the unwritten and accepted rules of war. In Kalech, where water was often a scarce commodity, it was like spitting in the face of the gods. She’d ordered water to be rationed two days earlier. If they didn’t find a useable well or spring soon, she’d be forced to halt pursuit of the enemy to locate potable water.
She glanced up at the sun, it was time they got moving. A crawling sensation ran up her spine. Although the village was dead, she couldn’t help but feel they were being watched.
“We’re done here. Take a drink from your canteens before we head back to the main column.”
Larika gave her horse’s nose a gentle rub as she whispered a calming word into its ear. It was a mix-breed, the black and brown stripes of its desert-horse father streaking its flanks like shadows in wood. The mare, a five-year-old named Lightfoot, whickered softly in response. Grabbing the pommel with one hand, she slipped a foot into a stirrup, and swung up into the saddle. She took a sip of muddy-tasting water from her own canteen, then shoved her helmet back on and waited for the last of her soldiers to ready themselves.
The sound of a whispering breeze, then the thud of contact.
Larika’s heart leapt at the unmistakable noise of an arrow. She glanced up to see a feathered shaft jutting from her sergeant’s throat. The man scrabbled at the arrow, a gurgling noise coming from his mouth as blood bubbled at his lips.
Other arrows hit home as her remaining soldiers ducked to the ground, peering over round shields in search of their attackers.
“To the east!”
Sun glinted off the blade as she drew her sword, the rough leather of the grip perfectly moulded to her calloused palm. Larika drew her horse around searching for a target, face dark with rage at being ambushed. Adrenaline surged as she caught sight of the enemy. Warriors rose from the field ahead, shrugging off woven grass blankets they’d used for camouflage.
Something wasn’t right. The enemy swarming towards her weren’t of the border tribes. Nor did they seem properly human, the proportions all wrong. Standing at seven feet, their arms appeared longer, heavily muscled and reaching almost to their knees. Visible skin at face and neck was pale, covered in bumps and bubbles of scarification, the noses almost non-existent except for two nasal slits.
If her soldiers were to stand a chance, she needed to decrease the attacking numbers and break their cohesion. Larika screamed an incoherent war-cry, veins bulging in her neck as she stoked adrenaline and kicked her heels into Lightfoot’s flanks. The mare reared, then broke into a mad gallop at the enemy line. Her own terror mingled with excitement to wipe coherent thought, her whole focus only upon spilling the blood of her enemy. Larika picked a target and leant forward in the saddle, sword tip aimed at its face.
Protective armour covered the mare’s chest, and Larika prayed it would be enough to turn any spear. If the horse went down, there would be no escape. The enemy planted spear butts into the turf, spikes outward and ready for impact. Unwilling to ride into the bristling wall of metal, her horse slid to a stop, reared on its hindlegs and kicked out instead. Two spears were sent flying and she crashed down, crushing one attacker into the dirt. Larika ducked as a spear stabbed up at her neck. She swung her sword, the tip slicing through the front of a neck releasing a spurt of arterial blood as the creature fell to its knees, hands gripping its throat.
Warhorse and rider worked together, hooves crushing opponents and caving in helmets, sword stabbing and slashing, opening a welter of blood to spatter the grass and turn the dust to a sludge of red mud.
A burning line stung Larika’s left shoulder as an opponent broke through her defences. Their longer arms gave greater reach than she was used to defending against. Encircled by five warriors, the rest of the enemy line continued on to tackle her soldiers. It was impossible to defend all sides. Suddenly her mare screamed as a spear stabbed its rump. Larika was now fighting just to stay alive, she had to break free and re-join her soldiers.
“Yah!”
She kicked her heels into the horse’s flanks again, driving the mare forward to break free of their attackers. Larika emerged from the rear of the circle, leaving another warrior on the ground, screaming in agony with a face shattered to bloody ruin. She leant forward, urging her mare into a gallop back to the main battle. Larika smashed into the unguarded rear of the attacking warriors with a bone jarring crunch. Using the horse’s momentum, her sword cut deep in an unprotected neck, near decapitating the man. Another went down screaming beneath her mare’s hooves.
And then she was beside her own soldiers again. Her mare shivered with pain from its wound, saliva frothing around the bit. Larika’s chest heaved as she tried to catch her breath, her shoulder aching where the blade had carved a shallow wound. She flexed the muscles in that arm, and despite the sticky sheet of blood tracking down the limb, was relieved to find they all still worked. She stared at the attacking line that was now less than ten paces away. She had decreased their numbers, but they were still hopelessly outnumbered, at least thirty to ten.
Fuck.
A howl sounded, hideously loud and out of place. Larika’s gut dropped as she glanced toward the eastern ridge. Three impossibly large wolves bounded into view, each easily matching her horse for size. The attacking warriors paused, then screamed encouragement at the beasts to join the fight, their war-cry changing to mimic that of a baying hound. Coarse hair bristled over the wolves’ massive shoulders, their heads like a mutated mastiff with canines overlapping lower jaws. Strings of glutinous saliva whipped behind them as they sprinted to the attack.
The lead wolf leapt clean over the attacking warriors, a seemingly impossible jump of twenty feet to land on the woman to Larika’s left, driving the terrified soldier to ground. The beast leant down, clenched the woman’s face between its jaws and wrenched upward, tearing the head clean off. Blood spurted, drenching the beast’s chest in gore as it dropped the skull and lunged at another soldier. Larika stabbed its back, but the creature barely seemed to notice as her blade deflected off a shoulder blade.
A second beast crashed into her men, and suddenly there was less than four standing. Marice, the veteran grabbed at her leg for attention.
“Princess, you’re the only one with a chance. You need to retreat, bring word of what the army faces.”
Before she could refuse, he slapped her mare’s rump viciously with the flat of his blade over its wound. The horse screamed in pain and bolted. Larika found herself in open space, and she pulled hard on the reins, forcing the horse to slow. It went against all instincts to leave soldiers under her command to fight and die alone, but Marice was right. Her responsibility was to the army as a whole, not just ten soldiers.
She took a shuddering breath and forced herself to turn away, eyes red and face haggard. As the last of her soldiers were torn apart, Larika kicked her horse into a gallop back to the main army, the dying screams of her comrades echoing in her ears and soul.




Chapter Six

“Discipline for common misdemeanours within the tumens is mostly enforced at a company level by the sergeant or captain. However, when it comes to negligence of duty, such as falling asleep while on sentry detail, punishment is meted out by rank-and-file soldiers in a singularly violent manner. Once viewed, most soldiers will do whatever is necessary to avoid such a fate. I’ve even seen exhausted recruits cut their forearms and rub chilli into the wounds— all just to keep themselves awake on picket.
“You’re probably wondering what this has to do with Scalzini fighters within the tumens. Well, soldiers respect fighting ability and loyalty above all else, and Scalzini warriors have both qualities in spades. They might not have to declare their ancestry on joining the tumens, but their comrades would work it out over time. No matter what the officers’ thought, if the soldiers didn’t want a Scalzini in their ranks, they’d be dealt with as harshly as any deserter.”
—Sergeant Armondip, Fourth Tumen.

Extract: Imperial investigation into the Scalzini genocide.
The captain looked Jael in the eye as they shook hands on his new term of service, his face serious. “I hear your oath and accept on behalf of the king.”
He held Jael’s arm for a moment longer, then released it as he glanced at the sun. “We need to get moving, I’ve wasted too much time in this shit-hole village. My company’s due to rendezvous with the rest of the tumen at Sabrefield Castle in five days.”
Jael gingerly touched fingers to the side of his neck, and they came away bloody. “No way we’ll make Sabrefield in five days. It’s at least a ten-day march around Dragonspine Chasm,” he grunted. His head still ached viciously as he dry-swallowed against rising nausea.
“Not if we cut through.”
Jael looked up sharply. “That land is populated by the creatures of the old world.”
“Bullshit. Stories told to scare children,” said Ormaz.
“Did you not see the head of the beast I killed?” asked Jael, his face incredulous. “That venomous bastard wasn’t a figment of my imagination, and it came from an off shoot of Dragonspine.”
“And your point is? You killed it with the help of a teenage girl and an untrained farmer. I hardly think a full company of the king’s soldiers will be in much danger.”
Jael clenched his jaw, knowing the man wouldn’t change his mind. Blood had stained Dragonspine’s soil in the past, changing it forever. His oath was sworn now, he had no choice but to obey his senior commander’s decision. But before he entered the primordial forest, he wanted his weapons by his side again.
“Either of you know who took my stuff when I was thrown in the cells?”
“The elder took back his money, but the alehouse owner got the rest,” said Pyx. “After you passed out, I got thrown on the street while you were dragged into a back room. When the watchmen carried you out later, you had nothing but what you’re in now.”
“Payment for drugging me, eh?” muttered Jael. “He should have made sure I was dead.”
“I haven’t got time for you to pick a fight,” said Ormaz.
“I won’t be picking a fight, just taking back what’s mine. There’s no way I’m leaving my father’s sword in the possession of that bastard,” said Jael. “I’ll catch you up within an hour or so.”
Without another word, he turned on his heel and stalked back toward town, leaving Pyx standing open mouthed.
“You’re not going to try and stop him?” she asked.
The captain just shook his head and continued walking out of the village. “He’ll be back. No warrior worth his salt would leave his weapons in the hand of another, especially not one passed down from father to son. And besides, he’s a veteran. He knows what’ll happen if he breaks his oath to the king.”
Pyx trotted after Ormaz, catching up within a few strides. “He’d be executed?”
The captain paused and looked down at her, brows drawn together seriously. “An oath of service isn’t just an oath of loyalty to the king, it’s an oath of loyalty to each and every soldier that fights under his banner. You break that, and you’d be better off cutting your own throat.”
“Why? What’s worse than being killed?”
“Trust me, girl. In the king’s tumens, death haunts our steps until some grow numb to the sight of pain and suffering. Once you’ve seen a deserter punished by the very men and women who were his comrades, I guarantee you won’t consider running.”
***
Jael kicked out, lending every ounce of his anger to that one strike. The main door of the alehouse didn’t stand a chance. It smashed open, the top hinge tearing free so that the door hung like a staggering drunkard. Jael was through the gap in a heartbeat.
“Where is the bastard!” he roared.
Stepping from bright light into the dim interior of the tavern left him momentarily half-blind as his eyes adjusted. Something glinted to his right. He jerked backwards and a dagger sliced through the air where his neck had been a split second earlier. It was one of the muscle-clad dullards the owner hired as security. Jael caught the wrist on the backswing then stepped in again, his other fist crunching into the man’s nose. Claret spurted as Jael turned, pivoting on the balls of his feet to bring the arm holding the blade down over his right shoulder, snapping the elbow with a crack. The man howled, blade dropping into the rushes from numbed fingers. Jael let the man slide from his shoulder as he snatched the dagger from the floor.
His eyes had finally adjusted to the dim light. The place was near empty. A few drunks sat on the far side of the room, watching the fight with alcohol-glazed eyes. One of the serving girls cowered in a corner, trying her best to merge with the shadows. Atop the serving bench was a full leg of roast pork, crackling bubbled and crisp with salt. Jael hadn’t eaten in a day, and his mouth flooded with saliva at the smell. Ignoring his hunger, he stalked to the bar where the greasy bloke who owned the place usually stood.
“Come out and face me, coward.”
Behind the bar came the sound of a scuffing boot and clinking glass.
Suddenly the owner lurched into view, swinging a butcher’s cleaver straight at his head. Jael parried with the dagger, changing the path of the blade just enough that it missed his head and shoulder, burying deep into the wooden bar with a dull thunk. Jael grabbed the man by the shirt front, wrenched him over the bar and smashed the butt of the dagger into his face.
The cleaver was left standing proud in the wood as the man collapsed in his grip. Jael pulled him the rest of the way over the bar and dumped him in the sodden floor rushes. A half empty cup of sour wine was left on a nearby table, and Jael dumped its contents onto the barman’s face. The man groaned as his eyelids blinked open. Red wine ran from his hair like watered-down blood as he groggily sat up and spat fragments of teeth onto the floor. He touched the new gap vacated by his front teeth, wincing as a fingertip brushed across an exposed nerve.
“You broke mah teef!” The words came out half-formed and distorted.
With the knife tip under the barman’s chin, Jael tilted that bloodied face up until their gazes met. “You took what was mine, and I want it back.”
The barman stared at him with impotent rage. Jael pressed the tip of his dagger more firmly, parting the soft skin under the man’s jaw. Scarlet ran down the blade, falling with a soft patter onto the rushes.
“Last chance, or the point of this knife’s going to skewer your tongue. My weapons and armour, where are they?”
The barman spat in the direction of the bouncer who nursed a broken elbow, face pale and sweaty with agony. “Damn waste of money you turned out to be.” He turned back to Jael in petulant resignation. “Your gear’s in the storage room.”
Jael glanced over his shoulder at the barmaid against the far wall. “Miss, would you mind bringing them out for me?”
The woman nodded, her face pale as she hurried out of the room.
Jael turned his attention back to the barman. “And my horse? If you’ve harmed a bloody hair on that animal, I swear you’ll wear your guts for an apron.”
***
Jael squatted beside the cooking fire to fill his battered tin mug with hot tea. Despite the early hour, it was warm and humid. Jael had slept poorly in the cloying heat, his shirt already sodden beneath his armpits. He wiped beading sweat from his forehead and flicked it on the ground, then absently itched at a new spattering of mosquito bites. Thin tendrils of white smoke rose from the embers, mixing with that of other small fires in the dawn sky as the soldiers prepared their morning meal. Mug in hand, he watched the passage of smoke until a gentle breeze smeared it to haze.
The high cliffs of Dragonspine Chasm rose to either side, the sheer rock walls glistening under a sheen of moisture. Flowering ferns and moss grew from cracks in the surface, covering segments in a hanging carpet of greenery. Farther down the cliffs, the ground began to slope at a gentler angle, allowing the growth of shrubs and trees. In a marked departure from the desert areas outside the chasm, the rainforest within the ancient gorge was like a different world. Huge trees with trunks five paces in diameter dwarfed the soldiers while cloaking the underlying ground in a permanent half-light. The canopy was a mix of greens, red and orange, the rising sun illuminating the forest like a torch over dragon’s treasure. Unlike the date palms that grew about the few natural springs in the desert, the forest here was populated by a variety of ancient trees. Some were giant ferns with enormous fan-like foliage drooping to the ground, while others had smooth trunks that soared high above before sprouting a thick umbrella of branches to capture the light. Hidden from the sun by the greenery above, the forest floor was covered in a thick layer of decomposing leaves, rotting wood and fungus.
Jael had caught up to the column mid-afternoon the day before, just before it descended the steep track that crisscrossed down the chasm wall to the forest floor. Less than a pace wide, it had taken some time to convince the camels the company used as pack animals, to descend the steep path. In years prior to the Scalzini genocide, the beast hunters had provided protection to travellers through Dragonspine. In their absence however, few people were game or foolhardy enough to brave the crossing. Fallen into disrepair, some sections of the track were barely visible, forcing the soldiers to hack a path through the undergrowth.
Since entering, Jael had noted countless eyes watching from the shadows; most with curiosity, but some with palpable hunger. He felt the beasts’ presence in his mind, each species causing a slightly different sensation. Some felt heavy, others a skittering of many sharp legs like the giant centipede. Passed from father to son, the ability to sense a creature was peculiar to his clan. He had used the skill countless times while hunting rogue beasts over the years, but never before had he felt such a sheer weight of numbers so close.
Ormaz had taken a gamble, one that might yet prove fatal.
Hairs rose on the back of Jael’s neck as a mournful howl sounded from the north. A few moments later a second answered. He recognised the sound, knew it belonged to the Alpha dog and bitch of a wolf pack. Jael stood, searching the slopes of the chasm for movement. With any luck, the pack would decide the company was too large to take on and leave them alone.
Jael pulled at the front of his cuirass, trying to allow a little air down the front of his chest for a moment. His visit to the alehouse the previous day had proved fruitful, securing his armour, weapons and horse, Kicker. Jael walked a few paces to where the animal was tethered. It whickered softly in greeting as he gave its neck a rub. Jael had been relieved to find the horse unhurt. If it had been a normal domestic horse, he would have been required to surrender it for use as a pack animal, but a mix-breed warhorse such as Kicker only recognised one master. It had taken months to just habituate the animal to Pyx, however if tried the same with multiple people, it would only result in the horse living up to its name. Jael ran his hand through the stiff mohawk of black hair down the nape of Kicker’s neck, glad that the animal would stay under his care.
Behind him stood a long A-frame tent constructed of oilcloth that he and Pyx now shared with eight other soldiers. Once the tent had probably been white, but now it was a dirty grey, the material patched and mended in countless spots. The wall bases were stained with mud, and there was a spray of dried rust on one side donated by what could only have been a severed artery. The entrance flap was thrown aside as the last of their group emerged, a warrior named Jarod. A hulk of a man, he was forced to bend double to get out. He dumped his bedroll on the ground, before yawning as he stood and scratched his balls. Although the hair on top of his head was shaved close, the beard was another matter entirely, springing from his face in a wiry untamed mass.
“Any of the pig left?” he asked, eyes hopeful as he looked to where Pyx squatted next to the fire.
“Not much, but enough to bulk out the rations a little.”
Pyx scraped the last fat and meat from the pork roast leg, placing equal amounts into the bowls of her tent mates. Like Jael, her appearance had changed somewhat overnight, shoulder length hair shaved back to an army regulation stubble.
Jarod grunted contentedly at the news and sat on a log to await his serving. “My compliments to the tavern owner for the meat,” he said, nodding appreciatively.
A smile kinked Jael’s mouth as he recalled the rage on the man’s face when he’d shoved the roast pork into a linen bag and slung it over his shoulder. Although it would take time to earn the respect and trust of the soldiers about him, the meat had proven a welcome gift to share with new tent mates, serving to thaw the ice of introduction. The king’s soldiers may have been better fed than many travelling armies, but even the most hardened veteran grew tired of salt-dried goat and hard biscuit.
Aside from Pyx, there were another eight men and women to fill out the detachment, led by a corporal named Tilly. She had a tattoo of a sword along the inner aspect of both forearms, signifying she’d sworn a lifetime of service to the army rather than the usual twenty years. With grey eyes and a face etched by deep frown lines, she led the soldiers under her command with quiet confidence, and Jael had yet to hear her raise her voice.
Ugly circles of blackened purple surrounded Jael’s eyes like a racoon mask, but his headache of the day before was finally starting to ease, reduced to the thrum of pressure that had preceded it. And as the worst effects of the concussion receded, his mood also improved. The various sounds of breaking camp undulated about him. Axes split wood for cooking fires, tents were rolled and stored on the backs of the camels that served as the company’s pack animals, all to the grumbling of weary soldiers still in the process of waking up. These sorts of noises had greeted the morning for nearly twenty years of his life, and for the first time since being forced out of the Eighth Tumen two years earlier, he felt at home. In the morning air, whiskey’s siren call didn’t seem quite as oppressive as usual.
Twenty minutes later, his belly still warm with pork, Jael joined the other soldiers in breaking camp before forming up on the road. To his right stood Corporal Tilly.
“You heard those wolves earlier?” she asked as they waited for the order to march.
Jael gave a slight nod.
“Pyx said after leaving the tumen, you worked as a mercenary—a monster hunter.”
“I wasn’t a soldier for hire.” Jael glanced towards her, searching her face for a hint of her thoughts. If a soldier wanted to fight on completion of their term, they were expected to re-enlist. To hire out skills gained through the tumens was deeply frowned upon.
Tilly sighed. “Don’t worry, I’ve already talked to the squad, and they’re not fussed. Someone has to kill those bastards when the Watchmen are too fucking weak for the job.” She scratched an armpit and yawned. “On the other hand, if you’d been a merc for one of the rebel lords, you wouldn’t have seen the morning.”
Tilly said it as a mundane fact, like summer was hot, and winter cold. She glanced up at the slope from where the wolf had howled earlier. “But, as you have beast hunting skills, we might need to draw on your experience. Those wolf calls—they were different to others I’ve heard. Are they something we should be concerned about?”
Jael glanced at her briefly from the side of his eye. It appeared his new corporal was more observant than she gave away. “Aye, you’re right. Those high-pitched yips at the end of the howl, the only species that does that are Harland wolves.”
Tilly stared at him evenly. “Playing me for a fool would not be wise.” She paused, assessing him for truth. “Are you telling me we’ve got a pack of hell hounds sniffing around?”
Jael shrugged. “They’re only called that in stories to frighten kids.”
“I’ve seen paintings of them,” said Tilly. “Big as a horse, with fangs longer than a finger. They were supposed to have been wiped out centuries ago.”
“Just because you haven’t seen something with your own eyes doesn’t mean it’s extinct. With any luck, they’ll pass us by for an easier target,” said Jael. “Besides, they’re nocturnal hunters. While the sun’s up, we haven’t got anything to worry about.”
“How very reassuring,” muttered Tilly.
A whistle sounded from ahead, setting the column into motion.




Chapter Seven

“Decimation of the Scalzini people may have logistical impacts for future movement of the tumens. There are several chasms of the old world lying in the path of strategic travel routes. Currently, guidance through these sections of wilderness is provided by Scalzini warriors who protect those under their care from the ancient beasts found in these areas. Without the Scalzini to manage these roads, troop losses to beasts during transit may make the routes untenable for future use.”
—    Agent Tarkin

Extract: Imperial investigation into the Scalzini genocide.
Jael’s skin crawled at the wolf’s howl. He’d discarded any hope the pack would leave them alone hours ago. The beasts were drawing closer as the afternoon passed, flitting between the trees like forest wraiths. Ormaz had finally recognised the threat posed by the pack, and upped the pace, hoping to find ground more suitable to defend against an attack.
The King’s Road continued straight as an arrow through the depths of the rainforest. Trees crowded its edge, branches curving overheard to touch in the middle. As the afternoon stretched toward evening, they were fast running out of light.
Something wet dripped against the back of Jael’s neck. He stuck out his hand and looked up. Heavy, dark clouds filled the sky. Another raindrop plopped onto his palm, then the heavens opened in earnest.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” he muttered.
Rain sluiced down, reducing visibility to twenty paces. The soldiers marched onwards, water pouring off helmets and soaking through clothes within seconds. The rain washed dust and dirt from the cobblestones, making their surfaces slick and shiny. Ahead to the right, a rune carved in one of the stones at the road’s edge caught Jael’s eye. He knelt and traced the shape with the tip of his finger, gouging the last of the muck from its recesses. A Scalzini marker stone. He stared at it for a moment, a worm of sadness sliding about his heart. In years past, the marker would have led him to his own people, but now he’d likely find nothing but ruins. Jael shook off the feeling. The past was the past. He now had new comrades to protect.
“Corporal!”
Tilly fell out of the column, her expression hard as she saw him kneeling while other soldiers marched.
“This better be good, old man.”
Jael looked up at her. “I think you should get Captain Ormaz. I’ve just found a location where we’ll have a fighting chance against those wolves.”
***
Jael skidded to a halt at the edge of the King’s Road, chest heaving in the fading light. Not willing to risk anyone else’s life until he had more information, Ormaz had sent him to check if the marker stone was accurate.
“Was it there?”
He nodded. “After a hundred paces, there’s a clearing with a Scalzini keep at its centre. There’s time to reach it, but we need to move.”
The captain gave a tight nod, upper lip rising with distaste at the mention of the Scalzini structure. Any option was better than staying on the road where they’d no doubt be attacked from all sides. “Lead the way.”
Jael dived back off the road, the company of soldiers close at his heels. In the gloom of the forest, there was little to guide him save the barest hint of a path between the trees. A fern whipped against his shoulder, and then he was into the clearing. Sodden, calf-length grass caught at his boots. The Scalzini keep stood ahead, a hundred paces of clear ground separating it from the forest on all sides. Squat and long, it was constructed from large slabs of bluestone and capped by a steep, slate roof. A few small windows pockmarked the exterior, staring outward with cold indifference while the entire building was encircled by a low stone wall.
The soldiers of the Ormaz’s company spilled out of the tree line behind Jael in a tide of dark brown. Upon seeing the Scalzini structure, most paused, reluctant to approach. A howl sounded, sending a shiver of dread up Jael’s spine. The wolf’s call was answered by several others, a chorus of bloodthirsty howls and yips from all sides of the clearing. It was enough to set the soldiers moving again. On the western horizon, the sun dipped behind the tree-tops, leaving the clearing in twilight-grey. Although the creatures clung to the shadows, it wouldn’t be long before they ventured forth.
“Grab wood, we’ll need fires to light the perimeter!” shouted Ormaz.
Soldiers dragged fallen branches from the edge of the forest up to the keep. Outside of this, five separate bonfires were hastily constructed. Embers carried from the morning fires were carefully blown into life with the help of dry kindling and liquid accelerant. Soon, flames licked the air, producing thick clouds of black smoke from the damp wood.
Ormaz called his soldiers back within the wall as true night fell. Low clouds at the top of the chasm blocked the moon, while the cliffs to either side retreated into pitch black. The forest beyond the clearing was no longer visible, their world reduced to a circle of grass illuminated by the fires. The wolves howled continuously, the noise seeming to come from every direction at once.
Jael approached Captain Ormaz. “Sir, do you have a moment?”
Ormaz gave him a distracted nod. “Walk with me.”
Jael looked about to ensure they were out of earshot. “This place provides more defence than the high ground and stone wall,” he whispered.
Ormaz pulled up short. “And?”
Jael opened his mouth, closed it. Then with an inward sigh, looked Ormaz in the eye. “Scalzini keeps are protected by an ancient magic.”
Ormaz grunted dismissively. “I’m grateful for the find, but I’ll be putting my trust in sword and lance—not smoke and mirrors—to keep my soldiers alive tonight.”
Jael clenched his jaw in anger. “You don’t have to believe me, but if you keep the troops inside the stone wall, their safety will be guaranteed.”
“And what about tomorrow night?” muttered Ormaz. “There’s at least two days march to reach Dragonspine’s border. If this pack trails us, we merely delay the fight.”
Jael shook his head. “We use the advantage provided by the keep to cull their numbers. Once the pack finds the price for feeding on our group is too high, they’ll move on to easier targets.”
“Hey, Boss!” shouted one of the soldiers standing behind the wall, a knuckle-white grip on her spear. “We have company!”
Staring outwards, Jael shielded his eyes from the glare of the nearest fire. Two huge wolves padded back and forth at the edge of the shadows, another in a half crouch. They were huge, each easily the size of a warhorse. Fire reflected off their eyes, making them glow red in the dark. One emitted a low growl that rumbled through Jael’s chest as a physical force.
“Hold your fire for a clean shot,” ordered Ormaz. Used to shouting over the din of battlefields, his voice carried clearly to every soldier of the company. “Together we are strong. Do not, under any circumstance pursue the beasts outside this perimeter. We will stay and fight from behind this wall.”
With a nod to his captain, Jael ran to join Tilly and the other soldiers from his detachment. The corporal scowled past the bonfires, her long bow still un-strung in hand. “I fucking hate rain,” she growled, blinking water out of her eyes.
The storm was an added complication to the coming fight. The enemy of all archers, rain damaged bow strings reduced accuracy and penetration force. But sooner or later, they would have to accept the reality of their situation, string up and take their chances.
Jael gripped his spear, ready for anything that made it to the wall. Tipped by a foot length of double-edged steel blade, it narrowed to a wickedly sharp point. A gust of wind swept over the bonfires, carrying thick, black smoke onto the defenders. Jael spat the taste of burning pitch from his mouth, his eyes already red and streaming. A howl cut through the air, louder than all those preceding. In response, a rabid growl sounded from a hundred slavering throats, an animalistic war-cry of intent.
“Rain be damned! String your bows,” ordered Tilly.
Three massive creatures stalked out of the gloom at the far reaches of the bonfire’s light. Their lips curled back in a snarl, exposing canines as long as Jael’s index finger.
“Ah, for fuck’s sake,” muttered Jarod as he drew his long sword. “I knew the bastards were supposed to be big, but…”
Jael had heard stories about how large a Harland wolf could grow, but it was still a shock to see one in the flesh. Huge, mastiff-like heads housed jaws capable of snapping a femur like a twig, while their short black fur showed off the sinuous movement of muscles like a prize racehorse.
A familiar tightness caught at Jael’s chest, his breath short and shallow, heart hammering. Adrenaline coursed, charging his muscles and brain. Old, aching scars and sore muscles were forgotten, his mind cleared and focused on the fight to come.
Battle. He hated and lived for it.
Standing a hand taller than the one to either side, the middle beast took the lead. It launched into a sprint, jaws wide, ready to clamp about the body of its first kill.
“Shoot!” yelled Tilly.
Strings thrummed, launching a deadly hail of arrows. Three white tufts of fletching appeared in the chest of the lead wolf, the shafts driven deep into its torso. Momentum carried it onward, feet stumbling, a yelp of agony flecked with blood on its lips. Jael braced himself and thrust his spear over the wall. The point plunged into the wolf’s throat, stabbing deep until the tip grated against vertebrae. Not having strength to hold the beast, Jael was driven back, heels skidding in the mud until it smashed into the low wall. Jael ripped the spear back out, an arterial spurt of blood following the blade’s exit. The beast gave a mournful wail and slipped to the ground, legs twitching as it died.
Pyx grimaced, teeth exposed as she reached over her shoulder for her next arrow. Jael searched for his next target. The first wolf had drawn the majority of arrows, leaving the following pair unscathed. In tandem they leapt, a jump to carry them over the wall and into the midst of Tilly’s squad. A flash of blue light burst above the wall, and the wolves were thrown back by an invisible barrier. The beasts tumbled to the ground before rising on unsteady feet and shaking their massive heads. Pyx took advantage. She loosed her feathered shaft straight into one wolf’s eye, killing it instantly.
The remaining wolf lowered its head, growling before charging once more. Again, the invisible barrier blocked its passage. Furious at being denied access to the warm meat so close at hand, it scrabbled at the air, teeth snapping in vain as if blocked by a massive sheet of glass. Blue sparks showered from each blow, singeing the beast’s fur.
A pace away, Jarod stood with mouth open in disbelief, sword hanging limp in his hand. Jael pushed him to the side and stabbed up under the wolf’s jaw with his spear, burying the blade deep until it pierced the brain.
“What the hell’s going on?” asked Tilly, her eyes wide as she looked along the wall. Wherever a wolf tried to enter the enclosed space surrounding the keep, the same invisible barrier blocked their path.
“Magic protects every Scalzini keep, strong enough to repel any predator,” said Jael.
A harsh grin cut across Tilly’s face. “So, we’re safe as long as we stay on this side of the wall?”
As Jael nodded, she slapped him hard on the shoulder, eyes blazing with the knowledge the night’s battle was all but won. She turned to the rest of the squad. “Time to win ourselves some wolf pelts, boys and girls!”
Along the wall, confusion turned to excitement as other soldiers realised their safety was assured. Tilly drew her bow and released again, bringing another beast down in a tumble of limbs.
Jael stood back from the wall and rested the butt of his spear on the ground as the archers took over. The adrenaline coursing through his veins just moments before began to leach away, leaving his muscles jittery. Knowing that this Scalzini keep had likely been abandoned for many years, he hadn’t been sure whether the incantations protecting the site would still exist until the first creature had leapt, but he’d had to take that chance with Ormaz.
As the battle turned to slaughter, a sour taste rose at the back of his throat. There was no honour in a fight where all advantage was held by one side. Knowing it was a necessary evil didn’t make it any easier to watch. If the pack were not culled significantly, they would only be hunted again the following evening. And without the advantage of the Scalzini magic, the outcome would be assuredly different.
Jael pulled a battered metal flask from the inside of his jerkin, unscrewed its lid, and took a deep pull of whiskey. As the warmth of the spirit filled his belly, he distracted himself by watching the blood run off his spear in the rain.




Chapter Eight

“Dear Father,
You have ignored my request yet again. I am fourteen years old, and despite Revarc being a full year younger than me, he has now completed two seasons of stay with vassal lords while I haven’t even had one. Would it not make sense for me to also spend time within territories you have conquered, to make the future ties and relationships that will help me one day govern?
I love the open expanses below the desert night with all my heart, but I am also interested in learning the complexities of life at court. Although I will respect your decision, I hope that you will consider my request.
Your loving daughter,
Larika.”
An extract from private correspondence between the Princess Larika and King Loic.
Larika unscrewed the end of a protective wooden tube and pulled out the scroll hidden within. The map’s parchment was old and yellowed, dating back to the last campaign fought in the province over thirty years earlier. Using an empty wine bottle to hold down one side, she unrolled the map across the table in the command tent, placing a sheathed dagger on the far side to keep it open.
“Torrance, can you bring the light closer?”
The colonel unhooked an oil lamp hanging from the central pole of the tent and carried it to the table. With hair the colour of burnt steel and a face worn by decades of campaign—first at the side of her father, and now Larika—there was nothing soft about the soldier.
“There will do,” said Larika, pointing at a free bit of table beside her map.
The lamp provided a wavering yellow glow over the parchment, leaving the corners of the tent in shadow. Larika leant over the table, weight supported on her hands. Grey circles of exhaustion hung under her eyes as she studied the map of Tarathon. Since escaping the ambush two days before, she’d barely snatched a few hours’ sleep let alone a change of clothes. Although she’d wiped the worst of the gore from her face, dried blood still crusted her neck, slowly peeling off in rusty flakes.
Deep lines of concentration carved her brow as she studied the map for the hundredth time. The province of Tarathon was formed by a fan-shaped tract of arable land between two converging mountain chains that met at a narrow pass. A castle guarded the strategic point, flanked either side by impassable cliffs that soared five hundred feet into the air. She’d left half her force at the castle, reasoning an entire tumen as overkill to bring a bunch of savages to heel. It was a decision she wished she could take again.
Larika picked up a large, black river pebble. She rubbed her thumb over its smooth surface before placing it on the map as a marker of the current location of her main force. Three hundred heavy infantry and two hundred cavalry. The whine of a mosquito flew past her ear before she felt a sharp pain as it bit her neck. Larika slapped at it, flattening the insect and scattering a dusting of dried blood flakes onto the map from her skin. The bloodsuckers were huge, an itchy menace to horse and man that spread a disease of fevers and delirium. Twenty men and women amongst her troops had already succumbed. It was small things like this that made her crave the dry spaces of the desert. The sand and rock of the dry lands might hide their own share of biting pests such as adders and scorpions, but at least there were no damn mosquitos.
She picked up a small white pebble next and placed it on the map where her scouting group had been ambushed—five miles to the south-east.
“Torrance, where were the other attacks?”
The colonel leant over the map, depositing five other pebbles in an arc to the southern border. “The enemy has targeted each scouting party sent out in the last four days.”
“Survivors?”
Torrance sighed. “From two of the groups, not a single soldier returned. Search parties found their… remains the following day.”
Larika had heard whispers about the fate of the fallen. Bodies torn and dismembered, others partially eaten or strung up like macabre scarecrows. Enough to make even seasoned soldiers uneasy.
“However, there were a handful that made it back from the other groups.”
“And did their stories match my own?”
“Mostly. The warriors they faced appear to be of the same race. Elongated limbs, flattened foreheads and incredible strength.”
“And what about the wolves?”
The colonel dropped his gaze. “No, Ma’am. There was no mention of beasts working in concert with the enemy.” After a moment he looked up again, face concerned. “Are you still sure of that part? There haven’t been Harland wolves in Kalech in generations, let alone ones that hunt with a human master.”
The doubt in his eyes sent a spear of worry through Larika’s chest. Torrance was her most trusted adviser, a soldier of unquestionable loyalty. If he was doubting the veracity of her report, then what were the rank-and-file muttering between themselves? If she hadn’t seen it with her own eyes, Larika would have found it hard to believe herself.
She shifted focus back to the warriors instead. “Do we know where the invaders are from? They don’t match descriptions of border tribes in this area.”
“No, we need further information, Ma’am. Once we capture one of their soldiers and put them to the questioning table, I’m sure we’ll learn their true intentions.”
Despite herself, a shiver of revulsion worked up Larika’s spine at the mention of the questioning table. A mild reference to the extraction of information through torture, she’d seen the condition of the bodies at its conclusion. Slabs of bloody meat bereft of nails, fingers, skin, and eyes. Military interrogators were known for their ‘interview technique’, and few survived the questioning table. She didn’t think much of the process herself, or the information it gained. Once a person had a fork in their eye, they were willing to say anything to keep the second globe intact. To the tortured, truth became irrelevant if it got the knives to stop.
Larika stared to the left of the map. Tarathon border represented the southern-most reach of her father’s empire. Past that point, there was little more than vague outlines of mountains and plains, details that were added from the stories of traders rather than direct exploration by her people. If there was one certainty, it was that the attackers had come from somewhere in that blank area of the map.
“We can’t afford to send any more scouts out only to see them slaughtered.” She clenched her jaw, teeth grinding with frustration. “But I still need to have an idea of what we’re up against. I’m walking blind at the moment.”
It wasn’t just her soldiers that had been slaughtered. Since entering the farther reaches of the province, they’d found a land emptied of people. Everyone had either fled or become food for the worms. They couldn’t even rely on local knowledge for information on the enemy’s movements.
Larika searched the map in vain. Where are you bloody hiding?
Behind her, the tent flap twitched. Larika turned to find a scout on one knee at the entrance, head bowed. The soldier was little more than a boy. His uniform and face were filthy, the metal fastenings of his uniform coated with pitch to prevent reflection of light. Larika poured half a cup of wine and carried it to him.
“Something to wash the dust from your throat.”
The boy gave her a grateful nod and downed the cup.
“Now, what news do you have for me?”
His eyes were bright with pride. “I’ve found the camp of their main force.”
Larika’s pulse spiked at the news. Finally, a breakthrough! She beckoned the scout over to the table and map. “Show me where?”
He pointed to an area less than ten miles south. “At the end of this plain, they were camped at the edge of a thick wood.”
“Numbers?” asked Larika.
“Around four hundred, no more, possibly less.”
Colonel Torrance appeared in her peripheral vision. “Were you seen, boy?”
“I don’t believe so, Sir. I was well camouflaged and approached on my own to decrease the chance of being noticed.”
Torrance slapped a rough hand up against his shoulder. “You’ve done well, son. Now go to the mess and get some food, you’ll need your strength come morning.”
He waited until the scout had left before turning to Larika with a hawkish expression. “We have the superior numbers and will be able to bring our cavalry to bear if we can catch them at the same site. What do you wish to do, General?”
Larika’s chest was tight. She knew so little about this enemy. A wary person would wait until they could be sure of victory yet further delay would waste an opportunity to catch them off guard. Larika bit the inside of her lip, weighing up the risk. No matter her decision, men and women would die. Better to gamble and take the fight by the throat.
“I want all units ready to march within the hour. We attack at dawn.” She poured herself a cup of red wine and downed it in one go, cuffing away a trickle from the corner of her mouth. “Colonel, time to show those bastards the Eighth Tumen has teeth worth fearing.”




Chapter Nine

“The three Scalzini keeps within Dragonspine Chasm are reportedly empty. From what I can gather, in excess of sixty men, women and children have been murdered. A frustrating side effect of this travesty is that the road through Dragonspine is for all intents and purposes lost to the tumens. Despite adding multiple days to the journey, I would advise the alternate route around the gorge become the primary path toward Sabrefield Castle. As such, I would advise immediate creation of new wells and water cisterns along this road to support the movement of your tumens.”
—    Agent Tarkin

Extract: Imperial investigation into the Scalzini genocide.
Jael took a swig from his flask as he stared up at the heavens. The storm had finally broken, clouds retreating to leave a blanket of stars above from one edge of the chasm to the other. Over forty wolves had been slaughtered before the pack gave up. Although he knew it had been necessary, it pained him to see so many of the rare creatures killed. After waiting a period of time to make sure the wolves had definitely fled, soldiers began to venture over the wall to begin the butchering process. The Harland skins were valuable, either to sell, or to keep as a trophy.
Jael screwed the cap back on his flask and slipped it inside his jerkin as he approached the Scalzini keep. Now that the fight was over, Ormaz was taking reports from his corporals. For a reason he’d yet to learn, the captain had ordered his attendance. Jael waited outside the building for Ormaz to finish with the last corporal, then stepped over the threshold. A prickling sensation swept down his spine as he entered, something he hadn’t felt since he was a child. Although the keep was abandoned, the power emanating from the structure was as plain as the scars marring his skin. After probably decades of neglect, the building should have been little more than a ruin, half consumed by the surrounding forest. And yet, the interior was clean and dry.
A small shrine to Kal stood near the entrance to the main hall. Instead of making an offering to the god, he averted his eyes and walked on. The last thing Jael wanted to do was draw Kal’s attention to his key role in the decimation of such a magnificent wolf pack.
The keep’s main room was an open-planned feasting hall with a large hearth in the far wall. Two long tables with bench seats stretched down the middle. An ornate stone cornice skirted the top of the walls, detailed with exotic beasts carved in breathtaking clarity. Although the temperature was still hot and muggy outside, the interior of the keep was surprisingly cool. Ormaz fed another branch into the hearth’s fire then held his palms out to warm. Orange light flickered across the stone carvings, making the creatures seem to move with a life of their own.
“Captain? You wanted to see me?”
Ormaz glanced over his shoulder then grunted an affirmation.
Jael crossed his hands behind his back and waited for the captain to proceed. His gut rumbled, and before he could clamp his mouth shut, a belch of whiskey fumes escaped his lips.
Ormaz’s nose wrinkled. “Got a private stash, eh?”
Jael fished out his hip flask and handed it over. The captain took a swig before coughing. “By the gods, that’s rough enough to strip paint.” It didn’t stop him from taking another pull at the flask before handing it back with watering eyes.
Jael grinned. “It’s not the finest drop, but it stops most people asking for a second taste.”
“I’ll have to remember that trick myself in the future,” said Ormaz with a wry smile. The captain turned slowly on the spot, his eyes roaming over the walls. “My company owes you thanks for bringing us to this strange hall. And I…” Ormaz paused, as if searching for the right words. “I owe you an apology.
“You warned me of Dragonspine’s dangers. You described the beasts that would attack us, the magic protecting this keep, and to be honest, I didn’t believe you for a second.”
“And if I’d been in your shoes, Cap, I’d have thought the same thing. You could have completely ignored me, kept on trudging down that road in the rain—and we’d all be in a wolf’s stomach by now. But you didn’t.”
Ormaz sighed, his expression heavy. “You speak like someone who’s carried the burden of leadership himself. What rank did you attain prior to leaving the army?”
“I was a captain, had a company of my own.” Jael felt a pang of loss as he thought on the many soldiers who’d been like family. “But the past is irrelevant. I have no desire to lead men again.”
Jael stepped to the side, making room for two men carrying a large log for the fire. Within minutes, the wood crackled with flame, doubling the heat pouring from the hearth.
“How did you know to find this place?” asked Ormaz.
“By the road marker.”
Ormaz looked steadily at him. “The symbol carved into the cobblestone meant nothing to me. I want to know why it caught your eye.”
Jael took a deep breath, weighed up how truthfully he should answer. He’d denied his heritage for too long. It was time to stop.
“I’m Scalzini.” It was the first time Jael had openly admitted his background to another soldier, and despite the worry of how the news would be received, he felt a weight drop from his shoulders. He would hide no longer. “I grew up in a keep similar to this one. There aren’t many left, not since the purges. Dragonspine Chasm used to have three keeps before the forest was left to the beasts, I was just hoping like hell to see some evidence of them.”
Ormaz recoiled. “You’re a… Scalzini?”
“It’s not a fucking disease.” Jael pulled back out his flask and took a deep draw of whiskey. “I’m a man, no different to you.”
Ormaz pulled his face under control. “Well, there used to be rumours about them—demon worship, dark magic and the like.”
Jael snorted a humourless laugh. “Scalzini aren’t bloody demon worshipers. We were just different, and people are afraid of what they don’t understand. Our practices are as old as the continent, existing since Kal reformed the land. We kept balance between man and beast… or at least tried to.”
Jael walked to the edge of the hall and looked up at one of the carvings. He pointed it out to Ormaz. “Recognise that creature?”
The captain came closer, then reached up and traced his fingers over the head of the giant centipede where enormous pincers closed on the body of a man. “Is this the same beast you killed in the last village?”
Jael nodded. “Each one of the creatures represented around these walls used to exist. Many still do, but mostly out of sight of man. Scalzini were shepherds of a sort, preventing unneeded persecution of the beasts. However, if one went rogue and turned its attentions to humans then it was our responsibility to take it out.” He paused for a moment, debating just how much to say. “My mother was matron of a keep such as this. It was where I learnt how to fight the various creatures found across the continent. After leaving the army, it was the only other skill I had.”
Ormaz walked along the wall, eyes ranging over beasts of different sorts; two-headed lions, giant lizards, wolves, and enormous tarantulas, until he returned to the blazing fire. Carved into the stone above the hearth were two thrones. A dragon coiled about the chair to the right, while the creature sitting upon the left one was indistinct as if hidden by haze, with the only features recognisable being talons and teeth.
“Why are these two shown differently to the rest?”
Jael stared at the throned figures, and his mother’s voice, kind and gentle, whispered the lore. “They are king and queen of the beasts, the true apex predators of our realm and as close to a god that can be found in the animal kingdom. Each as different as night and day.” Hairs prickled across the back of his neck as he pointed out the indistinct figure. “That one is a Nightjaw. It can control light, cloaking itself in darkness so that none know its true form. Scalzini pay respect as there is little other way to pacify him. It’s also why the grounds are protected by such strong charms to deter his entrance. The other,” he said pointing at the coiled beast as a smile rose to his lips, “is the dragon. Invisible unless it wants to be seen, it is a mortal enemy of the Nightjaw. When you hear thunder in the mountains in the absence of clouds, it is said to be the sound of these two warring.”
“But you’ve been taught how to fight all these beasts, why not these two as well?” asked Ormaz.
“How can you fight against something that can’t be seen?” Jael shrugged as he sat on a bench seat, suddenly feeling very weary. “As a child, I was told the Scalzini once had a way to control the Nightjaw and other beasts for their own purpose. All magic comes with a cost though, and the blood magic needed for a spell powerful enough to bind a Nightjaw must have been phenomenal. I shudder to think of the repercussions of such an act. Regardless, those secrets were lost long ago when the clan fractured. Those that headed south took much of the content of our libraries with them, knowledge that was irreplaceable.”
“What about the dragon?”
“There is no prouder creature than the dragon. It holds no allegiance to any other animal—beast, or man. It eats what it wants and will fight any battle it deems worthy. But I fear there are none left in this world.”
Ormaz took a seat nearby. “And your family? What happened to them?”
Jael rubbed a hand over his face. “The charms protecting a Scalzini keep serve to prevent the entry of beasts. However, as you’ve seen, humans are free to enter. There was little protection against the lynch mob that came for my mother during the last Purge. If I’d been home at the time, maybe I could have fought them off, but I was little more than a child. At fourteen, I probably would have just added my blood to the dirt.”
Unconsciously, his hand dropped to rest on the pommel of the dagger at his waist. “It was then that I enlisted the first time. I’d been raised as a warrior of sorts, so it was the closest fit to the life I’d known.”
Ormaz sighed. “You still leave me with a difficult situation, Jael. Scalzinis haven’t been welcome since the death of the king’s brother. If anyone finds out I’ve allowed one to remain in the tumen, both our necks will be on the line.”
“Oh, for fuck’s sake, we had nothing to do with Prince Raynor’s death. The Scalzini clan were just an easy scapegoat for bloody gossip mongers that hated our kind in the first place.
“Look, it was you who dragged me back into the bloody army and made me swear an oath of service, knowing full well I had no other choice. Despite that, I’ve proven my worth and honoured my word to fight for Loic once again.” Jael waved a hand at their surrounds. “Although when I remember how little he did to prevent the slaughter of my people, it makes me feel like a traitor to my forefathers.”
Jael climbed to his feet, disappointment a bitter taste in his mouth as he reached over his shoulder and loosened his sword in its scabbard. “If my oath of service isn’t good enough, give me my horse and weapons, and I’ll be gone by daybreak. But if you try and arrest me, I’ll not be a lamb led to slaughter. Your choice, Captain.”
Without waiting for an answer, Jael stalked away. He knew his last words had been foolish. Threatening Ormaz had likely dissolved any goodwill the captain might have felt. He shoved open the door at the end of the hall and stepped outside. A warm wind gusted across the clearing, carrying a scent of wet grass and blood from the killing field beyond.
“Come on you lazy bastard, get over here and lend a hand!” shouted Tilly.
The rest of his section were just outside the wall, about to begin work on the last wolf killed by their arrows. Tilly had her sleeves rolled to the elbow, forearms streaked with blood and fat, sweat dripping from her face.
“The last one’s yours.”
Jael recognised the beast as the first one to reach the wall. Gore from his spear-strike matted its neck and chest. He knelt at its side and rested a hand on its soft head, sending a silent prayer of respect for the animal’s bravery before setting to work. With practiced hands, he carefully cut a line from the tail, along the belly to the chin, then another slit down each leg. Jael began to tug on the hide, systematically separating it from the flesh, stripping it downward like removing a coat. Occasionally he made careful nicks with his knife, freeing up difficult sections until the entire hide was free. He rolled the skin up and tied it up with a length of twine.
“What did the captain want?” asked Tilly.
Jael dumped the hide on the pile with the others, a dead weight in his chest. He’d started a cascade that couldn’t be stopped. There was no point lying. “He wanted to know how I knew about this place and its powers. So, I told him.”
“Are you kidding me?” muttered Pyx. “If you’ve fucked this up for us…”
Jael glanced over to where the girl was sawing slabs of meat off one of the carcasses. Lean carnivore flesh would taste like crap, but he’d eaten worse. Pyx rocked back on her heels, knuckles blanched around the handle of her dagger, her eyes blazing. Until now, she was the only person to whom he’d admitted the source of his knowledge in hunting monsters.
Tilly looked back and forth between the two. “If you have a secret that’ll put the lives of my soldiers as risk, I need to know.”
“The only person at risk is me,” said Jael. He looked her dead in the eye. “I’m Scalzini.”
Tilly stared at him, one eyebrow raised in question. “That’s it? We kind of took that for granted already. Nine times out of ten if a monster hunter’s any good, they’re Scalzini.” She hoisted two of the rolled pelts off the ground and started to carry them up to the hall.
Confused, Jael grabbed another two pelts and followed. “And that doesn’t upset you?” He’d spent twenty years hiding his heritage, an act of self-denial that had been a growing source of disgust to himself.
Tilly barked a short laugh. “Not too many volunteer for the tumens these days. Half of the soldiers in this company were pulled from the gutter or cleared from a gaol cell. Drunks, rapists, and thieves. If you want to find personal stories to make your skin crawl, you don’t have to ask around too far.” She stopped and looked at Jael. “I don’t care what god you follow, if you fuck men, or if you have a weird obsession with beasts like the Scalzini. As far as I’m concerned, what someone did prior to entering the tumens is irrelevant. Might as well be a different life. As long as you stand in the battleline and fight for the soldier at your side, it’s good enough for me.”
A horn sounded from within the keep, calling all soldiers of the company to a meeting. Jael’s stared over his shoulder at the grey keep, an uneasy sensation in his gut. “Time to find out if your captain agrees.”
***
Jael followed Tilly into the stone hall, their section the last of the company to arrive. Despite the heat from the huge fireplace, the large room still felt cold after the heat outside. Faces amongst the crowd were tired, and more than a few blatantly hostile at being kept from sleep.
Ormaz stood on a bench at the far end, face blank and unreadable. “Jael Crowfeeder, get your arse over here.”
So, this was it. Now that it came to the crunch, Jael found himself strangely relaxed. He reached over his shoulder and loosened the sword in its scabbard out of habit, then stalked forward, a path opening through the crowd of soldiers to the front.
Ormaz stared at him for a moment, a deep frown gouged into his forehead. Finally, he looked up, eyes skirting the company behind.
“Important information has arisen about the warrior standing before you, news that affects every soldier here. I’ve given the matter due consideration and have come to a decision.”
Jael tensed his muscles as he waited for the announcement. As a boy, he’d seen his cousin clubbed to death by a mob when they’d discovered his heritage. Everyday people; carpenters, shop-keeps, farmers, and blacksmiths. People had ceased to see him as human and stoned him like a plague-carrying rat. Would these men and women of Ormaz’s company prove the same?
He turned around slowly to face the crowd, the soldiers he would have to fight to escape. Most were armed with little more than a dagger, although sheer weight of numbers were against him. Jael picked his initial targets, the unprotected points he would hit to kill and incapacitate. Neck, groin, tendons on the inner aspects of wrists.
Adrenaline flooded his body, heart smashing against his ribs like a battering ram. If he was going down, it would be in a river of blood.




Chapter Ten



“Larika, do not waste time wishing for a placement at court. Always remember that our vassals would rather see our downfall than abide under our rule. Revarc’s development has not been aided by my brother’s decision to send him into the care of the Lanmarch and Triborne lords. They have only helped him grow into a jealous, entitled fool, who spends too little time on the training field— in short, the exact type of person that will be easily manipulated in the future.
You say you want to learn diplomacy? Well, I advise you to first learn the art of war. Your opponent will only compromise if they know you have the ability to crush them on the battlefield. You will be a warrior-queen worthy of legends, my love. Someone to admire, but more importantly, to also fear.
Stay the course and as always, fight until your last breath on the training field. One day, your life will depend on it.”
—    Extract from private correspondence between King Loic and Princess Larika.

Larika leant forward in her saddle and stroked her new horse’s neck, reassuring it as the felt pads used to soften the noise of its hooves were removed by an attendant. She’d left Lightfoot in camp to recover from its stab wound, and although the gelding beneath her responded well enough to her commands, the purebred just wasn’t the same as her warhorse. Riders amongst her cavalry units completed the same activity before climbing back in the saddle. She leant to the side and spat a stream of green juice into the grass, grimacing at the bitter taste. She hated chewing cafco leaves. Aside from the foul taste, the stimulant left her mind scraped raw and on edge. But after so little sleep, Larika couldn’t afford a sleep-addled brain that might cost lives and a battle.
Manoeuvring forces during the night was always risky, especially on unfamiliar soil. Yet as the black of night gave way to grey dawn, she took some pride that her units were in order and ready to attack. The scout’s description of the camp was accurate. At the southern edge of a grass plain, a small sea of canvas tents blanketed the ground. Larika grinned as she saw the camp was bordered on three sides by dense, pine forest. The enemy leader had finally made a mistake. Although the location of his camp provided protection from the weather, it also helped her to fence them in.
Larika’s infantry formed up in four wide lines. Steam billowed from their lips in the early morning cold. Each soldier carried a long spear and round shield, while short swords were sheathed at their waists for close-quarter fighting. Well disciplined, they stood silently awaiting her orders.
Larika glanced behind to where Colonel Torrance waited with three mounted officers, two men and one woman. Her eyes settled on a man named Brindan. Youngest son of a minor lord, he was desperate to prove himself in battle. It was time to find if there was a steel spine somewhere under the painful bravado.
“Captain Brindan, you will lead the infantry and have honour of first contact. I’ll hold the cavalry in reserve to mop up anything that breaks through your lines.”
***
Captain Brindan’s heart stuttered for a moment as he finally got his wish. First into battle, with half a tumen to watch him gather glory and drench the field in blood!
There was no thought of failure. In his twenty years, the only misfortune he’d experienced was not being born first. As third child, he would inherit nothing of his father’s estates. That left but two options: either a career in the military where he could, at the very least, build a name for himself, or pursue money in trade. For a young man assured of his invincibility, it hadn’t been a difficult decision. Since buying his captaincy, he’d taken every opportunity to dazzle young ladies with his uniform, talking up future endeavours as if they were as assured as the air he breathed.
Brindan gave a half bow from the saddle. “Thank you, Princess, I will inflict a slaughter worthy of your great name and beauty.”
Instead of blushing like other girls usually did under his flattery, Larika fixed him with a withering glare.
“I’m your commanding officer, Brindan. On campaign, you will refer to me first and foremost by my military rank. Now, get the job done without losing too many of my soldiers.”
“Yes, General.”
Cheeks flushed red with embarrassment, Brindan shoved on his helmet, before walking his horse between the lines of infantry to take the lead. He withdrew his sword and pointed it ahead in silent command. As his horse began a slow walk, the infantry followed, dragging sodden boots and trousers through the wet grass of the plain. He maintained his position slightly in front of the first line, determined to claim first contact with the enemy.
Brindan fiddled with his helmet, trying to get it to sit a little better as the first arrows flew overhead. Soaked in pitch, they trailed streaks of fire against the dawn sky like tiny meteors. One by one, they fell on the tents ahead, studding the camp with fire and smoke. Within seconds, tents burst into flame. Knowing the need for silence was gone, the infantry screamed a war-cry.
Less than thirty paces now. Brindan raised his sword above his head and added his voice to the clamour, yelling to pump up his courage. With battle imminent, the bravery he’d felt had all but deserted him. Muscles were jittery and weak, his chest tight like it was strapped into a courtesan’s corset. He pulled his horse to a stop, waiting for the first of the enemy to flee their burning tents.
“Shield wall!” shouted Brindan
To either side of him, shields snapped into place, with spear points bristling forward. Brindan waited, breath loud in his helmet, heart pounding as he searched amongst the eddies of smoke.
Something’s wrong.
He put up his hand to silence the soldiers to either side. By now there should have been screams of the burnt rending the air. Warriors should be attacking their line to escape the ambush, armed with whatever weapon was closest at hand. Brindan cocked his head to the side and listened. All he heard was the crackle of flame in the gusting wind.
The camp seemed… empty. From behind, he heard three sharp bugle notes. Brindan’s apprehension turned rapidly to frustration at the order to retreat. He wasn’t going to have his first victory snatched away.
“Move onward! Kill anything that breathes!”
The line was forced to break apart once they entered the camp. Most tents were finished burning, the cotton tent fabric gone in seconds, leaving nothing but charred posts. Soldiers weaved between the ruins in twos and threes, poking spear points amongst the ashes, looking for any evidence of the enemy force.
Brindan’s anger slowly mounted, and by the time he’d reached the far side of the camp he was furious. Ahead there was nought but forest. Huge trees loomed above, branches stretched far out over the clearing, thick trunks soaring into the sky. Although the sky was now lit by the orange of sunrise, light had yet to reach the forest floor. Darkness and shadow cloaked the ground between the trees. A few of his men milled nearby, any sense of urgency gone.
“We calling it a day then, Cap?” asked one of them.
Brindan pursed his lips. They’d been played for fools. All the effort to move in the dead of night, silencing clinking metal—making his horse wear stupid felt shoes for god’s sake. All for nothing. He shoved his sword into his scabbard, frustrated beyond words as he turned his horse around, readying to call a withdrawal.
Above him, a creature chittered loudly. Brindan hocked up some phlegm and spat to the side. He hated forests and he hated this damn campaign. Something black moved in his peripheral vision.
Brindan’s balls clenched, his mouth suddenly dry. It was huge spider. A tarantula the size of a large dog crawled down the tree trunk toward him. Thick black hairs spiked from its legs, belly, and thorax. Eight halogen green eyes dotted its head, while a pair of fangs opened and closed, each longer than his index finger. Its legs rippled in a metronomic pattern, inching ever downward. Soon it would be close enough to jump. Warmth flooded his leg, his brain frozen to conscious thought.
The man to his right screamed, tearing Brindan’s attention from the spider above. He glanced to see a spear had skewered the soldier’s abdomen, blood-stained tip protruding clear from the man’s back. He crumpled to the ground, arms and legs curling about the shaft as he vomited blood.
Shapes materialised in the shadows between the trees. Long-limbed warriors with misshapen skulls. Brindan’s eyes flicked to the side to see the enemy appearing from the tree line around the camp. A second spear flew, catching another of his men through the neck. Arterial blood splashed Brindan’s face, filling his mouth with copper. Gagging, he convulsively swallowed the hot gore. They were outnumbered, outplayed yet again.
Brindan drew his sword in panic. “Retreat!”
The spider chittered again, louder this time. Brindan drove his heels into his horse’s flanks and looked up in time to see it jump. Launching off the trunk from ten feet above, it smashed into him, legs wrapping around his torso and tearing him from his saddle. Brindan hit the turf and lost his sword in a tangle of limbs and pulsating spider abdomen, rolling to a stop. Sharp claws at the end of each limb pierced his flesh and stretched his arms and legs out wide, leaving him spreadeagled and helpless. It crouched above, crimson venom dripping from the fangs as it chittered again. He could have sworn it was a happy sound, like a child about to have its favourite dinner.
It stabbed downward, fangs piercing either side of his neck, one clear through his trachea. Venom pumped into his body as blood flowed down his airway, flooding his lungs with a crimson tide as poison entered his blood stream, circulating like acid through his veins.
***
Larika stared at the edge of the camp, waiting for the first warrior to appear and charge Brindan’s line. As moments slipped by, doubt gripped her. Something was wrong. Her eyes shifted to the forest bordering the camp, searching. She stood in her stirrups, straining for a better view, eyes red and irritated from the smoke. Larika’s heart lurched as movement in the tree line caught her eye.
“It’s a trap. Call the retreat!” she shouted.
Her bugler blew three sharp notes, his face red with the effort. Instead of Brindan obeying her order, Larika watched as the fool instead marched into the enemy camp.
“Send a god-damned runner to Brindan with my order to retreat. If he doesn’t obey, open the bastard’s throat.”
The waiting messenger kicked his heels hard into his horse’s flanks. The animal burst into a gallop, sods of earth flying from its hooves.
A hail of black fletched arrows sailed from the woods, and as they fell, the first screams of her men carried on the fitful breeze. Many legged creatures, bristling with black hair sprung from the branches into the camp. Spiders? No, it couldn’t be. She shook her head, blinking to clear her vision.
Larika’s knuckles were white as she gripped her reins, teeth clenched as enemy warriors flooded from the tree line. What a disaster. The trap should’ve been clear as day, even to the most inexperienced officer, and yet her sleep deprived mind had fallen for the ruse. Larika’s gut was sour, nauseated at the knowledge she’d already lost the battle, and most of her infantry with it. Even if she managed an orderly retreat, the campaign was over. She’d lost.
The first of her soldiers were now sprinting out of the camp, enemy close on their heels. Her breath caught in her throat. Howls cut through the noise of battle. Eyes wide, she searched the field for the wolves that had torn her men apart three days prior. With Harland wolves on the field, her infantry would have no chance of retreat without assistance.
Colonel Torrance awaited her next order, stern lines sculpting his face even deeper than usual.
“Send the cavalry to aid the retreat.” It was a gamble, but she couldn’t leave her men to be slaughtered without any attempt to save them.
The colonel nodded, shouting orders to his officers as he launched into motion. Larika plunged ahead, joining the cavalry units sent in a sprint. Grass blurred beneath her horse as she galloped with spear in hand. Massive tarantulas hunted the field, fangs dripping with venom as they leapt from one victim to the next.
She pulled on the reins, her horse’s eyes rolling in terror at the creatures nearby as it skidded to a halt. Larika took aim and threw her spear at a spider as it leapt at one of her soldiers. Her aim was true, sharpened steel puncturing the thorax mid-air to knock it backwards. The beast writhed, legs convulsing around the weapon as it emitted a high-pitched screech.
Other riders were now reaching the retreating infantry.
“Each man take a stirrup!”
Arrows fell from the sky about them, a hail of whispering death shot from the tree line. The woman she’d saved from the spider fell to her knees vomiting blood, a shaft skewering her throat. Larika drew her sword, chopped at the wrist of an attacking warrior and severed the flexor tendons, causing him to drop his sword from limp fingers. The soldier he’d been fighting took advantage, stabbing his blade deep into the man’s belly.
“Grab on, I said!” shouted Larika.
Two soldiers took up her offer, each wrapping a hand about a stirrup. Larika’s mount needed no encouragement to flee the battle, foam dripping around the bit as it galloped free. The soldiers to either side took large, running strides, allowing her horse to carry them between each brief contact with the ground.
Once back on the plain and out of reach of enemy arrows, Larika slowed and allowed the soldiers off.
“Continue the retreat— go!”
The men stumbled on, faces pale. Her chest heaved as she turned her horse in a tight circle, ready to attempt a second run, but there was no one left to save. Now that the remaining soldiers of her army had escaped the confines of the ambush, the beasts broke off their pursuit to eat. Spiders dragged corpses back to the trees, feet bound with thick cords of silk, while Harland wolves gorged where their victims had fallen. The long-limbed enemy warriors displayed no inclination of continuing the attack either.
Were they wary of fighting mounted soldiers? Or confident of another opportunity to ambush her troops as they fled? Whatever the reason, Larika thanked the gods for the short reprieve.
“General, your permission to form a rear guard to protect the withdrawal?” It was Colonel Torrance again. His mount shivered beneath him in pain, one of its flanks sheeted in gore. The colonel wasn’t in much better shape. A bloody tear rent the chainmail over his left shoulder, the arm hanging limp below.
“Of course. But you won’t be in it, Torrance, not with your arm like that.”
Torrance gave a slight nod of acceptance. “And the retreat, Ma’am. Will it just be to the supply train?”
She clenched her jaw, frustrated by the necessary words to come. “No. We will withdraw to Beacon Castle, re-join the rest of our forces and make a stand at the pass.”
Larika took a last look at the hellish scene behind her, then forced her thoughts to the complexities of the retreat. Revenge would have to wait. Another mistake such as this morning’s ill-fated attack, and she’d have no troops left.




Chapter Eleven

“I don’t care if it is tradition, I plan to end the practice of selling commissions within the tumens. Being born to a family with the money to buy a captaincy does not make an effective officer. All it achieves is the conversion of soldiers under their leadership to corpses when they fuck up on the battlefield.”
—    Extract of correspondence between King Loic and his generals.

Jael stood before the packed hall of soldiers. He kept his face impassive despite his heart smashing against his ribs. Pre-battle adrenaline flooded his muscles, making his fingers itch to wrap around the grip of his sword. His brow creased with concern as he saw Pyx easing her way through the press to the front.
What the hell is she up to?
She held up a hand in a clear signal for him to wait. Jael didn’t want her near, not where she could be hurt in the fight to come. Then strangely, he saw the corners of her mouth kink upwards in a slight smile, something that made no sense at all.
He brought his attention back to Ormaz’s words and realised he’d yet to mention that Jael was Scalzini.
“…as most will have realised, Jael Crowfeeder isn’t a green recruit. No soldier earns a name such as ‘Crowfeeder’ without creating his fair share of corpses. He’s a twenty-year veteran of the king’s army and a former captain of the Eighth Tumen,” said Ormaz. “It’s due to his keen eye and quick thinking that we were able make use of this Scalzini keep. Without it, I fear many of us would not be here.”
Ormaz glanced at Jael. “Our job is to fight the king’s enemies and we fight best when each man’s strength and knowledge is used to their utmost. As such, by my authority, Jael is awarded the rank of sergeant, replacing the recently deceased Sergeant Blake as my second in command.”
Jael stared up at the captain, lost for words.
“You trying to catch flies, Sarge?”
Jael snapped his mouth shut. There was a rumbling in the crowd, and it appeared he wasn’t the only one caught off guard. A corporal in the front row stared at him with unfettered anger, his mouth a twisted, bitter line.
Ormaz stepped down from the bench to stand eye to eye with Jael. “You’ve sworn an oath of service to the king. Will you now swear one to the men and women of this company, your new brothers and sisters in battle?”
Jael took Ormaz’s forearm in the warrior’s grip and nodded solemnly. “I will stand and share their dangers, even to the gates of hell.”
Only now did the captain finally smile, a wide grin splitting his scarred face.
“Then it is done.”
***
Jael dumped his bedroll on the ground, still stunned by the promotion.
“Sergeant, eh?” said Tilly.
Jael shrugged. “Ormaz has hardly done me a favour. There would’ve been a few corporals vying for such a promotion, I dare say.”
Tilly pulled her cloak over her, using it as a blanket, eyes already closed. “I’m not one of them, if that’s what you’re asking. I didn’t even want to be a corporal, let alone to climb the rungs any higher. Politics is a bitch.”
Jael accepted her words as truth. “There was a bloke at the front of the group who didn’t seem keen on the news, had a scar stretching from nose to ear.”
Tilly chuckled quietly. “Corporal Easton. Anything that upsets that arsehole is a good thing in my book. The bloke’s fucking dreaming if he thinks he’ll ever make sergeant. He can barely keep his own section in order,” she said, words starting to slur with tiredness. “Now, shut up. There’s less than a few hours till dawn.”
Jael rolled onto his back and stared up at the hall’s wooden ceiling. There were small cracks between some of the boards, and for a moment he thought he saw a moving light behind them. Too tired to give it another thought, his breath deepened as he fell asleep.
***
Aeza crushed the candle’s flame between her fingers, plunging the area to darkness. Alone and hidden in the roof space since the unexpected arrival of the soldiers, she pulled her cloak tight about her shoulders and blew into cupped hands, trying to coax some warmth back into her freezing fingers.
Her surprise at the soldiers’ discovery of the keep had quickly changed to anger as she witnessed the destruction of Dragonspine’s dominant pack of Harland wolves. She’d watched, tears rolling down her face as the tragedy unfolded, helpless to change the outcome. Driven by coarse bravery and desire to feed, the animals had attacked until less than a quarter of the pack remained, the Alpha breeding pair both slaughtered. It would take over a decade for the pack to recover.
As the last Scalzini of Dragonspine Chasm, at twenty-five years of age, Aeza had lived in isolation for the better part of five years. With the few roads transecting Dragonspine now largely abandoned by the outside world, she rarely needed to protect travellers from the attention of hungry beasts. Instead, she studied the formidable creatures of the forest, growing the expansive Scalzini knowledgebase wherever possible.
Shivers wracked her body, teeth chattering violently. Not for the first time, Aeza wished she’d grabbed at least a blanket before hiding. After the bloody purges in her childhood, Scalzini had become wary of the very people they sought to protect. It was a role that left her conflicted. Scalzini tended the wild places, ensuring the health of food sources and the environment of the beasts so that they need not turn their attention to humans. For when they did, Scalzini tradition mandated they preserve human life, lives that she found herself valuing less than the forest beasts.
One night, and they’ll be gone.
Voices carried from the hall below clearly, and she had listened closely for any information of the outside world and news that might impact Dragonspine. She had been stunned to hear that one of the soldiers below was Scalzini. She could not understand why he would fight for a king that stood back and had done nothing while their people were slaughtered.
Aeza curled into a ball to preserve body heat. She closed her eyes and concentrated on her breathing, slowing her heart rate to fall asleep. When the company left, she would need to track them. The Harland pack would no longer be a threat. However, unbeknownst to the soldiers, they had been trailed by another creature for two days. Aeza was still unsure if the creature followed out of sheer curiosity, or if it was waiting for a better chance to strike. Either way, she would be there to try and prevent contact between the two. She just prayed she didn’t have to use her weapons, for if Aeza had to choose between protecting one of the last dragons or a group of humans, she didn’t know which side she’d pick.




Chapter Twelve

“A true lord of the beast kingdom, there is no creature more worthy of respect and protection than the dragon. Independent, noble and unbelievably brave; dragons rarely allow humans to know of their presence without reason.”
—     Extract from Scalzini text

Jael drew a whetstone along the length of his dagger before testing the blade against the ball of his thumb. Razor sharp. Satisfied, he slipped it into the sheath at his waist. Ormaz had called a halt for the day, and as they were nearing the edge of Dragonspine Chasm, it would be their last beneath the rainforest’s ancient trees. A few members of Tilly’s section sat about the fire with him, quietly going through the motions of equipment maintenance.
“Reagan’s missing two men from his section.”
Jael glanced up to find Tilly staring at him.
Fuck, not again. He’d recognised the presence of something watching them over the past few days but hadn’t been able to put his finger on what species it was. The sensation had been different to any other beast he’d yet to encounter. “When did they realise they were gone?”
“He sent them to gather wood half an hour ago and they should’ve been back by now,” said Tilly. “Reagan’s pissed, wants to mount a search party.”
Jael swore under his breath. On each night since leaving the Scalzini keep, they had lost one or two men to the forest. There’d been no further sign of the Harland wolves but something else had discovered a taste for human meat. It had to stop.
“Pyx, grab a bow and spear.”
“Way ahead of you, Sarge,” she said, ducking back out of the tent with weapons in hand. “Are we hunting?”
Jael gave a weary nod as he slipped a shield onto his left forearm.
“You’re not seriously heading out by yourselves?” asked Tilly.
“Better that than lose ten soldiers in a search party,” said Jael. “Which way did they go?”
The corporal pointed to the north end of the camp clearing. Jael grunted and set off with Pyx at his side. The sun’s yellow orb was but a few fingers above the top of the chasm wall, giving them less than half an hour of daylight to get the job done. He paused at the edge of the clearing, casting his eyes about for signs of passage.
“Over here,” said Pyx.
Jael saw the broken grass stems she pointed out, a subtle scuff of a boot heel underlying it. He gave a slight smile, proud of her rapidly growing skills as he clapped her lightly on one shoulder.
Now that their entry point was identified, it became easy to track their movement deeper into the trees. They hadn’t bothered making any effort to disguise their passage, heel prints and broken twigs clearer than a paved road to Jael’s eye. Seeing an alteration to their tracks, he knelt to the ground and moved aside a tuft of grass.
“Something spooked them,” he said. “The prints change here. See, now they’re on the balls of their feet, running.” He looked ahead, searching the ground until he spotted a jumbled pile of broken branches where they’d dropped their load of firewood.
“Pity they didn’t run back towards the camp,” said Pyx.
Jael grunted agreement as he trotted over for a closer look. Shit. “There’s blood spatter here.”
He reached over his shoulder and drew his sword as his eyes searched the forest in front. Visibility was limited to a dozen paces, tree trunks and a chaotic undergrowth of green, brown, and grey creating a kaleidoscope of colour in each direction. A wet crunching sound came from ahead.
“Wait here,” he said to Pyx. The girl scowled but nonetheless obeyed.
He crept forward, soon losing sight of his apprentice. A low moan of agony abruptly cut off with another crunching bite. Jael was about to break into a run towards the noise when something sharp poked into the back of his neck.
“Don’t move,” commanded an unfamiliar female voice, the words guttural and harsh, as if uttered by a throat long out of use.
He froze, warm blood soaking into his collar below the point of her knife.
“Drop your weapon and turn around,” she said.
Jael’s fingers tightened momentarily around his sword grip as he considered spinning to the attack, but the knife slicing into the back of his neck made him reconsider. There was little chance he’d survive without catastrophic injury. For the moment, he was at his attacker’s mercy.
Jael dropped his sword, teeth grinding together in frustration as he turned around, arms up in surrender to find a young woman before him. The hand holding the knife to his throat was steady, her eyes unforgiving. Although young, a patch of hair in her fringe was steel-grey, providing an odd contrast to otherwise dark brown hair. Jael’s eyes darted around the undergrowth behind her but failed to see anyone else nearby. Whoever the woman was, she appeared to be alone.
“I’ve no quarrel with you, nor anything worth stealing. But two of my comrades are at risk, and every moment wasted brings them closer to death.”
She gave a slight shrug. “They’re dead. By the time I got to them, their wounds were already fatal.”
There was no guile in her eyes as she spoke.
“And I think you are the person to blame for their demise. Ever since you entered Dragonspine, the beast responsible has been haunting your movement, watching you from the shadows. I believe the men it killed over the past nights were all to draw you into the woods where it could study you alone and away from the stink of your company.”
Jael’s stomach gave an uneasy turn. “I don’t understand. What’s following us?”
“There is no us. It is following you.” Her lip curled in disgust as she looked him up and down. “Surely you’ve felt its presence? One of the last dragons of Dragonspine appears to have taken an interest in you.”
“In me? I doubt it.”
The girl’s eyes suddenly widened as she stared past Jael’s shoulder, pupils dilating with adrenaline. She took two swift steps backward and bowed to the ground in a symbolic gesture of deference.
Hot breath gusted over his nape, thick with the scent of blood. Jael’s gut dropped and he turned slowly on the spot. A toothed jaw was inches away. Fangs, streaked with the blood of his comrades protruded past its lips, housed inside a gigantic reptilian head, large as a horse’s cart. A gold flecked eye with an elliptical pupil stared at him. Behind the head, the creature’s body extended another forty feet at least. Scales perfectly camouflaged with swirls of green and brown, its wings tucked close along its back. It was huge, yet he hadn’t heard a single sound of the dragon’s approach.
“I suggest you take a knee before it takes your head,” muttered the girl behind him.
Jael slowly lowered to the ground, all the while maintaining eye contact with this king of the beast world. Since listening to stories while sitting at his grandfather’s knee, he’d dreamt of this moment. Almost a living god, the lifespan of a dragon was unknown, but there were stories of some living for hundreds of years. Adrenaline surged under the intense gaze of the beast, his heart smashing against his chest like a war hammer. Terror mixed with excitement flowed over him in a wave, the same sensation he experienced during the midst of battle where his life hung in the balance.
The dragon’s nostrils flared as it sniffed at him. Jael felt a pressure intensify in his head, the same thrum he’d passed off as a stubborn hangover, but now the force seemed to strangely push him to the south. A low growl, like the grinding of glaciers reverberated through his body as it exposed dagger-length fangs, glistening with saliva and blood. Slowly, it inched back into the trees with less noise than a snake weaving through grass. Within moments it was gone, the pressure in his head dissipating to a mild background hum.
“Do you believe me now?” asked the woman.
Jael stared at her, muscles jittery from the adrenaline surge, taking a split second to re-orientate himself after contact with the dragon. She still held her dagger at the ready, but her focus remained on the trees where the beast had disappeared. Before she regained her advantage, he ducked to retrieve his sword, then eyed her warily over the length of his blade. A glint of yellow reflected from a gold brooch on her shoulder, a sword crossed with a shepherd’s staff, upon a round shield. A symbol of the Scalzini clan.
So, the keep wasn’t abandoned after all.
“Aye, I believe you. Although I don’t understand why.” He pointed at the brooch with the tip of his sword. “You’re Scalzini? I believe I owe you thanks for use of your keep. Without it, we would have not survived the night.”
The woman’s lip curled with disgust. “And you’re Scalzini yourself, although it appears you have forsaken your heritage. Why are you in the company of the king’s army? His soldiers stood aside and did nothing while our people were killed. If they had intervened, I wouldn’t be the last of our kind in Dragonspine.”
“Life’s complicated,” said Jael, an edge to his voice. He had no desire to explain himself to a stranger, especially not one who’d held a knife to his throat.
“Lower your blade.” It was Pyx.
Jael met his assailant’s eye again and although her face had paled, she maintained her grip on her knife. “It’s okay, Pyx, she’s a Scalzini. We were just getting acquainted.”
The woman glanced over her shoulder at the drawn bow, lip curled in disgust.
“That’s right,” said Pyx. “I suggest you play nice and put that knife away.”
With obvious reluctance, she sheathed her blade. Her body remained on alert, weight on the balls of her feet, looking ready to bolt at any moment.
Jael took a step back to give the Scalzini woman some space. “Shall we try this again. My name is Jael, and this is Pyx, my apprentice of sorts.”
The woman said nothing, jaw clenched at the change in her fortunes.
Jael’s lips narrowed in irritation. He had little time to waste. Night was fast approaching, and he was yet to retrieve his comrades’ bodies. However, the young woman in front of him was the first of his people he had come across in years, and he would rather not end the meeting in bloodshed. He lowered his sword, searching for the right words. “You said you were the last of our clan in Dragonspine? The Scalzini of this forest were once renowned for the breadth of their knowledge in beast lore.”
Her face softened slightly, a touch of pride in the eyes that raised to meet his gaze. “Indeed, they were. But when the elders were put to the sword, that learning bled into the dirt with them. The years pass, and yet the loss remains forever raw.”
“Aye, it is a sorrow that never leaves.” Jael nodded at his apprentice to lower her bow. Pyx circled around to Jael’s side; although her weapon now hung at rest, her eyes remained wary.
“Can I ask your name?” said Jael.
The woman paused for a moment, then sighed and nodded. “It’s Aeza.”
Jael extended his arm toward her. “I apologize for any damage to your keep and for the decimation of the Harland wolf pack. There was little choice though, without significant culling, they would have pursued our company through Dragonspine.”
Aeza stared at his hand for a moment, then accepted Jael’s gesture, taking his arm in the warrior’s grip. “I fear it will take years for that pack to recover.”
“We were tracking two of our soldiers, what happened to them?” asked Pyx.
Aeza shook her head. “You’re too late. There’s nothing but blood on the leaves, they’re already in the dragon’s belly.”
“Then we should get back, dusk is almost upon us.” Pyx stalked off in the direction of their camp, her feet barely making a sound.
“Apprentice? It appears you’ve taught her well,” said Aeza with a note of grudging respect. She turned back to Jael. “Keep your soldiers on the road. Dragonspine has already worn a heavy price for your company’s intrusion. If they stray into the woods again, I will make no effort to keep them alive.”
As she made to walk away, Jael reached out an arm to her shoulder. “Wait a moment. You said the dragon was following me? Why would it do that?”
“Follow a Scalzini who has forgotten his own people? I have no idea.”
Jael dropped his hand, a stab of sorrow piercing his heart as she disappeared into the growing shadows.




Chapter Thirteen

“I have received news from a trusted informer. She has found damning correspondence between Lord Triborne and your brother, Raynor. Although I am yet to see the evidence with my own eyes, it apparently details a plan for your assassination, clearing the way for Raynor’s ascension to the throne.
If this is true, I fear you must act decisively. I can advise but two options: either charge Raynor with treason, or ensure he has an unfortunate accident. My preference would be the second choice, allowing you to frame it as a tragedy, and avoid the loss of face generated by his betrayal.”
—    Deciphered correspondence between Agent Tarkin and King Loic.

Revarc woke from a deep sleep with a bladder fit to burst. He kicked off the blanket, swung his legs over the edge of the bed and fished below for the chamber pot. A smell of concentrated, hot urine wafted up, making his nose wrinkle in disgust. His head was pounding and stomach on edge after the previous night. Finished, Revarc shoved the pot back under the bed, uncaring that some of it slopped over the edge. The room needed cleaning anyway.
An empty wine-jug lay cracked on the floor, a puddle of astronomically expensive wine around it. Naked, he walked gingerly to the bench at the far side of his chamber where another jug waited. He poured himself half a cup, then swished it around his mouth before swallowing. Beside the wine was a small metal container. He unscrewed the lid, took a pinch of powdered cafco and rubbed it on his gums. Almost immediately his tiredness receded, a surge of energy cutting through the fog of hangover to leave his heart racing and muscles jittery.
A gentle snore vibrated from the far side of the mattress. Revarc glanced over his shoulder at the whore in his bed. Pretty enough, long chestnut curls framed her face and breasts, sheet pulled up just past her waist. At the sound of his rising, she stirred. With eyes still clamped shut, she raised a hand to her forehead.
“What was in that wine last night, my lord?” she whispered. “I feel like a hammer’s cracked my skull.”
Revarc’s jaw tightened. “For the twentieth fucking time, don’t call me ‘lord’. I should have been formally recognised as a prince by now. I’m second-in-line for the throne behind that bitch, Larika.”
At his tone of voice, the girl flinched. She grabbed the edge of the sheet and pulled it up to her chest, eyes now wary. “Do you want me to leave, my l… sorry. My… prince?”
“Yes. Now.”
Revarc hated mornings with a passion. He’d hired the girl to distract his mind and body, and the last thing he wanted to do was make small talk now that her job was done. He fished his purse out of a jacket on the floor, counted a couple of marks and tossed her payment on the bed.
The woman quickly pulled on her dress and took the coins. With a half curtsey and downcast eyes, she let herself out.
Alone again, Revarc took a seat on the edge of the bed, head in his hands, praying for the headache to ease. Through his fingers, he caught a glimpse of blood on the floor and flinched, his heart racing. He scooted backward across the bed, reaching for the dagger under his pillow. With blade in shaking hand, he stood for a closer look, and realised the pool of ‘blood’ had merely come from the broken wine bottle.
You fucking idiot.
He took a shuddering breath and in a flash of anger, stabbed the dagger’s tip into the wooden bedside table. He’d been on edge for the last two days, searching every shadow and flinching at unexpected sounds like a fearful child.
Revarc’s gaze was drawn for the thousandth time to the room’s boarded window. Despite being thirty feet above the ground, an assassin had managed to scale the structure and force its latch in the dead of night. He’d woken to a killer climbing through the window. Features cloaked by darkness, the assassin had seemed a demon brought to life.
Shame burned in his chest whenever Revarc allowed himself to consider his reaction to the assassination attempt. Believing that a general should merely coordinate the efforts of soldiers less valuable than himself, he had yet to cross blades with an enemy in the flesh. Lack of experience had never dulled his confidence in the past, having firmly believed he would outmatch any fighter if and when the need arose. After all, how could a brute of common blood possibly beat a prince such as him, coached in sword play since he was big enough to hold a wooden training sword?
That self-belief had been shattered when the assassin entered his rooms. Instead of reaching for his dagger, roaring a challenge and throwing himself into the fight, he had failed. Limbs paralysed by fear, he’d soiled the bed, staining his sheets with piss. Emitting an unbecoming scream, he’d finally alerted the guard outside his room. His saviour had burst into the room in a clash of armour and rage, taking on the assassin before he could finish his quest.
The ensuing fight itself was a blur. Shadows, grunts of pain, and the harsh sound of metal on metal. The sheer bulk of his bodyguard had won the day over his smaller opponent, crushing the assassin to the ground and knocking him unconscious.
As the guard crouched over the body, Revarc had rewarded the man for his efforts with a knife in his neck. If the bodyguard had lived, word of his cowardice would be sure to emerge. Revarc’s gaze was drawn to the mark where the chambermaid had attempted to scrub the guard’s blood from the stone floor. He snorted back some yellow sputum from the back of his nose and spat at the dark stain. The bastard had deserved death. By allowing a killer to enter his rooms in the first place, the guard had failed in his duty. 
The attempt on his life ultimately exposed an uncomfortable truth. Revarc now knew himself a coward, and for that knowledge, he would seek vengeance on whoever sent the assassin. No matter the cost.
Revarc poured himself another goblet of wine and grimaced as he downed the first mouthful. Another two or three cups would dull the edge of his self-loathing.
A gentle knock sounded at his door.
“This better be worth it,” he growled at the intrusion.
A muted clinking of armour came from outside the room as his new guard moved, then the door opened just enough for a servant to squeeze through the gap before it slammed shut again. A wiry old man stood just inside the entrance, eyes carefully staring at the floor to avoid looking at Revarc’s nakedness.
Revarc put his cup on the bedside table, then leant and scooped his trousers off the floor.
“What do you want, Jayce?” The man had been his servant since before he could walk and was one of the few people he trusted to enter his rooms.
“Your presence is requested on the parade ground, Sir. The prisoner is restrained, and troops assembled to witness the application of your sentence.”
A harsh smile crept across Revarc’s face. He pulled the trousers on and buttoned the fly. “Tell them I’ll be there shortly.”
“Will you need me to book the services of your… companion again this evening?”
“Yes. Although tell her to bring a friend this time.”
Jayce gave a curt nod, his face unreadable as he backed out of the room.
***
Revarc pulled irritably at his lamellar cuirass as he descended the stairs from his rooms within Sabrefield Castle. He felt ungainly and sluggish with the bastard thing on. Until the events of the last few days, he’d neglected to wear one, and was yet to become accustomed to the extra weight. Rich tapestries hung from smooth stone walls, ruffling slightly as he strode past.
King Loic had gifted the castle to Revarc’s father before his untimely death. Raynor had been a keen hunter, and many of the common halls of the fortress were hung with the preserved heads of his kills. Wild poses of bared teeth and fangs of the various creatures had once spiked Revarc’s fear as a child, but now their slowly mouldering presence barely rated a glance. By rights, the castle should have passed to him, but the king had yet to confirm his ownership, yet another thing to feed his frustration. He paused before a wide wood-panelled door, waiting for his guard to open it.
Revarc winced against the harsh morning light as he walked outside. Eighty armed soldiers stood at attention. Each held a shield emblazoned with the symbol of his house—a Death Adder, coiled and ready to strike. Revarc looked past the soldiers to a crude stage of undressed wooden planks. At the centre of the platform was the prisoner in question. Stripped to the waist, he was spreadeagled between two poles, head lolling forward in exhaustion. Dried blood crusted his lips and chin from a smashed nose, while his eyes were black, and lids swollen. Digits were missing from each hand, red stubs taking the place of index and middle fingers.
Interrogation had yielded little information. Whoever had chosen the man as an assassin had succeeded in picking someone with little regard to their own pain. Revarc strode past his soldiers, the slap of his boots echoing off the walls of the courtyard, then climbed the platform steps. He grabbed a fist full of hair and wrenched the prisoner’s head up. The man glared at Revarc, eyes reduced to bloodshot slits between swollen lids. The prisoner tried to spit in his face, but it only came out as a slime of red froth that oozed down his chin. Revarc smirked, then let the man’s head flop back down. He turned to face his soldiers. Eighty faces stared straight ahead, disciplined and silent.
“Two nights ago, an attempt was made on my life. I awoke to find this man in my private rooms, knife in hand. Hoping to kill me in my sleep, the coward did not expect a fight. I disarmed and restrained him before my inept guard even realised he’d failed in his duty.”
Now that there was no one to dispute the facts, he was free to create his own account of events.
“The people behind this attack will be caught and crushed.” Revarc unsheathed a dagger from his waist and tested the blade on the ball of his thumb. “Let the manner of this assassin’s death be a warning for all who plot against me.”
He leant down, bringing his lips close to the prisoner’s ear. “Tell me who sent you, and I’ll give you a quick death. Stay silent, and I’ll spill your guts and leave you for the crows.”
For the first time, the prisoner’s façade of disinterest cracked, eyes tracking every movement of his blade. Revarc touched the knife’s point to the prisoner’s belly. A drop of blood welled from the skin, trickling in a line of crimson to his groin.
“Last chance!” he snarled.
“Larika,” said the man, voice hoarse, strained. “Princess Larika ordered your death.”
Revarc’s heart stuttered, caught by surprise. “My cousin?” So, she’s finally shown her hand.
The prisoner nodded, all fight gone from his expression. The man was telling the truth.
Revarc stabbed his dagger to the hilt in the prisoner’s abdomen. The man convulsed, eye’s bulging with agony.
“Fucking coward,” he panted, “you said…”
“I lied. Feeding you to the dogs wouldn’t be good enough.” He dragged the blade, left to right across the middle of his abdomen. A mess of purplish intestines burst from the wound, lacerated, slippery coils hanging down his thighs in an ooze of blood and shit. The man took a ragged breath and screamed.
Revarc wiped his blade on the back of the prisoner’s pants, then scowled as he noticed a few drops of bloody excrement had flicked onto his leather boots. The prisoner would be left to expire slowly. If he was lucky, he’d bleed out over the next few minutes. However, if Revarc had missed major vessels, he might last the day yet. As the prince descended from the stage, a waiting crow swooped in to land on the prisoner’s head. Blood trickled from under the bird’s claws as its head turned this way and that, inspecting the latest offering.
Revarc plucked a handkerchief from his pocket and squatted down to wipe his boot clean, ignoring the screams of his victim. At the far side of the courtyard, a harried looking servant appeared.
“Lord Revarc, I have urgent news from General Larika regarding the security of the empire’s southern border. Please, come quickly!”
Revarc raised an eyebrow in surprise. Surely the bitch wouldn’t have the gall to try and kill me, then beg for assistance?
A fresh howl of agony came from the prisoner, and Revarc glanced around to see the crow holding one of the man’s eyes in its beak. It tossed the punctured globe in the air before catching it and swallowing.
Revarc stood. “Where’s her messenger?”
“He awaits your presence in the Rose Keep.”
Revarc gave a jerk of his head, indicating for the servant to lead the way. The satisfaction he’d gained from the execution was already starting to dissipate.
***
Larika’s messenger looked nearly dead on his feet. Skin pale, uniform covered in dust and muck, dried blood splattered down his leg. He’d ridden straight from her lost battle, only stopping to change horses and for short snatches of sleep when he couldn’t sit in the saddle any longer. In two days, he travelled what would usually take a week.
“An unknown foreign army, working in concert with wild beasts?” said Revarc, a sneer lifting the corner of his lip.
The rider winced. “I know how it sounds, Sir. Unless I’d seen it with my own eyes, I’d find it difficult to believe. That’s why the princess made me bring this as evidence.”
The rider fumbled at a pouch attached to his belt, and carefully withdrew a six-inch fang. “This belongs to one of the spiders. It was found snapped off in a horse’s saddle.” He handed over the item to Revarc. “Be careful of the tip, Sir. Although the venom’s dry, it may still prove lethal.”
Revarc held the fang up to the light, a shiver working up his spine as he guessed at the size of the rest of the spider.
“This is no joke, Sir. Our infantry forces are routed, much of the cavalry destroyed as well. General Larika means to hold the pass at Beacon Castle with the remnants of her army. She requests that you make haste and join her to destroy the enemy forces together. What word shall I take back?”
Revarc placed the fang onto the table between them and leaned back in his chair. “You’ll have my response in the morning,” he flicked a finger toward his servant who stood waiting silently behind. “Jayce here will direct you to the kitchen and barracks.”
Once he’d left the room, Revarc was left alone with the lead officer of his tumen, Colonel Morcom. A decanter of rose-coloured spirit called silcra was on a side table. Revarc stood and poured generous measures into two glasses, passed one to Morcom and took a seat again. He swirled the liquid beneath this nose and took a sip.
“What do you think?”
Morcom looked steadily at him for a moment. “That depends upon the topic, Sir.”
Revarc bit his lip as he rose to dismiss the two guards outside the door. He returned, took a deep gulp of the spirit and sat down again. “Morcom, you’re a loyal supporter of my House?”
“Of course, Sir. I served your father, Raynor, for decades until his death. And now I serve you. Please talk freely, my loyalty to your family is absolute.”
“Not thirty minutes ago, I secured a confession of Larika’s part in the assassination attempt.”
Morcom shrugged. “Doesn’t mean much. Have to take those confessions with a grain of salt, Sir. He could have said it just to avoid further torture.”
Revarc thought of the look in the prisoner’s eyes when he’d buried the knife in his gut. “No, I think he told the truth. After what she’s done, I’m tempted to leave her to the mercy of the beasts, if there are any. That fang could have been obtained long ago.”
“And once word gets out that you refused aid as she fought the invaders alone, she would become a martyr in the eyes of the people, and you a villain. There’s no telling how the king would react. Worst case, he changes the line of succession and overlooks you completely as punishment.”
Revarc pursed his lips; surely Morcom knew what he was angling toward. He wanted the bitch dead but needed his colonel to suggest it first. After what Larika had done to him, leaving her alive was not an option.
“No, instead I would counsel you to work this conflict in your favour, my lord. If we ensured her death, it would present favourable outcomes, not only for the empire by removing an untrustworthy future leader, but by bringing a more eligible contender to the fore.”
Finally!
“With you at Beacon Castle, it will be you turning the tide against the invading force. You could then claim your rights as successor to the throne unimpeded.”
Revarc’s heart rate surged. With some effort he kept his face serious as he nodded soberly in agreement with the colonel’s assessment.
“It is a sad day when loyal men of Kalech must discard a princess to stop her damaging the empire. As much as I find it distasteful, I fear you are correct, Morcom. Larika must be stopped.” 
Morcom leaned closer, eyes hawkish. “Beacon Castle is the empire’s southern-most fortification. There may never be another moment that takes her so far from the eyes of the court. The only story that matters afterwards will be the one you choose to tell. After all, it’s the winner’s privilege to write history, Sir. Is it not?”
“Your loyalty to me will be richly rewarded, Colonel,” said Revarc. “Estates, money, women. Once I am king, whatever you desire will be at your fingertips.”
Morcom’s pupils dilated at his words, tongue darting out to lick his lower lip. “I am here to serve, my lord.”
“And what of my captains? I must have the tumen’s officers under control if I am to wield its might against Larika. Will they see the sense in our path?”
The colonel helped himself to another measure of silcra. “They are rational men and women, Sir. They may need encouragement, but they’ll come around.”
Revarc finally allowed himself a smile as he clenched his fist. “Good. Then we’ll crush Larika, beasts or none. Trapped between my tumen and the enemy, she’ll be destroyed.” Revarc raised his glass, clinking it against Morcom’s in a toast. “To the death of Larika, my future kingship, and your guaranteed wealth.”




Chapter Fourteen

“Initially, it made little sense to me that common folk managed to kill so many Scalzini, a clan known for their warrior heritage. It turns out, they used methods that played to the Scalzini love for kin. I have found a number of instances where a Scalzini child was captured, strung up, and carried by the mob to their home. For the child to be released, the adults would give themselves over in the hope that their offspring might survive.”
—    Agent Tarkin

Extract: Imperial investigation into the Scalzini genocide.
The red stone of Castle Sabrefield soared high above the road, dwarfing the soldiers of Ormaz’s company. One of the stranger military structures of Kalech, the main keeps were carved from a huge monolith of red granite, creating a sheer tower of stone. The granite excavated from within formed myriad halls, barracks, and the like, and was then used to build a large perimeter wall. It was a key defensive castle of King Loic, guarding the trade route between the province of Tarathon and the rest of the country. Out of habit, Jael eyed the battlements, looking for weaknesses most susceptible to an attack. The outer wall was shaped like a pentagon with rounded towers at each corner. The massive structure had dominated the skyline for the past hour, the deep red of the granite squatting like a setting sun upon the surrounding land. Soon they would join the rest of their tumen billeted behind its walls.
“You ever had to attack something like that, Sarge?” asked Torc.
Jael glanced at the boy. He was one of the few who’d accepted his elevation to sergeant without question. Most seemed indifferent. However, some had shown signs of muted hostility. He’d spent enough of his life in the army to know it had to be stamped out before it damaged his authority, and to do that he had to bring their ringleader, Corporal Easton, to heel. Torc, however, was a different matter. The fight against the wolves in Dragonspine, instead of terrifying him, had only fuelled the boy’s hunger to see his first real battle.
“Aye. I led a Forlorn Hope over the walls of Highbridge Castle in the Eastlands.”
“What’s that?” asked Torc.
“A Forlorn Hope?” Jael sighed, hoping the blacksmith’s boy would never find out firsthand. “They’re the first group of soldiers sent over the wall or into a breach. Don’t ever be stupid enough to volunteer for one, boy. The soldiers in a Forlorn Hope are expendable, few make it back alive.”
“But you did.”
Jael tapped his left shoulder. “I took an arrow, punched through front to back, shattering my shoulder blade. Couldn’t use the bloody arm for months. Of the men to survive, it was the least severe injury and I considered myself lucky.”
He’d been nearing the top of the ladder when he’d been shot, and with another ten men climbing below him, retreat had not been an option. Instead, Jael snapped off the fletching, crawled over the edge of the rampart and fought without a shield. To this day, he didn’t know how he’d survived. The memory was a blur of agony, blood, and horror.
“If you have to volunteer, why did you do it?”
Jael grimaced. The boy didn’t know when to leave alone.
“Because my mate was stupid enough to put up his hand, and I decided someone needed to have his back.” Jael turned and spat a glob of phlegm off the road. “Didn’t help though, he died with a spear through his ribs. The bastard didn’t even make it onto the ladder.”
Torc looked back at the red walls and fell silent, his face a shade paler as he walked on, finally leaving his sergeant in peace.
Since climbing out of Dragonspine Chasm’s depths, the road had improved in quality.  Paved with cobblestone, it wound across a plain of semi-arable land. To either side was a patchwork of fields, some bordered with drystone walls built out of rocks cleared from the paddocks.
The farmland was largely managed by extended families that lived in small hamlets of five or six simple dwellings clustered about a common area. Due to proximity to Sabrefield, Loic’s forefathers had sunk greater resources into ensuring the marginal land could produce crops and feed the castle inhabitants. Expensive wells plunged down to the water table at the centre of each field to irrigate a variety of drought tolerant grain crops. Worked by a pair of donkeys during the cool evening hours, the animal team would repeatedly pull on a rope and pulley to raise a large bucket of water to fill an adjacent reservoir. This water then irrigated the field through a laboriously laid series of hollow cane driplines to reduce the loss from evaporation.
Preparation for the spring crops was in progress. People dotted the landscape, the wealthier individuals tending ploughs dragged by oxen, others undertaking the back-breaking labour of turning the soil by hand. Most paid little attention to the soldiers. Sabrefield’s surrounding country had enjoyed relative peace now for a generation, however low defensive walls surrounding many of the hamlets spoke of darker times when the lords of the neighbouring province of Tarathon had yet to bend the knee.
After Jael’s parents had been killed, he had been offered shelter by a farming family with which his parents had previously traded. Although they had been willing to give him a new start, he had never truly considered working the fields as an option. Raised a warrior, the thought of spending his life tending crops and livestock had seemed like an early death. Instead, he swallowed his pride, hiding his heritage in order to join King Loic’s army. There were few Scalzini left, and none to which he had personal links. His clan’s world had all but died, and in his grief-infused teenage stubbornness, he had refused to die with it.
Jael shook his head in silent reprobation of the boy he had once been. His wish for action had been fulfilled time and again, until years of war, agony and loss became a blur. Battle brought clarity, an adrenaline infused hyperaware state that once experienced, left other life blunted and somewhat unreal. In the rolling years of King Loic’s obsessive war to unite Kalech, he had found purpose in fighting for the mates at his side. An adopted family was better than none. And now he had another family in the men and women of the Sixth Tumen. There was a chance he’d come in contact with his former comrades in the Eighth if they were both ordered to the same area of conflict, and if that happened, he’d have to keep his head low and avoid drawing attention. Although his expulsion from their ranks had not been his fault, being in the right wouldn’t halt the executioner’s axe if the tumen’s mage had grown in power during his absence.
Another thirty minutes marching brought their column to the foot of the castle’s wall. The heavy, iron-plated gates of the main access point were open, and Ormaz marched his soldiers through and into the tunnel beneath the gatehouse. Jael peered upward at the murder-holes in the ceiling. If they were an attacking force that had somehow broken through the gates, boiling oil, boulders and arrows would be raining down, turning the area to a human abattoir.
As Jael emerged back into the light, Ormaz halted the group. Sunshine reflected off the exposed metal of his armour, making him squint as he looked about. Behind the castle wall there was open, paved ground. Soldier barracks, stables and numerous other storage buildings were constructed against the outer wall, while the huge red keep rose at the centre of the enclosed space. Jael flared his nostrils at a waft of rot on the air.
“Wonder what that poor bastard did?” said Tilly.
Jael followed her line of gaze to a wooden stage against the northern wall and found the source of the smell. A corpse was strung up between two poles with belly unzipped, purple loops of intestine hanging down to its knees. A handful of crows perched on the body, pecking lazily at the exposed flesh. The eyes were long gone, caverns of red left to stare balefully into space. Jael shrugged and returned to examining his surroundings. Capital punishment was nothing unusual. Feeding prisoners cost money. If the crime was severe enough, better to clear the cell and let all know the price of breaking the law.
After leaving his soldiers for a short period of time, Ormaz returned with two sullen garrison soldiers trailing behind.
“These men will show you to the barracks. You’ve got an hour to stow your shit and grab something to eat.”
***
Jael opened the barracks door, sending a swirl of dust into the air. Rows of narrow bunkbeds, barely wide enough to fit the shoulders of a full-grown man, rose four levels into the air. The beds were basic, hard boards with a sheet of hessian tacked to the wood, and more than likely crawling with bedbugs and fleas.
A few soldiers huddled in groups, betting on card games while others were passed out asleep. Now that the room was filled with unwashed soldiers and their gear, the stench of body odour was thick enough to cut. His stomach grumbled with disappointment as he saw the basket of bread rolls supplied by the kitchens was already empty. He’d prioritised his time to seek a refill for his hip flask while most other soldiers were stuffing their faces, and now he wished he’d grabbed a roll before leaving. But it had been worth it. For the price of a few marks, he’d scored enough silcra to fill not only his hip flask, but also the leather water bladder hanging over his shoulder. He would have preferred whiskey, but the local spirit was a welcome substitute.
He tossed the bladder onto his bed, then banged the edge of his shield against a post to get people’s attention.
“Get your arses out on the parade ground. You’ve got ten minutes!”
There were more than a few mutters, but people moved, the various corporals and their sections filing past him and out of the building. Jael grit his teeth as Easton hung back, making a show of taking as much time as possible in obeying his order. As Tilly approached, he realised he still hadn’t seen his old apprentice.
“Where’s Pyx?”
“Probably stuffing her face somewhere. After we negotiated a price for curing the wolf skins with the tanners, she went in search of the kitchens to try and beg something more to eat,” said Tilly.
Easton finally got up from his cot, yawned and walked out the barracks door, leaving Tilly and Jael as the only remaining people. Jael stared after the sullen corporal, a frown creasing his forehead. The prick’s belligerence was starting to border on insubordination and would have to be dealt with.
He turned back to Tilly. “Tell Pyx from me, if she misses another drill session, I’m going to kick her arse.”
***
Pyx’s stomach rumbled as she finally spotted Sabrefield’s kitchen. Located in a squat building of mudbrick, it stood separate from the main keep and other structures to reduce the risk of fire spreading if the gods saw fit for one to take hold. A steady stream of servants entered and exited a door at the end, carrying various types of food. Pyx pulled her cloak about her shoulders, plastered a confident look on her face and tailgated a young servant girl into the building.
Saliva flooded her mouth at the smell of fresh bread and roasting goat as she entered. The kitchen was a huge open planned room of at least twenty by forty paces. A series of woodfired ovens lined the rear wall, while a chaos of cooks and their apprentices worked upon numerous free-standing tables, creating foods to support not only the lord, Revarc, but the entire garrison and tumen of soldiers housed within the castle grounds. The ovens pumped out enormous heat into the enclosed space, and within moments, Pyx could feel sweat running between her shoulder blades. Seeing a free cane basket on a bench, she picked it up and headed toward a rack of fresh bread rolls, hoping to steal a few to satisfy her hunger.
“Hey, you! You’re late.” Pyx turned to find a red-faced old cook glowering at her. The man wore a dirty white apron over a huge gut, his shirt soaked with sweat. “Take these bread rolls to Revarc’s personal guard in the main keep.”
Smiling on the inside, Pyx kept her mouth shut and shovelled an armful of brown rolls, still warm from the oven, into her basket. She’d learnt long ago how to hide in plain sight. And on the rare occasion she rated more than a passing glance, she just acted like she was meant to be there, diverted their attention, then took whatever it was she’d come for. It was a skill that had kept her alive before Jael had taken her on.
With basket under her arm, she scurried out of the kitchens. Pyx secreted two of the rolls to an inside pocket of her cloak, then parked the basket next to a set of stairs ascending to the battlement and set off for the top. By the time she climbed the last few steps, her thigh muscles were burning. She glanced backwards and felt a slight pang of guilt on seeing Jael lead their company onto the parade ground, but ever since seeing Sabrefield dominate the skyline early that morning, she’d wanted to stand upon its walls.
A hot wind gusted between the crenulations, blasting her shaved scalp as she walked to the edge and stared south. From so far up, she could see miles across an open expanse of wilderness bordered by black mountains. Ormaz’s company had approached Sabrefield from the north-east, so this was her first view of the land beyond. There were few soldiers manning the section, and as she stared over the wall’s edge, she learnt why. A rock-strewn slope descended from the base at a steep angle, before taking a sheer drop into a deep ravine carved by a mountain torrent. The river was at least a hundred paces across, a maelstrom of foaming water studded with floating debris. Any attacking force foolish enough to try the approach would risk sliding down the slope to watery oblivion.
On the far side, the King’s Road continued in an unbroken line to the southern-most province of Tarathon. A suspension bridge provided the only means of crossing the ravine to the south, and any army trying to cross the river without its assistance faced a two-week ride east to the closest ford. Wide enough for three men to stand shoulder to shoulder, the bridge was guarded at the far end by a barbican fortification.
Pyx’s stomach rumbled, demanding attention. She stepped behind one of the merlons to escape the wind and slid down with her back against the wall to sit on her heels. She retrieved one of the bread rolls from inside her cloak and ripped off a chunk, savouring the taste as she chewed. Pyx winced as something hard crunched between her teeth. She picked a speck of grit from her mouth and flicked it away. For her next bites, Pyx chewed a little more tentatively, not wanting to crack a tooth on a fragment of crumbling mill stone.
“A flogging. That’s what happens to lazy recruits.”
Fuck. Pyx jerked to her feet, the remnants of her roll slipped back inside her pocket. Corporal Easton’s gaze fixed on her as he climbed the last few steps of the staircase that snaked up the inner side of the wall to the battlement.
“You want ten lashes or twenty, love? No one gets to shirk their duty in this company.” Easton had a cruel smile, his eyes heartless as stone.
Pyx drew herself to attention, kept her mouth shut and eyes straight ahead. The man gave her the creeps. “I wasn’t skiving, Sir. Corporal Tilly sent me on an errand and is expecting me back. I should really be on my way.” She went to step around him for the stairs, but Easton stabbed out a hand, caught her around the neck and shoved her back against the stone merlon.
“You’ll leave when I say.” Easton gave her throat a further tight squeeze, then slowly released the pressure across her trachea. “Tilly can go fuck herself. I found you, so you’re mine to punish. That is, unless we come to some other arrangement.”
Nausea slimed up the back of Pyx’s throat. If this bastard thought she was going to… She’d cut off his balls and shove them down his throat. Her right hand slowly moved to the hilt of her dagger.
“I want information about that bastard, Jael. You were travelling with him before enlisting?”
Pyx gave a slight nod. That much was common knowledge, undeniable.
“I’ve heard rumour Jael’s a Scalzini.”
Pyx’s eyes flashed to his face momentarily, saw greed and jealousy burning in his eyes. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Sir. Jael’s a veteran, just like the captain said when he made him company sergeant.”
“A position that was rightfully mine,” Easton growled, veins bulging at his temple. The corporal took a shuddering breath, forcing control back over his features. “This tumen belongs to Lord Revarc, and word has it he’s none too fond of Scalzini freaks. He’s sure to be interested that one has weaselled their way into his ranks. If you help me bring Jael down, I’ll ensure you avoid the frontline in our next battle.”
Pyx’s self-control finally broke, her mouth turning downward in a sneer. “I’m no fucking coward. If there’s a fight, I’ll play my part.”
A sharp prick in her belly made her flinch, and she glanced down to see the point of Easton’s knife pressed against her abdomen.
“Watch your anger, girl, or I’ll bury this blade to the hilt before you take a dive off the wall. Now, are you going to help me or not?”
A sharp sting, then warm blood began soaking her shirt as Easton put greater pressure on the knife, puncturing her skin.
“All I need is a ‘yes’.”
Pyx ground her teeth together against the pain. After the past year, she knew Jael better than she had her own father and was under no illusions to his flaws. A morose drunk part of the time, and stupidly reckless with his life at others. But she’d never felt unsafe in his company. He was a man that had imparted his knowledge of violence, war, beasts and how to stay alive without demand, seemingly happy just to see her ability grow. Pyx would not betray him.
“No.” She closed her fingers about the handle of her dagger, her lips pulled back in a snarl.
The corporal thumped a hand down on hers, stopping her from drawing the blade. “Wrong answer,” growled Easton.
Pyx jerked backwards, trying to escape his grip, expecting cold steel to drive deep into her guts.
Easton let her go. Pyx stumbled backwards, finally able to draw her own knife. Just as she was about to attack, a figure in her peripheral vision pulled her up short.
“What’s going on here?”
The corporal secreted his knife in a fold of his clothes and stood to attention, eyes staring through Captain Ormaz. “Nothing, Sir. I found this recruit up here when she was supposed to be on the training field. I was merely motivating her to take her duties more seriously in future.”
Ormaz eyed his corporal for a moment then turned to Pyx. “Is this true?”
“Corporal Tilly sent me on an errand, Sir, that’s why I’m late for training.”
“And the dagger?” asked Ormaz, an eyebrow raised in question.
Pyx glanced downwards, belatedly realising she still held her knife in a white-knuckled grip. She shoved the blade back into her sheath and stood straighter. “Just showing the corporal that my weapons are razor sharp and in excellent fighting condition.”
Ormaz’s face was stern, expression thunderous. “I would expect no less. Now, stop wasting the corporal’s time, and get your arse down to the training field.”
Pyx didn’t need to be told twice. She darted around the captain for the stairs, Easton’s face dark with fury at her escape. As she took the steps two at a time, she pulled the bread roll from her shirt and ripped another bite on the run.
***
Ormaz watched the girl bolt, feet a virtual blur as she descended the stairs. He wasn’t a fool. He knew that neither soldier had told him the truth. He’d seen her expression, recognised the fury mixed with resignation of someone who’d been backed into a corner and saw no other option but to fight.
“If I see you take a blade to one of my recruits again, it’ll be you facing charges, Corporal.”
“I never—”
“Bullshit. I’m not blind or stupid, Easton. I saw your knife at her gut, along with her bloody shirt. Nor am I deaf to rumours of inappropriate attention paid by you to younger soldiers.” Ormaz’s mouth twisted in revulsion at his last sentence. “I’ve lacked evidence to act, but give me the slightest reason to believe, and by the gods, I’ll cut your manhood off and feed it to the dogs.”
It was hard enough to keep his soldiers alive on the battlefield, he shouldn’t have to also protect them from the depravities of leaders within their own ranks. If Easton hadn’t already been a corporal when he was handed responsibility for the company, he would never have gained the position.
“I wasn’t trying to fuck her, if that’s what you’re saying, Cap. I was trying to get evidence that the new sergeant is a bloody Scalzini.”
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” muttered Ormaz. “Is this what it’s all about, eh? Get him imprisoned and his position becomes vacant once again? For you maybe?”
Easton stood fractionally taller, shoulders pulled back to puff out his chest. “As one of the company’s senior corporals, I would be up for consideration.”
Ormaz spat on the ground, narrowly missing Easton’s foot. “Like fuck you would. Your section’s dysfunctional, battle attrition rate twice that of every other corporal. And as far as I’m concerned, the blame for that lies directly with you.”
Ormaz saw the corporal’s hand bunch, his jaw clenched so tight he could hear the man’s teeth grind as he stared at him. He silently egged Easton on, wanting him to finally crack and take a swing so that he would have an excuse for court-martialling and ditching him from the company. With disappointment he saw the corporal take a breath, eyes drop and his hands go limp.
Ever the fucking coward. “If you think you’re sergeant material, Easton. I suggest you start acting like it. Get your men in line, start acting like a leader and prove me wrong.”
“Yes, Sir.” Easton’s eyes turned to stone as he stared into space, retreating into a shell of practised subservience.
“I haven’t got time for this shit. Our company needs to be ready to march at the shortest notice, and I don’t want to be wasting time settling disputes between my corporals. Dismissed.”
Easton gave a stiff nod, took a step backwards then turned on his heel and stalked away. Ormaz sighed as he watched the man retreat. He’d ensure Easton was assigned the front line during their next engagements. The sooner the man was dead, the better.
He glanced down, saw the piece of parchment in his hand and grimaced anew. It was a summons, ordering him to attend a meeting of tumen captains called by Lord Revarc, a meeting that he had been rushing toward when he’d bumped into Easton and Pyx. He broke into a jog towards the tower at the far corner of the curtain wall, knowing he was going to be late regardless.
At the corner, a walk-bridge spanned a yawning, twenty-foot gap back to a tower within the circle wall. Circular in shape, the tower soared another three stories in height over the wall, providing a view of all the surrounding land. The walk-bridge was a pace wide, with no handrails to either side, and it was something that had to be crossed to reach the campaign planning room located on the top floor of the tower. Technically, he could have ascended the stairs within the tower, however, tradition had it that any captain worthy of their post display courage by using the walk-bridge.
Fucking stupid tradition.
Ormaz had crossed swords with the king’s enemies on countless times, waded through the blood and terror of the front line, and yet, this twenty-foot gap still made his palms clammy. Any hesitation or change in facial expression would be noted by one of the watchers within, so Ormaz didn’t pause in his stride as he approached. Pretending that the walk-bridge was no more than a path at ground level, he cut the corner, leaping over the gap. Ormaz’s heart stuttered as his boot skidded slightly on contact with the smooth stone of the bridge. He threw out one hand to regain balance, then continued to run over the arc with his eyes fixed on the tower to avoid looking down, clearing the span in less than a dozen steps. An oak panelled door at the end of the bridge opened inwardly before he could lay a hand on it, a dour looking servant that had no doubt been watching him approach holding the handle. Ormaz gave the man a stiff nod of thanks, then made for a narrow spiral staircase to take him the last two storeys to the meeting room.
“You’re late.”
Ormaz glanced towards the owner of the voice to find Colonel Morcom glaring at him. The man looked as though he hadn’t slept in a month. Puffy, grey bags underhung blood-shot eyes, while the rest of his face was hard angles and shiny skin pulled taught over prominent cheek bones and jaw.
“My apologies, Sir,” said Ormaz with a half bow. He didn’t bother making any excuses, knew they would only be thrown back in his face.
“Take a seat, Captain,” grated Morcom. “And be thankful Lord Revarc has yet to arrive.”
A large rectangular table surrounded by tall-backed wooden chairs claimed the centre of the room. Most positions were already filled by the nine other captains of the tumen. Ormaz knew most of them well. They were without exception hard men and women, and some of the best warriors in the king’s forces. Ormaz pulled back a chair and took his rightful place amongst peers.
“I heard rumour your company had finally returned,” said the man next to him, slapping a hand onto his shoulder in welcome. Ormaz grinned at his old mate, Captain Willex. Like a human bear, the man was huge, with a thick brown beard that almost reached his eyes. He scooped a cup off the table and poured ale from a ceramic jug.
“Get this into you, Ormaz. Whoever’s in charge of Sabrefield’s brewery needs a commendation.”
Ormaz accepted the offering and took a large swallow of the golden ale before cuffing foam off his top lip. “When did your company make it in?”
“Two days before yours,” said Willex. “Each time it becomes harder to fill the gaps. People don’t seem as keen to die for the king these days.”
Ormaz nodded. “Aye. They’re happy enough to take the peace his armies have provided, just not fight for it.”
Colonel Morcom abruptly shoved back his chair and stood, boots clumping together at attention. Ormaz glanced over his shoulder at the stairwell in time to see Revarc come into view. He joined the other captains in standing, chair legs squealing as they slid across the floor.
Sweat speckled Revarc’s forehead, his face flushed and red after climbing the flights of stairs to reach the meeting room. Ten crossbowmen filed into the room behind him, taking up positions around the circumference of the room. Revarc walked to the head of the table, took a seat next to Morcom, then inclined his head indicating that his officers could sit.
Ormaz eyed the crossbowmen. Although their weapons pointed at the ground, each was loaded with a razor tipped bolt. He’d heard there’d been an attempt on Revarc’s life, but it still seemed excessive to bring guards like this to a meeting with the leaders of his own tumen.
Willex broke the silence, gesturing at one of the guards with his mug, ale slopping over the edge. “What’s with the toothpick shooters? You expecting some sort of trouble, my lord?”
Revarc took a sip of his drink and shrugged. “Hopefully not.”
Morcom stood once more. “Kalech is facing invasion from our southern-most border. Our planned campaign to assist King Loic in the Northern Mountains must be placed on hold until this threat is eradicated.”
“South? But Princess Larika’s tumen is already in Tarathon. Surely she’s better suited for this task?” asked Ormaz.
“It’s Larika who has requested our assistance. Unable, or unwilling to face the enemy, she’s in retreat to Beacon Castle after losing the better part of her forces. She even claims that fearsome monsters fight at the enemy’s behest,” said Morcom with a sneer. “However, any information sent by the princess must be taken with a grain of salt.” He strode to a windowed recess and pointed down to the courtyard far below, where the disembowelled corpse still hung from its ties. “That assassin was sent by Larika to kill our tumen’s leader. She has tried to murder Lord Revarc, her own cousin. By her actions, she has proven herself unworthy to be the king’s heir.”
A few of the captains murmured in surprise. Ormaz’s eyes flicked sideways to the nearest crossbowman, noting that his finger was now inside the trigger guard, knuckles white as he gripped the stock.
“Larika has sought to pre-emptively remove me as an opponent in her future path to the throne,” said Revarc. His voice was quiet, simmering with fury. “I don’t believe for a minute that there is a force of any concern awaiting us in Tarathon, she’s merely stepped up the stakes in her bid to wipe me out. There’s nothing but scattered tribesmen beyond the southern border. And monsters? Utter tripe, no beast works at the order of man.” He paused and took another sip of his ale, then grimaced and pushed the mug away.
“Larika seeks to attract me to the farthest part of the empire to finish what she tried to do with the poisoned blade of an assassin. But I don’t plan to go meekly to slaughter.” Revarc’s lips curled back, exposing teeth in an animalistic snarl. He rose from his chair and pulled a dagger from a sheath at his waist, gripping it in a fist. “The Sixth Tumen will march for Beacon Castle to remove Larika and whatever forces remain loyal to her.” He stabbed downwards, ramming the knife-tip deep into the polished oak of the table. “I will bury my sword in her gut, and watch the life leave her treacherous eyes.”
Ormaz glanced warily at the crossbowmen before speaking. “Lord, on passing through Dragonspine forest, my company was set upon by a pack of Harland wolves. If I had not seen it with my own eyes, I wouldn’t believe such creatures still existed in numbers that could threaten our soldiers. We were lucky to make it out alive, Sir. What if there is some truth to Larika’s claims regarding a joint force of beasts and men?”
“Then they’ll find my soldiers waiting to bury razor-sharp steel to the hilt. No beast has teeth like my army.” Revarc observed Ormaz with a withering expression. “You disgrace your captaincy with such fears, Ormaz. Utter another word like that, and you’ll find your rank stripped.”
Ormaz’s face burnt at the rebuke, his teeth aching as he ground them together to prevent a rebuttal. He knew he was no coward. But no matter past actions, once thrown, words like that seemed to stick.
“The case is clear,” growled Morcom. “The future of the empire rests in Lord Revarc’s hands. Swear allegiance to him as your future king and join us in preventing a fool like Larika gaining the throne.”
Ormaz’s mind was reeling. What Revarc and Morcom proposed amounted to treason. He’d spent the last two decades fighting against the king’s enemies. He had never thought—even for an instant—that he’d become one himself. He was about to protest when a captain on the other side of the table opened his mouth.
“No.”
It was Ulrick who’d spoken. His voice was deep, eyes sad. Ormaz had no idea exactly how old the captain was, just that the man had long completed his first twenty years of service when Ormaz was still a green recruit. Deep lines cut into the skin about his eyes and forehead, hair the colour of steel flecked with white. The man was unkillable, having survived more battles than most men had eaten meals.
“My allegiance is already sworn to the king, and by default to his heir, Larika. It is not something that can be thrown aside like an empty mug of ale.”
Revarc uttered a small sound of contempt and flicked his finger slightly.
The snap of a crossbow firing sounded from behind Ormaz, followed almost instantaneously by a thunk as the bolt hit home. Ulrick grunted at the impact, his eyes seemingly unsurprised at the projectile buried in the right side of his chest to the fletching. He growled, blood spattering in a light mist from his lips as he tipped his chair over backwards and lurched to his feet. A second bolt caught him in the right side of his throat before he could draw his sword. Ulrick grabbed at the fletching and ripped the bolt out, severing his own carotid artery. Hot blood spurted in an arc, painting the table and near captains in red as he staggered to his knees, clutching at the wound. As the rhythmic spurts of blood between his fingers lessened, Ulrick tumbled to his side.
Morcom walked calmly to the man’s side with sword in hand. Almost casually, he placed the tip of his weapon between Ulrick’s teeth, then shoved down. The blade punched through the back of the captain’s throat, and onwards to take out his brainstem. As the captain’s body fell limp, Morcom withdrew his sword, Ulrick’s lips puckering upwards around the blade as it pulled out in an obscene, bloody kiss.
Ormaz stared in shocked silence at the corpse. Ulrick stared at the ceiling, corneas already dull and drying, an expression of disgust the last to mar his features.
Something warm trickled through Ormaz’s eye. Unconsciously he wiped at it, his fingers coming away scarlet. Willex to his right was soaked in Ulrick’s lifeblood as well, solemnly cleaning it off his face with a cotton napkin.
It took less than a few heartbeats for the first captain to stand and swear their life in service to Revarc. Ormaz felt the mood in the room change. Shock gave way to morose acceptance. Between them, the tumen’s captains had survived decades of war for many reasons. Skill, resilience, stubbornness, and above all, the ability to accept and adapt to change on the battlefield in the space of seconds. Ulrick had just demonstrated refusal wasn’t an option.
Ormaz’s body almost felt like it belonged to someone else, disgust at his own capitulation sour in the back of his throat as he joined Willex in standing. For the first time in his life, he voiced an oath he had no plans of upholding.




Chapter Fifteen

“The bond between a mix-breed warhorse and its master is both complex and deep. More partnership than master and servant, the two work as a concerted team in battle. The animal will use hooves and teeth in devastating fashion against the enemy, while the soldier fights with either sword or spear from its back.
Mix-breed warhorses are without fail, incredibly brave and loyal. On many occasions, I’ve seen a horse refuse to abandon its fallen rider, kicking away the enemy until it is finally killed as well. In the face of such a bond, it is somewhat unsurprising that the only time you’ll see a calvary man or woman cry, is at the death of their horse.”
—    Cavalry Sergeant Minos, Fourth Tumen.

Every muscle ached. From legs to neck, Larika felt as though she’d been placed in a hessian bag and beaten with a stick. She’d driven her remaining troops hard, placing as much distance as possible between her diminished force and the following enemy during the retreat to Beacon Castle. So her soldiers could proceed at a faster rate, each horse had carried an extra man or woman. Although her enemy were now at least two days march behind them, it had come at a high price. Many of the horses wouldn’t survive much longer. The stress of carrying such loads had been too much for many of them, with the first horses starting to drop earlier in the day.
Larika felt a stab of guilt as she glanced at the state of the gelding beside her. Blood-stained foam dripped from its mouth with each breath. Its eyes dull, steps faltering, the rider on its back coaxed it onward with gentle words of encouragement. Yes, she’d sacrificed the horses but she’d been no less ruthless with her injured soldiers. Those unable to stay in a saddle were dispatched mercifully by their mates so that they didn’t slow the entire group. Better a blade to the heart and a quick death than being eaten alive by the beasts of the enemy.
It’d been worth it. Had to be worth it. She might regret the loss of individual soldiers, but not so much as she’d mourn the loss of her entire force. As commander, she had to make hard decisions, and the battle had shown her enemy held the advantage in the open. Her only chance was to join the rest of her army at Beacon Castle and utilise its defensive strengths to fend off the unnatural alliance of beast and humanoid. Beacon Castle was now less than an hour’s ride away, and soon her soldiers would be able to give in to exhaustion, safe under the protection of the garrison force.
A rolling thump of galloping hooves drew her attention. Larika looked ahead to see one of her scouts returning, clods of dirt flying from his mount’s hooves. Spotting her, he angled towards Larika then brought his horse to a stop. The poor animal’s chest was heaving, coat lathered in sweat.
“General,” he said between gasped breaths. The scout looked almost as tired as his horse, but despite the grey hollows beneath his eyes, a weary smile softened his face. “I have welcome news. I’ve made visual contact with Beacon Castle and can confirm that the king’s flag still flies above the battlement.”
Although her face remained impassive at the news, Larika’s hand clenched in silent celebration. The war wasn’t lost yet.
“There’s more, Ma’am. On the valley before the castle there are thousands of people. I swear half the population of Tarathon are camped outside the walls.”
She forced a smile of her own at his words. “That’s good news. An empire is nothing without its people. Pass on my orders to the captains that courtesy must be shown by the troops. Those people will be desperate, and I don’t want unnecessary force used to pass through their midst to the castle.”
The refugees were yet another problem that would need to be solved, one that she’d known would likely await her at Beacon. They’d ridden through a deserted land during their retreat. Villages empty, some with evidence of violence, while others looked like they’d been abandoned in a hurry. The castle had attracted refugees like moths to a flame. Some of them might be useful as conscripts to her force, but most would be dead weight. They would have to be moved on quickly, otherwise they’d eat through the castle’s stores quicker than gangrene over an infected stump. And there was only so long a soldier could fight on an empty stomach. Larika swore under her breath as she rode on, leaving the scout to find her surviving captains.
***
The battlements of Beacon Castle soared above the ground. Larika allowed her horse to pause for a moment as she stared up at the fortress. At the narrowest part of the valley, a forty-foot stone wall crossed the expanse in a straight line, book-ended by sheer limestone cliffs that towered five hundred feet above. The two mountain ranges hemming Tarathon’s lands and separating it from the deserts beyond, drew almost close enough to kiss at this pass. Unable to be climbed by man, the cliffs to either side of the fortress were an impassable barrier to any army. To enter the rest of her father’s lands, an invading force would have to overcome Beacon’s sizeable defences, something that had never been achieved in the centuries since its construction.
The enormous wall visible to her from the valley was nearly ten paces wide, solid enough to repel the largest boulder that could be thrown from a trebuchet or ballista. It also extended some twenty feet underground, preventing efforts at undermining. Back from the wall rose an octagonal keep. It had housed the Lords of Tarathon for generations before her own father had absorbed the territory into the empire by subterfuge when military might had failed.
The roof of the keep was crowned by a flickering orange glow. Within a specially built tower, a fire burnt night and day, its light reflected outwards by polished sheets of bronze. Initially a signal fire to transmit messages throughout the valley, it had developed a mythology of its own, until the flickering light began to represent something more to the castle garrison and citizens. It was said that while the fire burnt, no force would overcome the castle walls. As such, the flames were tended by a special crew and kept alight no matter the weather or time of day. Eventually, the beacon of flame had become the castle’s name.
Despite there being a few hours of daylight remaining, the valley was already in deep shadow cast by the high cliffs. Bright light reached the grounds of Beacon Castle only when the sun was at its zenith. Across the valley, hundreds of refugee campfires sent thin spirals of smoke into the late afternoon air. Larika’s jaw tightened as she let her eyes roam over the mass of humanity crowded before the castle walls. Some had erected temporary shelters, others slept more simply on blankets about their fire. It was a jumbled mass, with no order or coherence. If the enemy arrived before she could move them, it would be an unmitigated slaughter.
With her depleted force’s arrival, people began to converge towards them, Larika’s name whispered by countless lips as they realised the empire’s princess was amongst them. Eyes in the crowd stared with helpless questioning. A mother crowded the side of her horse, lifting a squalling infant above her head, so close that Larika could have wiped the tears off its cheek.
“Ma’am, the castle won’t let us in! If you don’t help us, my baby’s going to die. Please!”
Larika urged her horse to a slow walk, her face a stony mask as she pushed her way through the crowd. If she started talking with one person, no matter how pitiable their situation, she’d open the floodgates and never escape.
“Clear a path! Make way for your princess!”
Larika flinched slightly at the volume as one of her captains took it upon himself to part the crowd. To reinforce his order, he slapped the flat of his sword against those too slow to respond. A path through the mass slowly opened, the eyes of those to either side silently accusing as they stared. Larika blocked it out, and with a light touch, urged her mount to a canter.
The wall loomed ahead of her, growing taller the closer she came. When she drew within fifty feet, a set of huge doors began to slowly swing open to admit her troops. Constructed from ironwood panels each thicker than her waist, the external surface of the door was covered by sheets of iron. A high squeal of poorly oiled hinges tormented Larika’s ears until both doors were finally fully open. Ten garrison soldiers emerged to ward off refugees trying to tailgate their way inside.
Larika moved to the side of the column, waiting for every soldier to enter the walls. It was a tradition she stood by when returning from a mission and a message her troops understood. She would not take safety behind a wall until every soldier of her force was through. Larika demanded much of her soldiers; she expected them to face danger and potential death with stoicism, but that was nothing less than she expected from herself. She led from the front and by example, and every soldier in her tumen knew she was willing and able to fight alongside them as a warrior and equal on the battlefield.
After a last glance across the valley and refugees scattered across its floor, Larika crossed through the gateway and into the inner confines of Beacon Castle. She passed into an almost pitch-black tunnel that took her through the two curtain walls, the only faint light seeping through the numerous murder holes in the ceiling above. Three portcullises that could be dropped at different spots in the tunnel as additional barriers were winched into the ceiling, only the spiked points of their bases visible. Clinking of metal fastenings, armour and hooves echoed loudly off the walls and ceiling, magnifying her niggling claustrophobia.
As she emerged into open air, she took a deep breath, glad to escape the confines of the tunnel. She swung down from her saddle then passed the reins to a waiting steward. Her back muscles screamed at the change in position, thighs burning as she stamped pins and needles from her feet.
“General Larika?”
She turned on her heel, looking for the owner of the familiar voice calling her name. From the twilight gloom paced forward a grim-faced man. Unlike the other men and women, he did not wear the clothes of a soldier, rather, his formidable physique was covered by a simple set of grey linen shirt and pants, a black cloak descending from his shoulders in waves of soft material. His head was shaved clean while complex tattoos covered face and scalp in black ink. Runes, symbols, and words from long forgotten languages seemingly writhed across skin as he moved.
“Pollux, good to see you,” said Larika, taking his forearm in the warrior’s grip.
“And you, Ma’am. I have organised barracks, food for the soldiers, and healers for the wounded.”
Pollux had a somewhat mixed role in her tumen. Warrior, mage, and advisor. He had contributed to her military training when she was a young teenager, helping to guide her development not only on the battlefield but also in understanding the complexities of politics required in her future role of running an empire.
In most tumens, a battle mage was primarily responsible for munitions. There were few these days capable of real magic, most being closet pyromaniacs who enjoyed playing with explosive powder mixes. Pollux, however, was different. In the decade she’d known him, he hadn’t aged a day, and there wasn’t a veteran who remembered a time when the mage had not served in the king’s forces. Larika had left him behind at Beacon Castle as her eyes and ears. Although not technically the senior officer in charge, he was a deft hand at playing the puppeteer to guide other actions as required.
“We have much to discuss, can you spare a moment?”
Without waiting for her acquiescence, the mage made for the keep, leaving Larika little choice but to join him. Larika grit her teeth at the assumption of her following but let it pass for the moment. The ground behind the curtain wall was paved with cobblestones, polished smooth by generations of feet. At different points, she was pleased to see groups of soldiers constructing trebuchets to launch projectiles over the walls to the valley beyond. Ground that was at present covered with hundreds of people.
“When did the refugees start arriving?” asked Larika.
Pollux grimaced. “The first of them trickled in not long after you left. I initially allowed them within the walls but as their numbers grew, I was forced to eject the lot. Until preparations are complete, I can’t afford them getting in the way of the garrison, there’s too much at stake.”
“What about food?”
“If we end up under siege, I’m not wasting our stores on someone who can’t hold a weapon. Every meal down a babe’s throat potentially weakens the sword arm of a soldier.”
Larika stared at Pollux, barely suppressing her horror. “But they’re subjects of the empire. We can’t let them be slaughtered.”
“If the army falters, the people will be killed anyway,” said Pollux. “Hard decisions will always present themselves, Ma’am.”
Larika reached out a hand and forced Pollux to stop and look at her. Sometimes the man forgot he was talking to the heir of the throne and not a ten-year-old pupil barely capable of holding a sword. “I’m not a fool. Work out the barest ration that will keep them alive and feed the damned people. Conscript any woman or man able to fight and allow the rest passage to find their own way to Sabrefield Castle. I won’t have them clogging up my field of battle, nor will I have it said I allowed them to starve to death. Let them be Revarc’s problem if the bastard’s still alive.”
Pollux dropped his eyes in deference and nodded. “It will be done, Princess.”
Happy she had the mage back in hand for the moment, she set off again, this time with Pollux trailing a half-step behind. A servant jogged past her carrying a lit torch, pausing intermittently to touch his flame to the wall sconces that held oil lamps. Once lit, the lamps emitted small pools of orange light. Larika glanced up at the dark cliff to the west, its rim backlit by the setting sun.
“Tell me, Pollux, do you ever get used to this interminable twilight?”
“No, but with my shaved pate, I’ve endured enough sunburnt scalps to appreciate the shade.”
A guard at the entry of the main keep, opened a door and saluted as they walked inside. Larika returned a stiff nod, catching the young woman’s eye briefly. She was pleased to see her expression was relaxed and confident. Morale was evidently still high among the garrison, but then again, none of them had seen what was coming.
Larika followed the mage up two flights of stairs and down a dimly lit hallway. Opening a door, he ushered her into a room. The walls were lined with bookshelves, ancient dust-covered tomes stretching from floor to ceiling. A large table filled the centre of the room, its surface strewn with open books, some with scribbled notes beside them. Pollux crossed to the table and picked up a page of notes covered in his own angular writing.
“Your first messenger arrived a week ago, carrying notice of an attack by an alliance between beasts and a strange giant race.”
“I’d hesitate to call them true giants but they do stand at least a few hands taller than our men. Have you heard of a race that fits their description?” asked Larika.
“Maybe. I found some traveller accounts of a people far past our southern border that had warriors with strange bodies, elongated skulls, arms with greater reach than a normal man,” said Pollux. “Their ruling class are said to be adept in magic, using it for many things.”
“The description fits, but you always taught me that excessive use of magic caused deformities in practitioners? I would be surprised to find an aristocracy willing to alter their appearance in such a fashion. I can’t imagine many of the vain lords and ladies of Kalech making such a compromise,” said Larika.
“What if you could pass those bodily changes on to someone else? I think they have found a way to transfer these costs of magic onwards. Think on their warriors, Larika. Humanoid appearance but altered and deformed. In a warrior though, greater reach and strength would be more than compensation for cosmetic changes to face and skull. I would place my bet that the king and ruling class transferred the cost of magic to their soldiers, and in so doing, created an army to be feared.”
“But why invade now?”
“There could be many drivers. Famine. A desire for conquest? We can only guess at present, of course. What is the first step in defeating an enemy, Larika?”
“You forget I am no longer your student, Mage. I have been leading my own tumen for a number of years,” she said, jaw tightening at his condescending tone.
Pollux dropped his gaze in deference. “Forgive me, General. I have grown too accustomed to conversing with the dim-witted officers in the castle garrison. But please, humour me.”
Larika sighed. “Fine. As always, we must first understand our enemy to bring them to heel.”
“Exactly. We need to know their motivations, tactics, weapons and weaknesses. And, at the moment, we know little,” said Pollux.
“What about all these books strewn over the table? Have you found nothing that will help us?”
Pollux handed her the piece of paper. “The Scalzini clan fractured hundreds of years ago, some heading south never to be heard from again. Maybe these are their descendants. It would explain the strange relationship they seem to have with beasts,” said Pollux.
“So bring one of the Kalech Scalzinis in and find out what they know.”
“Easier said than done. There aren’t many left these days. The Scalzini purges after the death of the king’s brother, Raynor, were effective. The few that remain are now in hiding.”
Larika frowned. Allowing the Scalzini clan to be almost wiped out was a decision of her father’s that she failed to understand. The job of a king was to protect the people, otherwise what was the point of power? As distasteful as it was, she figured there must have been a political purpose to allowing the purges to happen that she had yet to learn.
Pollux glanced at the page again. “Much of this writing is in a language I don’t understand, so if there’s an answer here, it may stay beyond our reach.”
“Then it falls to us to get the information. With any luck Colonel Torrance will deliver a captive for questioning.”
The princess pushed aside her concerns for the colonel’s safety. They had set ambushes for enemy scouts tracking their progress multiple times over the past two weeks without success. Warriors mounted on Harland wolves had so far avoided every trap, and in return, killed each person sent to catch them. If Torrance was to succeed, his would be the first group to survive the task.




Chapter Sixteen

“The Scalzini have resided in Kalech since the god Kal reformed the lands, living alongside our people for hundreds of years. For much of this time, they were treated with respect and implicitly trusted when it came to protecting human lives from the ancient beasts. Working as a sort of shepherd to beast populations, they ensured the largely peaceable co-existence of beast and man. As the general population of Kalech have only turned against the Scalzini clan during the last fifty years, I have sought to determine the sequence of events that led to this change.
Interestingly, it is only in the past half-century that farmers have started trying to farm the marginal land bordering chasms where the beasts reside. The Scalzini viewed this development as unnecessarily increasing the chances of conflict, and in some cases forcibly removed families from these areas for their own safety. This may have been accepted in past times; however, as you know, food resources have become strained during the last few decades of war. The mist that flows out of these chasms at night can support and water twice the number of harvests as other areas, therefore, the pursuit of financial opportunity was one that many poor folk were unable to resist despite the danger.
When their advice was ignored, the Scalzini refused to fight the beasts that began to terrorize these newly farmed sections of land. As a result, public opinion rapidly swayed against them. Terms such as ‘beast lover’ and ‘freak’ became widespread. People began to claim Scalzini couldn’t be trusted to fight a beast, that they were more likely to take the creature’s side and help kill the human. After that, it was little stretch for the group to become a scapegoat for any small-town calamity, whether it be crop failure or the unexplained death of a child.”
—    Agent Tarkin

Extract: Imperial investigation into the Scalzini genocide.
Aeza had tailed Ormaz’s company to Dragonspine’s border. Sitting high within a tree, she’d watched them march out from under the forest’s branches to climb the winding path up the chasm wall. Aeza had breathed a sigh of relief, knowing that she was alone again.
Her happiness proved short lived.
On preparing to climb back to the ground, a tiny fleck of black high in the air caught her eye. With sinking heart she’d known it was the dragon, flying out from the safety of Dragonspine to continue its pursuit of Jael. Her grandfather once told her that dragons had prescient qualities when it came to war. Maybe something about Jael’s future had spiked its interest?
And so, drawn by curiosity, she followed at a distance, right up until the main gates of Sabrefield were slammed shut leaving her on the wrong side. As Aeza entered the shadow of Sabrefield’s wall, she unclipped her Scalzini brooch from her cloak, and hid it in an inner pocket. After a lifetime spent within the depths of Dragonspine chasm, the massive castle seemed entirely alien to her. She’d thought the Scalzini keep huge, and yet the walls before her stretched into the sky, making her feel like an ant.
Unable to follow the company to the interior of the castle, she was forced to explore the settlement outside its wall. The bottom rung of society were rarely allowed inside the castle; as such, they built temporary buildings in the lee of the east wall. What had once been a row of craftsmen servicing the building works of the new castle had grown over the decades into a shanty town of various tradesmen, blacksmiths, tanners, bars, and whorehouses. Aeza had fought countless beasts of different types, never retreating from the fight, and yet here, out in the open with not a tooth or claw in sight, she felt unnerved merely by the bustle and noise of human movement.
She walked along the side of the dusty road, weaving between piles of horse shit and human refuse thrown from the windows above. The stench was awful, a cesspit of rotting food, dung, and confined humanity. Spotting a tavern, she ducked through the door, took a seat where she could watch the road outside and waited for a serving girl to approach. A wafer-thin lass with unwashed hair and bruises beneath her eyes appeared at her side. No older than thirteen, her clothes were threadbare, a lock of sweaty hair stuck to her forehead.
“What can I get you, Miss?” she asked.
“Beer, and whatever the kitchen has to eat.” Aeza withdrew a silver mark from her purse. Before passing the coin to the girl, she ran her thumb over the king’s face. Having little need for money in Dragonspine except for rare ventures to trade for goods she could not make herself, she had carried this particular coin for almost a year.
The girl tucked it away with the speed of a magician, her eyes bright at the coin’s worth. “Rabbit stew today, Miss. Is there anything else you’ll be needing?”
Aeza glanced through the open shutters, and up to Sabrefield’s walls that dominated the small town. “How much do you know about what happens inside that castle?”
The girl came closer. “All depends on how much you’re willing to spend, Miss. Many of the town’s people work inside the kitchen or stables for example. There’s plenty conversations overheard that might interest you.”
Aeza smiled. Although the girl might be slight, she sensed her frame held more than a touch of bravery. She reached into her purse again and withdrew two silver marks this time, passing them to the girl under the table.
“These are for you. I want news on a company lead by a Captain Ormaz and Sergeant Jael. If they leave the castle walls, I want to know exactly when and where they’ve gone.”
The girl grinned. “You got a deal, Miss.”
***
Jael straightened, sword hanging comfortably from his right hand, shield on his left forearm. As the sun dipped towards the horizon, the temperature had dropped sharply. The company stood in the dust of the training field, spaced out in lines. Like Jael, most veterans had barely broken a sweat after the last thirty minutes of sword drills, however the new recruits were a different matter. Even ones with a relative degree of fitness were red faced, having taxed muscles unused to prolonged sequences with sword and shield. But Jael was happy with their efforts. No one had sought a rest. Over time the drill patterns would become second nature as muscle memory took over. As such, Jael was a stickler for technique early on. Easier to learn something correctly the first time than change an ingrained habit down the track.
Jael’s sword gave a light ringing sound as he slid it home into the sheath on his back. Although there was rarely a day he missed running through his own practice, it was the first time he had completed a full sequence of weapon drills as part of a company in over two years. It felt good to be part of a larger force once again, even if he could sense that many of the soldiers had yet to decide on his role. It would take time and a few battles for them to gain a true measure of him as a soldier.
“Pair off. I want each recruit paired with a veteran for some light sparring. Let me stress the word ‘light’ again,” said Jael.
There were a few grins from the veterans at the old joke. Although they might take it easy with the green recruits until they found their feet, there was no such thing as ‘going light’ between the rest of them, and Jael well knew it. Although no one would attempt to fatally injure a comrade during practice, it was not unheard of for devastating injuries to occur by accident. There was nothing safe about wielding a sword, and the sooner a recruit came to respect the power held in that length of razor-sharp steel, the better. That the soldiers trained as hard as they fought was a key reason the king’s army had wiped most others off the map during the preceding decades of conflict. And after the last rebel territories in the Northern Mountains were brought under control, there would be none left to oppose Loic in the vast continent of Kalech. His daughter would inherit an empire united for the first time in history. The soldiers paired off, finding themselves some clear space to fight. Within moments, the clanging of metal against metal filled the air.
Jael touched a few fingertips to his temple, trying to ease the odd buzzing sensation that had been with him since coming into contact with the dragon. Not for the first time, he found himself staring at the clouds above, searching for the beast that he knew had to be somewhere near. He’d never had anything like it happen with a creature before. While he’d been heading south, it was a like a gentle nudge behind his forehead, pushing him on. But since stopping behind Sabrefield’s walls, the feeling had gained strength, as if it wanted him to continue south, quickly.
Jael felt a touch on his shoulder and turned to find Pyx behind him. He dropped his hand and gave his head a brief shake to try and clear the feeling.
“Where the hell have you been?” he muttered. The last thing he wanted to do was punish the girl but if he was seen giving slack to known mates, he’d lose the company’s respect in a minute. He’d have to hope that few had noticed her absence.
“I was on an errand for Tilly, but then that bastard Easton held me up.”
Jael gave her his full attention now, his eyes zeroing in on blood at the bottom of her shirt. “Did he hurt you?”
“Nothing I couldn’t handle, but that’s not what’s important,” said Pyx. “He’s looking for information to prove you’re Scalzini. If he takes that to Revarc, you’re fucked.”
Jael shrugged. “Don’t worry about me. Get your arse out on the training ground.”
Pyx gave him a long look then trotted out to find herself a sparring partner. Although Jael outwardly appeared nonchalant about Easton, he wasn’t stupid enough to discount the risk. He needed the bastard to pull his head in and shut up. And until the rest of the company viewed him as the rightful sergeant, that was going to be hard to enforce.
As if on cue, from the southern end of the training field, Corporal Easton sauntered into view. Grinning, he poked fun at a few of the soldiers from his section who dutifully laughed. Jael found himself grinding his teeth hard enough to crack a molar.
Jael walked onto the field, stretching his arms as he went, a good-natured smile plastered on his face.
“Can’t let you young buggers have all the fun. Time for these creaking joints to be loosened up.” He drew his sword, gave it a swing through the air, then pointed it at Easton. “How about it, Corporal? You up for testing your blade against an old man?”
Easton turned to face him, a shark’s grin below dead eyes. “Any time, Sarge.” He drew his sword, taking an offered shield from one of his section. “Any rules? I know it’s been a while since you were in the tumens, wouldn’t want to embarrass you if you’re a bit rusty.”
Jael forced a laugh. “No fear of that.” He scratched his chin for a moment as if thinking. “You know what? Let’s make it interesting. Fight to submission, and rules of the battlefield.”
For the first time, he saw a touch of hesitation enter Easton’s eyes. Good. ‘Rules of the battlefield’ meant that there wouldn’t be any. When it came to war, a survivor did whatever was needed to kill and not be killed.
Already, talk of a bout between two officers within the company had drawn the attention of those near, a loose circle of men and women gathering about them in a ring of contest. Jael saw out the corner of his eye a grizzled old private spit tobacco juice before starting to take bets off those about him.
The corporal knocked his sword against his shield once as if testing the wood, then without warning, launched himself at Jael, sword out straight in a lunge to skewer his chest. It might have almost caught him off guard if he hadn’t been debating whether or not to do the same thing. But this was a fight that needed to be won through skill and ferocity, not in a way that could be passed off as a fluke. Jael swayed to the side, just enough for the blade to stab clean air. As the momentum carried the corporal forward, Jael slapped the man in the back of the head with the flat of his blade, nearly knocking him onto his face.
Easton stumbled, but regained his feet and turned around, his eyes furious. This time he came in more warily, feinting twice before committing to an attack. Jael absorbed some of the blows on his shield, the corporal’s blade taking deep bites out of the wood, allowing his opponent to use up energy as he gave ground slowly. Then, in a split second, Jael changed gear, going from merely absorbing the corporal’s blows, to the attack.
He advanced, blade shimmering through the air, raining myriad blows from above and each side. Easton’s eyes were wide, breath coming in short pants as he backed up, only just managing to keep Jael’s sword from biting.
The corporal caught Jael’s sword with his own, the blades sliding down until they locked at the hilt. The two men strained, chest to chest. Jael smacked his head forward, driving the hard bone of his forehead into Easton’s nose, crushing the bone, and spreading it sideways like a lump of clay. Claret spurted down the corporal’s chest as Jael hooked his opponent’s foot and shoved again, sending him sprawling. In the fall, Easton lost his sword, the blade sliding out of reach to the far side of the circle.
As the corporal drove himself to a knee, blood mixed with mucous ran in a sticky sheet over his mouth and chin, Jael rested the point of his sword against his neck.
“Do you yield?”
Easton stared up at his sergeant, hate plain in his eyes. “Fuck no.” He spat a grot of blood onto Jael’s feet. “The fight ain’t fair if only one of us is armed. What you going to do, kill me?”
Jael ground his teeth together in frustration. The man was proving more stubborn than he’d expected. He pushed harder on his blade until a trickle of blood ran as it pierced Easton’s skin. And still the man refused to yield. With battlefield rules already agreed, he would be within his rights to cut Easton up until he finally gave in. He tensed his arm, readying to thrust.
Jael swore, and threw his sword down in the dirt next to his opponent’s.
Pyx ducked into the ring, claiming both blades as Easton rose to his feet. Jael raised fists in front of him and took a boxing stance. Instead of advancing, the corporal now had a vicious grin, teeth smeared with crimson as his hand disappeared behind his back for a moment, then reappeared with a short dagger.
“Should have finished it when you had the chance, Sarge.” The corporal dropped into a crouching stance, knife point weaving like the head of a serpent.
Jael silently cursed, knowing he had no knife to match. And somehow, he didn’t see Easton throwing down his knife to equal the fight once again. He’d fallen for the bastard’s trick. All he could do now was fight it out, or give in. And the second option wasn’t on the table for consideration.
“That toothpick doesn’t worry me, boy.”
Still, he closed warily, watching Easton’s eyes for signs of where he would attack, the knife carefully in his peripheral vision. The cheering from the surrounding crowd had faded, replaced by tense silence. Everyone understood the stakes. It was a fight for supremacy. All others had abandoned their training to watch, and money changed hands on who would win.
Easton held his dagger in a reverse grip, cutting edge out, a technique for slash and stab favoured by tavern brawlers. The corporal beckoned Jael forward. “Come on, time to even the score a little.”
Jael ignored his baiting and waited for the corporal to come to him. Rising onto the balls of his feet, he kept his muscles loose, ready to react in any direction. Easton closed, sweeping his blade upward in an arc to slice his face and blind. Jael stepped back, arching his back slightly so that the knife passed through air, missing him by inches. The corporal continued forward, bringing the knife back down in a stabbing motion from above, aiming for the angle between neck and shoulder. This time, Jael closed distance, grabbed the knife arm, ducked and pivoted into a shoulder throw. The corporal sailed over his head, landing heavily on his back, mouth a circle of surprise as he lay winded.
Jael still had the corporal’s wrist in his grip, the arm extended straight over his knee.
“Submit,” he ordered.
“No,” gasped Easton, trying to sit up.
After being duped earlier, Jael wasn’t about to give the bastard a second chance. He brought the corporal’s arm down over his knee, dislocating the elbow with a sickening crunch. The knife dropped from nerveless fingers as he grunted in agony. Jael picked up his opponent’s blade, frowned at its poor quality, and then pushed it’s point against the middle of Easton’s thigh.
“You were right before. I won’t kill you, but I will make you submit. Your choice how many holes get punched in your legs in the meantime.” He gave a short hard jab with the blade, stabbing the tip just a fingernail’s width into his thigh.
Easton groaned. “I submit.”
“Louder, so everyone can hear.”
The corporal stared at Jael with unguarded hatred as he raised his voice. “I submit!”
Jael released his grip and stood back, allowing the vanquished corporal to slowly get to his feet. His right arm hung at an odd angle, elbow grossly deformed. Easton’s face was pale, panting against the pain of his injury.
“Get yourself to the surgeon. You need that joint reset or you won’t be any good to the tumen.” There wasn’t the slightest bit of sympathy in Jael’s voice.
Watching the broken corporal limp away, he shook his head slightly. Fucking idiot. Every soldier present saw that he’d given him every chance to submit. As far as he was concerned, the only person responsible for the dislocated joint was Easton. Pulling the knife after playing on Jael’s sense of honour didn’t annoy him much. After all, it had been Jael who’d called battlefield rules. But failing to succeed after gaining such an advantage only proved the man a fool.
Now that the corporal had left, noise descended on the training field. Money changed hands as bets were settled. More than a few heavy thumps of congratulation fell on his shoulder, and Jael noted an increased edge of respect in many of their eyes. If there was one thing that gained universal regard amongst the tumens, it was skill on the battlefield matched by willingness to hold your ground against the odds.
“Right, you lazy bastards, show’s over. We’ve got time for one last bout before sundown. Get on with it!”
Winnings were tucked away into pockets as the soldiers broke apart into pairs again. Within moments, a song of clashing metal rang across the training ground. Jael smiled inwardly, noting they’d followed his order a touch faster than before. The gamble had been worth it.
“Want your sword back, Sarge?”
Pyx held his weapon out, grip first. Jael accepted it with a nod of thanks.
“I think you made an enemy for life.”
Jael shrugged. “Nah, all I did was force his game into the open. It had to be done though, before his insubordination infected the rest of the company.”
“Well done. I was wondering how long before you cut that prick down to size.”
Jael turned to find Ormaz on the training field. He gave the captain a brief salute, which was acknowledged with a nod.
Ormaz loosened his sword blade in its scabbard. “It does the troops good to see there’s a reason why us old bastards are still alive.” Abruptly, he slammed the sword home again and turned his head towards the barracks, his lip curling with distaste. “But unfortunately other matters demand attention. If you would join me, Sergeant. I need your counsel.”
***
Out of habit, Jael touched his fingers to the sword engraved into the stone lintel above the barracks doorway as he entered. The bottom of the blade was blackened and smooth from the touch of countless soldiers who’d walked before him. One of many superstitions found within the tumens, it was said if you touched the barracks sword, you would live to return and sleep under its roof once again. He knew it to be pure nonsense. Yet ignoring the practice would be tantamount to spitting in the eye of fate.
Jael took a seat within the company’s empty barracks hall on the end of a wooden bench. Holding his curiosity in check, he took a deep draw from his hip flask while Ormaz checked the hall for unexpected company. Apparently satisfied that they were alone, the captain returned and took a seat opposite. Jael handed over the flask to share.
Ormaz took a swig before coughing at the harsh spirit. “You fought in Princess Larika’s Eighth Tumen?”
“Aye. But it was before she was of age to command. What of it?”
“She’s requested assistance of the Sixth Tumen to repel an invading force on the southern border.”
“And Lord Revarc? Will he march us to assist?”
Ormaz grimaced. “The tumen will march by the week’s end but not to her aid.” The captain took a breath, leaned close. “Revarc will use the Sixth to remove Larika from the line of succession.”
Jael froze as the import of his captain’s words hit home. If Revarc had chosen to ignore Larika’s plea for help, it wouldn’t be the first time a commander had allowed the battlefield to solve a political problem. But to turn one tumen against another? It was unprecedented under King Loic’s reign. Actions such as this were the precursor of civil war.
There was only one hope for the plan to fail. “Does he have the support of the other captains?” asked Jael. The tumen’s soldiers were divided between ten companies, each led by a captain such as Ormaz. Without their support, there was little to no chance for Revarc to succeed.
Ormaz gave a sharp nod. “A short time ago, all of them were forced to swear an oath of allegiance to Revarc as future king. Ulrick refused, and now he’s crow food.”
“And you?”
“Yes, I swore the oath too,” growled Ormaz. “With a crossbow aimed at my back, there was little damn option of refusal.”
Jael leant back against the wall behind the bench. He took another deep pull from his flask, then screwed the cap back on and shoved it inside his jacket. He felt gut-sick. The thought of being forced to fight against soldiers, some of which he’d spent half a lifetime fighting alongside, set his teeth on edge.
“Do you plan on honouring this new oath?” asked Jael, voice quiet. “If it was given under duress, some would call it worthless.”
Ormaz spoke in slow, measured words, his eyes downcast. “If I hold to it, I become a traitor to my king, princess, and myself.”
“So, don’t.”
The captain glanced up at Jael. “I’ve not met Larika. Will she become a queen worth fighting for?”
“She has potential. The princess was only a teenager when I knew her but she did enough to earn my respect. She displayed skill with the sword, held her nerve in battle and endured any discomfort of the road exactly as the soldiers about her.”
“A different creature to Lord Revarc, then.” Ormaz sighed, the muscles about his face relaxing somewhat as he evidently came to a decision. “Larika suffered heavy casualties before retreating to Beacon Castle and will soon be fighting a battle on two fronts. If I’m able to take the company south, we’ll succeed in both weakening Revarc’s force and bolstering hers.”
Jael grunted agreement. “It’s the right choice, Cap.” A choice that would unfortunately also force Jael back into the presence of the very people who had cast him out of the army in the first place.
“We’re not there yet,” muttered Ormaz. “First we need to get one hundred soldiers out of Sabrefield and across the bridge without notice. Get the corporals in here. I want the troops ready to move by midnight.”




Chapter Seventeen

“Harland wolves, also known colloquially as ‘Hell Hounds’, once roamed across the entire continent. One of Kal’s masterpieces, the creature is an athletic specimen of power and beauty that can run for hours on end without tiring. Standing tall as a desert horse, it’s a short-haired beast of midnight-black or brindle coat. The wolves’ jaws are hugely powerful, with sabre-like canines that overlap the lower lip. Living in packs governed by an Alpha couple, they were one of the few predators to frequently venture outside of the forested chasms, hunting within ranges of up to a thousand square miles. Unfortunately, this is no longer the case.
Due to the devastating slaughter a pack of Harland wolves could wreak on an expensive domestic herd, they were fiercely targeted by livestock farmers. Entire packs were killed by poison-laced baits, or captured by the vicious teeth of bear traps. Sadly, within a few generations, Harland wolves were largely reduced to bit parts in scary bedtime stories.” 
—    Scalzini text.

Colonel Torrance placed the last chunk of turf over the pit trap. Branches of willow tree arced above, burying the area in shadow, dark as sin. A lattice of thin branches covered the pit his men had dug earlier, and this in turn was covered by grass and leaves to mimic the surrounding ground. Torrance cast a critical eye over the surface, searching for irregularities that would alert an enemy scout to its presence. He sighed and turned away. It wouldn’t stand up to inspection under the sun, but in the dead of night, it might suffice. Already near pitch black, the fingernail moon high above provided little illumination.
A man approached through the gloom, the bobbing gait belonging to one of his corporals.
“Colonel, the other pits are complete. Shall we fall back to the rally point?”
Torrance gave a sharp nod. There was nothing more to do but wait.
He followed the corporal back to where the section of soldiers sat. There was none of the usual quiet banter. Each waited with crossbow in hand, ready to move at short notice. Everyone knew the odds of success were poor. They were the sixth party to attempt capture of an enemy, and none of their predecessors had returned. He pulled up a stalk of grass and used it to pick a scrap of meat from behind an eye tooth.
Having done everything to give them the best chance of success, Torrance had to believe tonight’s effort would prove different. He’d chosen a location where the valley narrowed to less than a hundred metres. Bisecting this stretch of ground were two corridors of woodland. Betting that the enemy scouts would use these tracts for cover, Torrance had his soldiers dig a deep pit beneath each animal trail he’d found, five in total.
Although similar techniques had failed earlier, Torrance thought he knew why. The enemy scouts rode on the back of Harland wolves, and he believed that the wolves’ superior nose had identified the traps. As such, he’d taken great attempts at disguising their smell. Before even starting work at digging, he had forced the soldiers to smear their hands and clothes with offal, then left a rotting carcass to overpower any other scent. His soldiers now sat down wind from the pits, and as he glanced up at the leaves in the tree above to check the direction of the breeze, he sent a silent to prayer to any god willing to listen that it would not turn around.
Torrance indicated for his soldiers to huddle. “This is our one chance, lads. From previous interactions with the enemy scouts, we know they are usually alone or at most, working in pairs. I’ll be hoping for a single operator, but if luck’s not on our side, we need to be ready for a second fighter.
“If one falls in a pit, we’ll need to move fast. It is critical we take the scout alive, but it don’t matter if they’re hurt. Those holding crossbows—no centre of mass shots. If they’re on Harland wolves, I want the beast killed as a priority before extraction of the scout is attempted.”
Torrance paused, looking over his shoulder into the growing shadows. “There’s always the chance that they identify the pits, and skirt around them.”
“Then why did we kill ourselves digging the bastard things,” grumbled one of his soldiers.
“Because I hope for the best, and plan for the worst, you idiot,” said Torrance. “If they don’t fall in a pit, we’ll have our work cut out for us. Again, take out the wolf first, and slow the bastards down. Use the pikes and stay out of reach.
“Now I shouldn’t have to say this, but I want absolute silence tonight. No pipes or any other light. Got it?”
His soldiers murmured assent and Torrance nodded, satisfied they all understood. To a man, they were all veterans, and at minimum he could trust they’d go down fighting.
The colonel leaned over and upended the single torch planted in the middle of their group, smothering the flame in the dirt and plunging them into dark. There was nothing more to do but wait.
***
Torrance stared up between the branches at the moon, the image blurring then doubling before his tired eyes. He rubbed at them and stifled a yawn. Since extinguishing the torch, he’d watched the moon traverse a third of the night sky, time inching by like a snail as exhaustion weighed his eyelids. His eyes had long adjusted to the gloom, seeing the surrounding area in muted tones of grey. If not for his shoulder wound, he feared he may have succumbed to sleep. The injury had so far healed well, uncorrupted by infection. Initially, he’d used maggots to eat any tainted flesh before the tumen doctor scooped out the fat, white larvae and stitched the wound closed with horsehair. Now it itched like mad, his skin reacting against the foreign hair like he’d been bitten by a swarm of bed bugs. The sooner the sutures were out, the better.
A crash of splintering wood echoed amongst the trees, then a thump and scream of pain.
It’s one of the pit traps!
Torrance leapt to his feet, heart racing at a gallop. A Harland wolf howled, agony and surprise tearing at its vocal cords. The colonel’s head flicked towards the sound; it was in the second pit. He listened for a moment longer, straining for any other noise of a second warrior. Nothing. Hopefully, this meant they were dealing with a single scout. Maintaining silence, he gave hand signals for his men to follow.
Torrance ran towards the pit, chest tight with adrenaline. Ten soldiers came close on his heels. The second pit was less than thirty paces from where they’d been waiting, and none of them had heard a single noise of the scout’s approach. The creature had the stealth of a creeping shadow.
Torrance skidded to a halt at the edge of the pit. The lattice work had collapsed under the weight of the huge Harland wolf, and now the beast and its rider lay ten feet below. Although he was loath to light the area, they needed to be able to see into the pit’s inky depths. One of his men set a glowing coal to a prepared resin-soaked torch. It burst to flame, illuminating the surrounds in bright yellow light. The soldier with the torch held it out over the side, banishing the gloom at the base of the pit. The wolf lay on its side with front legs deformed and broken, a shard of blood-stained bone poking out through the fur. The rider was little better off, with one leg pinned beneath the body of the wolf and torso wedged against the wall of the pit.
Blood spattered from between fractured teeth as the scout roared defiance.
“Get back!” shouted Torrance.
A flash of silver glinted from the warrior’s hand, and suddenly the soldier holding the torch staggered, a throwing knife buried in his throat. The flaming torch dropped as the wounded man clawed at his neck, cartwheeling into the base of the pit, lighting the sides in orange light.
Another soldier lined up the scout with his crossbow and Torrance only just managed to knock it off aim as he fired, the projectile burrowing into the dirt a hand’s breadth above the enemy’s head.
“Kill the beast, but we need the man alive!”
The warrior glared up at them but held onto his remaining dagger.
Three crossbows unloaded, the razor-tipped barbs stabbing into the wolf’s chest with dull thuds. The beast howled, body spasming with pain before the head dropped to the earth.
“You and you,” ordered Torrance, pointing at two of his soldiers. “Get your arses down there and make sure the wolf’s dead.”
A rope that had been pre-tied to a nearby tree trunk was thrown over the edge. The soldiers shimmied down the thick hemp rope before dropping to the base near the wolf’s head. Suddenly the beast lunged, jaws locking about one man’s thigh. Finger-length canines snapped his femur and sliced through the femoral vessels as the soldier gave a high-pitched scream. The wolf gave one shake of its head, then tossed the man to the side, spraying arterial blood against the pit wall. The remaining soldier stabbed awkwardly in the close space, burying the tip of his blade twice in its neck before razor tipped claws opened his neck.
Torrance leaned out over the edge, lined up the beast and squeezed his trigger. His bolt hit home with a thunk, puncturing the wolf’s eye and mashing into its brain. The head flopped to the ground like a limp fish, finally dead. He dumped the crossbow and drew his sword. With rope in one hand, he slid down into the base of the crowded pit, foot turning painfully on the body of his now dead soldier. The enemy scout thrashed, trying in vain to dislodge himself from beneath the huge beast.
Flame began to lick up from the wolf’s tail and across its body where the slick fur had caught fire from the dropped torch. Torrance lurched across the pit’s floor, footing unsteady as he was forced to climb over the wolf’s neck to reach the scout. Once within striking distance he straightened.
“Drop the bloody knife!”
The scout ignored him, slashing wildly with his free hand at the colonel. Even so, the small blade remained well out of reach. Torrance’s longsword was a different matter. He pressed the tip of his blade against the notch at the base of the man’s neck.
“Drop it. You’ve lost.”
The scout stared at him, fury in his eyes as he reversed his grip on the dagger, bringing the point back towards his own chest. Torrance realised with horror that the man was about to suicide rather than be caught. With no time left, he flicked his sword blade down. The blades sparked as they met, then the colonel’s slid down the length, before chopping into the fingers. The dagger fell from his mangled hand and slid off the side of the wolf’s chest, out of reach.
The warrior held his hand up, eyes wide with agony and surprise. Torrance took his chance. He smashed the pommel of his sword into the scout’s exposed temple, knocking him unconscious.
Thick smoke billowed from the wolf’s burning coat. Torrance hacked a cough, covering his mouth with his cloak as two of his soldiers slid down the rope into the pit and helped him extinguish the flames.
It took all seven remaining soldiers to heave the wolf off the scout’s body. From the leg’s appearance, no matter what the military interrogators did to the man, he’d never walk again. The femur and lower leg were fractured in multiple places, the pieces of broken bone crunching as they hoisted him out by rope.
Torrance bit his lip to stifle a groan of pain as he climbed back out of the pit. His left shoulder was on fire, and a flood of sticky warmth down the inside of his shirt told him the sutures had torn through.
“What do we do about the dead?” asked his corporal.
Torrance followed the man’s line of gaze, his heart heavy as his eyes travelled over the three bodies. He’d fought beside those men for years.
“Leave them. We have no idea if there’s another scout nearby. First priority is getting the prisoner back to Beacon. If opportunity presents, we’ll return for their bodies in daylight.”
The corporal gave a weary nod of acceptance, then turned back to the other soldiers. “You heard the colonel, get your arses moving!”




Chapter Eighteen

“I appreciate your investigations into the attacks upon the Scalzini clan, however, it appears I have left it too late to protect them. Better their demise serves a purpose for the realm’s security by removing a thorn from my side.
I have given thought to your disturbing news regarding my brother and have come to a decision. Although I’d rather see Raynor declared traitor and executed before a crowd, my forces are stretched thin, and I cannot afford to quell a potential uprising from the lords he has courted. His death must therefore be achieved in a different manner.
Raynor leaves in a fortnight for Dragonspine Chasm upon a hunting trip, searching for another exotic creature to mount on his wall. You will ensure he does not return. Blame Raynor’s death on a Scalzini hunter and say that they were fighting to protect a beast. It will fit the current narrative circulating in the community and allow us to deflect blame over the killing.”
—    Deciphered correspondence between King Loic and Agent Tarkin

Over the last twenty minutes, they’d come in groups of two, three and four, hugging the shadows until Ormaz’s entire company was massed near Sabrefield Castle’s southern gate. With clinking metal dulled by cloth wrapping, and shiny surfaces obscured by a slurry of wood ash, Ormaz’s company prepared to leave. They’d escaped notice so far, aided by the outward-facing attention of sentries atop the wall. Silence weighed heavily on the group. All knew the significance of their actions. If caught now, each would face execution as a deserter.
Once informed of Revarc’s plans for the Eighth, it had taken little to convince the soldiers to follow their captain’s lead. There was little love for the tumen commander. Revarc kept himself apart from the frontline soldiers. When on campaign, he ate different food to the troops prepared by his own cook and slept on a feather mattress. Although he was known to have skill with a blade, each and every soldier knew their commander was a lord first and soldier a very distant second.
Ormaz had planned to leave Easton behind in the infirmary. He trusted the corporal’s loyalty to him and the company about as much as he would trust a snake not to strike. Unfortunately, one of Easton’s section had alerted him to their plans, and the corporal had returned to join the group. All Jael and his captain could do now was keep a close eye on the bastard.
The southern gatehouse was much smaller than the northern approach. The exit consisted of a large, thick panelled door, wide enough for five men to pass through shoulder to shoulder, with a huge crossbeam to hold it shut. In front of this was a spiked portcullis that was currently winched into the roof. If the gatehouse guards alerted the sentries atop the wall, the portcullis would be dropped and the defection attempt at an end.
A guardroom was built against the wall to the left of the gate, occupied by two soldiers assigned to night shift. Occasional laughter came from behind its closed door. Jael edged forward, pulled out his flask and took a swig, then affected a drunken grin and knocked. The door opened a crack, exposing the eye of a sweaty guard.
“What do you want?”
Jael emitted a belch stinking of silcra, held up a small bag of coins and gave it a little shake so that the metal within clinked. “I heard there was a card game worth joining,” his words slurred lazily into each other. “And I go some money to bet.” He burped again. “Got money to bet.” He gave the guard a drunken grin.
The guard eyed the bag of coins greedily before peering at Jael. “You been drinking?”
Jael smiled broadly, pulled back out the flask and took a deep pull from it again. “Maybe I have.”
This time the guard returned his smile and swung the door open. He turned and pointed across the small room to another guard.
“That’s Neville—”
Jael smacked the pommel of his dagger into the back of his head knocking him out cold. As the first guard’s joints unhinged, Jael lunged across a small table at the stunned man on the other side. Grabbing the front of his chainmail shirt, he ripped him forward, then slammed his face onto the table. His nose broke with a dull crunch, a grunt of surprise garbled by blood. Jael slipped around the table before he could get up and took the man’s neck in a sleeper hold. Tightening his forearm, he ground the bone of his wrist against the man’s windpipe. The guard struggled in vain, his face going red before the body finally went limp.
“Tilly, get in here,” said Jael as he dumped the man on the floor. He wanted him gagged and bound before he woke.
The corporal was already entering the room as he spoke, her face stern as she dropped a knee onto the first guard’s chest to keep him down. She pulled two coiled ropes from a kit bag and threw one to Jael.
Guards restrained and gagged, they emerged to find the company massed before the gate in a column, three men wide. Torc, the blacksmith’s son took one end of the crossbar and lifted it clear with the aid of Ormaz. Jael winced as the gate was pulled inward, waiting for the squeal of metal on metal. For once luck was on his side. Well-greased with camel fat, the hinges made barely a noise.
The road sloped heavily down to the suspension bridge not thirty paces away. Once their feet hit the gravel, there’d be no hiding from the sentries on the wall. They’d have to cross the bridge at speed, hoping to pass out of reach before the sentries could bring their crossbows to bear. With any luck, confusion at a breakout from within the castle would slow their reaction time, because on the far side of the bridge would come the true obstacle.
A barbican protected access to the bridge from the far side of the gorge. Squat and vaguely square shaped, it sat directly over the road like a black toad. At night, the gate at the end of the bridge would be locked from within, leaving them trapped in the open. Unless they wanted to be shot like fish in a barrel, there was no other option than taking the barbican by escalade.
“Ladders to the front,” ordered Ormaz in a low voice. Three twenty-foot ladders were passed into the hands of the front rows so that they would be carried lengthwise down the column as they passed over the bridge.
The captain carried a heavy woodsman’s axe to cut through the stays of the bridge once they were across. He took Jael’s forearm in the warrior’s grip. “Good luck. Get them onto the roof, and I’ll bring up the rear.”
Jael nodded, jaw tight. When it came to a fight, he hated delay. The sooner he was swinging a blade, the sooner he could ignore his fear for the bloodlust and action needed to stay alive. He stepped into the front row and took hold of a ladder.
Ormaz waved his arm forward.
Jael set off at a trot down the slope towards the bridge. The road was littered with loose gravel, and twice his boot skidded slightly on the surface. He heard a faint call of challenge from high above on the wall as the sentries finally noticed them. Jael grit his teeth and ignored it.
His feet thumped onto the first boards of the suspension bridge. Ormaz had sent them forward in three files, in the hope to cross the structure in a minimum of time. Wooden boards shivered underfoot, the whole structure thrumming under their weight and movement.
Jael glanced to the side as he ran. The ropes holding up the bridge were thick, the width of his lower leg and designed to hold the weight of a fully laden trading wagon. But an entire company of fully armed soldiers? Of that amount, Jael had no idea. As more men piled on, they began emitting an ominous high-pitched twanging sound, as fibres started to give. They needed to get off it fast and he upped the pace to a sprint.
The bridge was less than a hundred metres, and as it started to curve up towards the far side, Jael raised his eyes to the barbican. Enclosing the end of the bridge in a semi-circular shape, it rose in two storeys of dark-red granite blocks. The road that passed through the middle of the structure was blocked by a steel portcullis. Atop the outpost roof was a crenelated parapet where two lone sentries stared down at them in confusion.
One held up a hand. “Stop and state your business!” the guard yelled.
Jael clenched his teeth and forced his legs to move faster, his own breath loud in his ears.
“Stop or you will be fired upon! Last chance!”
The other guard called for support downstairs then raised his crossbow and fired. A razor tipped bolt sped down at Jael, ripping through the air with the sound of a wasp. It missed his face by a hair’s breadth, then a gurgled scream came from behind, the unmistakable sound of the arrow burying fletching-deep in his comrade’s throat.
Jael’s feet hit firm ground, the solidity making him stagger briefly after the sway of the bridge. More crossbow bolts streaked into the mass of soldiers on the bridge as additional guards arrived at the parapet.
“Ladders down!”
Jael planted the base of his ladder on the ground, and those soldiers coming behind pushed it upward, the other end sailing overhead in an arc to smash against the wall. He clenched his jaw on seeing it wasn’t tall enough, falling an armlength short of the parapet. It would have to do. The two other ladders hit home with a clatter of wood on stone. The last Forlorn Hope he’d led flashed into his mind with startling clarity, his old shoulder wound aching where the enemy arrow had transfixed him, front to back. He took a ragged breath and pushed the memory aside.
Behind them, there was more noise coming from the Sabrefield Castle wall. A bell clanged loudly, announcing the castle was under attack. The last of the soldiers were now halfway across the bridge, but until the front runners were able to clear a path, they were stuck hanging above the gorge with arrows raining down from both directions. He couldn’t let them stay out there.
Jael drew his sword from the scabbard over his shoulder, gripped it in his right hand and began to climb. Across from him, another soldier was further up his own ladder. Not wanting the man to hit the parapet without support, Jael surged upward, his legs burning as he climbed at speed with only his left hand free to hold on. He focused on each rung, waiting for the pain of an arrow to stab into his body from above.
Somehow, he reached the top of the ladder unscathed. An arm’s length away, the first soldier of their group to reach the top of his ladder hacked into a waiting guardsman, sparks flying as their swords clashed. Suddenly he jerked backward, tumbling in an ungainly arc with a feathered bolt jutting from his face. Jael focused back on the parapet rim directly above him and saw a guard now staring down at him, lips pulled back in a snarl, pupils dilated with adrenaline. Jael stabbed upwards to clear his path. The tip of his sword punctured one of the man’s eyes, blade crunching deep into the bony orbit. The man screamed, dropped his crossbow and scrabbled at the blade with both hands, only managing to hideously lacerate his fingers and palms on the weapon. Jael ripped downwards to dislodge the blade, and the man came with it in a swan dive over the edge. Not expecting the man to fall, Jael barely maintained his grip on the ladder and sword before it dislodged with a squeal from the bone.
Not seeing where the guard fell, he clambered over the parapet. Falling in an ungainly mess on the other side, he rolled to his feet, keeping his back to the wall. He took a sweeping glance across the roof space, panting hard after the climb. There were around eight defenders, and he was on his own.
Shit.
He lunged at the closest soldier, a woman aiming a crossbow over the edge, and stabbed at her lower back. His blade scraped over the top of her pelvis before plunging deep through muscle and abdominal contents then punching clear into air again. She shuddered, crossbow bolt flying high, before screaming. Jael planted a foot at the base of her spine and ripped backwards, already turning his attention to the next opponent as she collapsed to the ground. He only just got his sword up in time, blocking a blow cutting straight for his neck. Three men attacked him in unison, blades slicing from front and side. Jael was forced to trust his armour, allowing some slices through to scrape against the metal plates. He was driven backwards, shoulders burning, wrist almost numb from the repeat blows against his sword. The heels of his right boot came hard against the parapet. If he didn’t attack, he was dead.
He feinted right, shrugged to the side of a slice that whistled down in an arc past his ear and shoulder, and stabbed forward. The point of his sword plunged a hand’s breadth into an attacker’s throat, severing windpipe and great vessels as he ripped the blade out the side of his neck. Blood sprayed, flooding his open mouth in salty, hot copper. The last two attackers paused momentarily watching their comrade in his death throes, before furious eyes turned on him with deadly intent.
Jael roared a challenge back, readying himself to attack once again, when suddenly the soldier to the left vomited blood. The other glanced to the side, only to squeal as a dagger plunged into his unprotected armpit, blade punching deep into his lung. With relief, Jael saw more of his company had arrived over the parapet, wiping out the last of the sentries.
“Help the others up!”
Now that the roof space was secured, two soldiers to a ladder hung over the edge to aid those still climbing. Across the gorge, the bell calling Sabrefield to battle continued to toll. Four fires crackled to life on the castle wall. Sentries mounted giant copper bowls behind them to reflect light onto the bridge and barbican. With added light, the arrow fire would become devastating.
Jael tapped two soldiers on the shoulder. “You’re with me. We need to clear the lower floors and open the gate.”
With the two men at his heels, he ran for the staircase at the rear of the roof. Jael held his sword in front as he descended the dark, spiral steps at speed, expecting an attack from below at any moment. Reaching the second floor, he found two arched doorways opening to either side of the stairwell. To the right, a rough dorm of simple bunks, while to the left was a weapons room.
Both empty.
Jael barely paused, continuing toward the bottom level. He staggered as he hit the base, waited a split second for his support to reach his heel, then entered the room. It was the barbican mess hall. Wooden trellis tables and scattered stools took up much of the space. A pair of soldiers stood guard before a windlass mechanism that would raise both portcullis gates and clear the way through the defensive outpost. It appeared they’d left the most inexperienced of the group for the job. Boys stared at them, whites of their eyes showing as they stood in mail shirts too big for them.
“Drop your weapons. Now!” roared Jael. He wasn’t in the business of slaughtering kids, but there was little time to negotiate. If the company didn’t get off the bridge, they’d be killed to a man.
The boys looked at each other for a moment, one giving a nod.
“Now, don’t be fucking stupid…”
The kid to the right raised his sword with a trembling hand, screamed defiance and ran at Jael. The sergeant easily knocked the blade away, ducked and rammed his shoulder into the lad’s chest, sending him sprawling. He changed his focus to the remaining boy as he advanced within striking distance. The kid surrendered, sword clanging as it hit the floorboards. A hot stain spread down the boy’s thigh as he stared past Jael.
The sergeant turned in time to see one of his soldiers pull a sword from the first boy’s chest.
“Damn it, he was already disarmed,” growled Jael.
The soldier shrugged. “Old enough to hold a sword. Old enough to die.”
Jael clenched his jaw, knowing he could ill afford an argument. Besides, he wasn’t a saint—he had done far worse things in the past whilst under the red haze of battle fury. Jael ripped the remaining kid’s arms behind his back and tied them at the wrist, then forced him to the ground and secured his ankles.
“Stay down, or you’ll end up like your mate.”
The boy nodded, tears spilling as he squeezed his eyes shut and drew his knees into a foetal position on the floorboards.
Jael pointed out the windlass for the portcullis, a pole rising from the floor with a star of handles poking outwards at waist height. He joined the other two soldiers in heaving against a bar to get it moving. Digging in a hip, he strained, boots slipping on the floor, and then suddenly it started moving. The three pushed their bars, walking in a circle, the force required to keep it moving lessening with every step.
Confident that the others could continue raising the portcullis without him now, Jael stepped out from the windlass and jogged for the door. Swinging it open, he found himself in the tunnel passing through the barbican. At the end was a thick panelled, wooden door held shut by a locking bar, the second obstacle behind the portcullis gate. Jael lifted the bar and dumped it aside before heaving open the massive door. On the other side, the soldiers of his company crowded against the slowly rising portcullis. As soon as the spikes at its base were high enough off the ground for a torso to squeeze under, soldiers started sliding through the gap rather than wait a turn on the ladders.
The fires on Sabrefield’s walls were now blazing, their light reflected down onto the bridge to bathe the expanse in a yellow glow. Soldiers crowded the last quarter of the bridge, waiting for their chance to get off.
A high-pitched whistling sound was followed by a smashing of wood. Splinters exploded in a deadly hail as something punched through the panels of the bridge a few paces back from the last soldiers. Jael’s gut clenched as he looked up to the top of the walls where he saw two large scorpions had been set up. A type of siege weapon, the scorpion acted as a giant crossbow, firing huge arrows with tremendous force, capable of skewering multiple enemies at a time. He’d seen its devastating effects on the king’s enemies in the past but had never faced such a weapon himself.
Ormaz was at the back of the press, urging his soldiers forward. The portcullis was now at waist height, soldiers streaming under it with bent backs, clearing the way for the last of their comrades to escape the bridge. The second scorpion fired, its projectile going just wide of the bridge to disappear into the gorge. For the first time, Jael was glad the weapon lacked the accuracy of a conventional crossbow, being better suited for firing into a wide press of attackers where there was little chance of missing. Ormaz was now within a pace of the bridge’s end when a third scorpion arrow came whistling down. Jael watched it streak through the air, coming straight for the captain. He opened his mouth to scream a warning, gut sick as he waited for the impact.
***
Easton lurked at the back of the column as it waited to exit Sabrefield’s southern gate. He was in a foul mood. His elbow ached like a bitch and had swollen to the size of a melon since the tumen surgeon had reduced the dislocation, while his fingers prickled with pins and needles from damage done to the nerves as they passed the elbow joint. The limb was strapped to his chest, leaving him with only his non-dominant left arm free.
His eyes narrowed with hatred as he glanced at his captain. Not only had he done nothing to reprimand the sergeant for wrecking his elbow, now he was placing the entire company at risk for a stupid reason. He couldn’t understand why Ormaz would abandon the tumen for some uppity bitch. When he’d heard Lord Revarc’s plan, he’d cheered on the inside. But it appeared he’d been one of the few with that viewpoint.
As the group set off down the slope at a trot, Easton cast a glance behind and confirmed the surrounding shadows were empty. While all other attention was ahead, he stopped and bent over, as if fixing something on the side of his boot, then darted off to the side. He heard Ormaz yell his name, ordering him back into the column, but he kept his head down and sprinted all the harder.
Fuck ‘em.
They’d abandoned the tumen, and Easton would ensure they paid the due price for desertion. He angled for the staircase that would bring him to the top of Sabrefield’s curtain wall. Taking the steps two at a time, he soon emerged at the top, his chest heaving. Four sentries he didn’t recognise stared down at the bridge in confusion.
“Shoot at the bastards,” yelled Easton. “They’re deserting!”
A corporal by the insignia on his shoulder gave him a withering look. “A whole company at once? Fuck off.”
“I heard it from the captain’s mouth with my own damn ears. They’re heading south to join forces with Larika,” said Easton. He pointed over the edge, where the forward runners had nearly reached the other end of the bridge. “They’re carrying bloody ladders! They’re hardly going to ask nicely to pass the barbican. Either do something or Lord Revarc will take your head when he hears about this!”
The corporal’s face blanched as he grabbed one of his own men by the shoulder. “You heard the man, ring the bloody alarm.” He gave him a shove and sent him off stumbling for the tower. The corporal leant over the edge and screamed down for them to stop. Getting no response, he closed his eyes for a moment as if willing himself to act. Finally, he opened them again.
“Fire at will!”
***
Ormaz slapped a hand to a vicious sting at the back of his neck and plucked out a timber splinter as long as his finger. Grimacing, the captain tossed it aside and slapped the flat of his axe blade against those in front.
“Keep moving, goddamn it!”
The last scorpion arrow had come too close for comfort, but they were nearly at the end of the bridge. He could see the portcullis was at waist height, the ladders abandoned for the easier route.
A high-pitched whistling gained rapidly in volume and suddenly Ormaz was smashed into the man ahead, punched off the bridge to the stone pavers beyond. Blood filled the back of his throat and spurted down his face. His nose was mushed sideways, upper teeth snapped at the gumline. Dazed from the impact, he knew he had to keep moving. With axe still in hand, he tried to get up, but found he couldn’t lift his pelvis off the ground.
The pain hit.
A spike of burning white agony drilled through the base of his back and lower abdomen. He looked down and saw the metal bolt of the scorpion arrow protruding from his belly before entering the back of the soldier below him. An arm’s length of metal rod tipped by fletching stuck out of his back.
Ormaz vomited, a gut full of blood and bile splashing over the back of the corpse he was pinned to. He tried in vain to rise, arms trembling with the effort, teeth red as he snarled. Ormaz couldn’t feel his legs. They hung like dead weights, limp and useless. He roared with frustration. He wasn’t ready to die. The job wasn’t done, and if he didn’t sever the rope holding the suspension bridge up at their side, they would be soon overrun and killed to a man. His abdominal muscles spasmed about the rod causing a fresh burst of agony, and although grey swam at the edges of his vision, he stubbornly clung to consciousness.
***
Jael ducked under the portcullis, going against the flow to reach his captain. He knelt and immediately saw the situation was hopeless. Blood pooled about the pinned men, rivulets of scarlet breaking free to spill over the edge of the gorge.
Ormaz stared up at him. “Jael. The axe. Finish the job.” His face was pale, cold sweat beading across his forehead at the effort of speaking. “Get the company to Larika.”
Jael nodded and took the axe haft from the captain’s grip. Nothing he said would make it any less shit. He turned on his heel, looking for the anchor. All key ropes of the suspension bridge came back to one tie point, so that if the barbican was overrun, its garrison could destroy the bridge as a last option to prevent access to the castle. Jael followed the main ropes coming from the bridge and ran to where they tied into a giant iron pin emerging from the rock.
He swung the heavy blade up and brought it down with all his force. Strands of rope pinged apart, whipping back at tremendous speed.
The bridge groaned and sunk slightly.
Jael swung again, cutting ever deeper. One rope severed, the end of it narrowly missing his leg as it whipped away with the force of a bull’s kick. The bridge sagged to the side. Crossbow bolts began to dot the ground about him, drilling down like angry gnats. Finally, the blade bit through the last bit of rope, sparking as it drove into the stone below.
He turned, oblivious to a crossbow dart that pounded into the ground a hair’s breadth from his foot and watched the near side of the bridge slide off the cliff. It accelerated, smashing into the far wall of the gorge.
“Sarge! Come on!” screamed Pyx from under the open portcullis.
Jael dropped the axe and darted back to Ormaz. He drew his dagger, ready to complete the Soldier’s Kindness by putting the man out of his misery but found it was no longer necessary. The captain’s eyes already stared vacantly to the after world. Jael touched fingers lightly against the man’s forehead in farewell, then bolted for the gate.




Chapter Nineteen

“From where I watched him gain the news about his father’s death, I think he believed the official version of events. Raynor’s former allies will likely change their focus to the son. Better to let them spend time cultivating his favour while keeping them under close watch. If he is removed from the line of succession early, Lord Triborne may feel he has no other option than to launch his own assault. With this in mind, do you want the boy to fall ill, or let him live a little longer?”
—    Deciphered correspondence between Agent Tarkin and King Loic.

Larika stood on the battlement wall, looking southward over the valley. It was late into the night, dawn less than an hour away. The dying embers of cooking fires studded the dark plain with specks of orange, the only evidence of the multitude camped before her walls. Larika’s bloodshot eyes were underhung by grey bags of tiredness but until she knew all possible actions for defence were in motion, she couldn’t allow herself to sleep.
“You wished to see me, Ma’am?”
Larika looked over her shoulder to find the castle marshal waiting on her. The man had been pulled from sleep, white bed robes peeking out from under a fur-trimmed cloak. A luxuriant grey moustache framed his mouth, at odds to the bird’s nest of hair topping his head. The man stifled a yawn as he ran fingers over his scalp, trying to tame the mess. Responsible for organising the resident garrison and weapon stores, Larika had requested a report.
Larika turned back to the plain, indicating for the marshal to join her. “I ordered Pollux to ensure food was dispersed amongst the people out there before moving them on. Did that information make it to you?”
The marshal nodded. “A ration of hard tack and salted meat was handed out. They were notified they’d be given access to the road for Sabrefield at first light.”
“Good. I want every able-bodied man and woman pulled from the crowd and conscripted as they pass through castle grounds. We’ll need every hand capable of holding a sword to defend the walls.”
“And if they have children in their care?” asked the marshal.
“If they’re fourteen and older, they’ll be joining their parents in the tumen. Any younger than that, leave one adult with them.”
“It will be done, Ma’am.”
Larika grimaced, knowing it wouldn’t be a pretty scene as families were forcibly torn apart. For many, it would be the last time they’d see each other. The conscription process would have to be done behind the walls. She couldn’t afford a riot, or for people to refuse to pass through the gate. The plain had to be clear of obstruction. Larika pushed aside the matter to move on to the next in her mental list.
“I’ve had no reply from the Sixth Tumen. Is there news on what happened to my messenger?”
“He passed through Beacon Castle over a week ago, only sleeping for two hours before climbing on a fresh horse. It’s a one-day ride from here to Sabrefield, so he should have returned by now. I sent out a scout yesterday to search for sign of him, but they found nothing.”
Larika swore under breath. “Then we have to assume Lord Revarc has decided to ignore my request.”
“With all due respect, Ma’am, we won’t need his assistance to repel this invasion,” said the marshal with a barking laugh. “Beacon Castle has never fallen. This foreign army of freaks will be no different.”
Larika pinned him with an icy glare, anger spiking at his dismissive tone. “When was the last time you fought a beast, Marshal?”
The man’s lips tightened. “I’ve not had the privilege.”
“No, I thought not,” she said. “A wall might keep a man at bay, but what good is it against a giant spider or centipede? I saw a tarantula the size of a horse snip a man’s head clean off between its fangs. They’ll crawl up the walls with the ease of a boy leaping a puddle.”
The marshal’s face paled.
“This is not a normal army we face; hence, you might take my efforts at preparation a little more seriously in future—or find yourself replaced.” Larika glared at him a few moments longer before staring back over the plain.
“I saw soldiers constructing trebuchets on arrival yesterday. Double their numbers. I also want ballista on each tower along the wall. I expect a progress report by midday. Dismissed.”
Larika ignored the marshal’s salute, staring steadfastly ahead until she heard his footsteps recede. A moment later, out on the plain she noted a moving torch of yellow light, advancing at speed. She stared hard not daring yet to hope, and soon was able to distinguish riders approaching, one of which had a body tied to its back behind the rider’s saddle.
“Torrance, you bloody champion,” said Larika under her breath.
Now, at last, they might gain some information about who it was assaulting their border. As the horsemen reached the outer wall, the main gate swung inwards, allowing them to continue.
Larika turned and her knees almost buckled beneath her. She cursed her body but knew she would have to take a break to sleep or become useless. Instead of following Torrance, she headed for her own rooms with heavy feet. Just a few hours slumber, then she would go to find what news had been extracted from the prisoner.
***
Larika descended narrow stone steps to Beacon Castle’s prison cells. The stone walls to either side were slick with moisture in the meagre torch light. She’d slept longer than desired, the sun overhead bathing the castle in a brief period of bright light when she’d finally woken. Taking the barest time to empty her bladder and shove a chunk of bread down her throat, she’d hurried straight to the prison for news gleaned from their prisoner.
The stairs wound downwards for what seemed an age before exiting into a tunnel rough cut from stone. This deep down, it was hot. Sweat prickled across her brow and she could smell her own stink of body odour. She was in desperate need of a wash and clean set of clothes, but it was no different to any other soldier in her tumen who’d survived the retreat.
Iron-barred doors sealed a series of cells to either side. Intermittent wails, shrieks of pain and sobs of misery echoed along the corridor. Larika flinched away as a hand slapped against one of the cell openings next to her. Grimy fingers with cracked fingernails grasped the bars, face pressed up close behind. In the dim light, all she could pick out was yellow teeth. She turned her attention ahead and hurried onwards.
The corridor turned a sharp corner and she pulled up abruptly as she saw Torrance. The colonel sat on a low stool, back against the wall and chin sagging onto his chest, fast asleep. Fresh blood soaked the jacket at his shoulder. As she drew near, his eyes flicked open. He wearily climbed to his feet and saluted.
Larika returned it with a nod and gestured back at the stool. “Please take a seat again, Colonel. I’m sorry to disturb you.”
Torrance gave a half smile as he sat back down. “It’s all right, Ma’am. I’ve managed a few minutes here and there, but jail ain’t the best place for shut-eye.” He paused at another shriek in the darkness. “Too much noise.”
“Where’s the scout?” asked Larika.
Torrance pointed at the cell door opposite. “The interrogator’s had at him for better part of six hours now.”
“Anything useful gained?”
The colonel shook his head. “Doesn’t appear to speak the common tongue. If he does, his pain tolerance is truly impressive because the questioner’s not coaxed a clear word out of him.”
Larika grimaced, then hammered on the cell door for admittance.
“Are you sure you want to go in there, Ma’am? A questioner’s work isn’t pretty.”
“For fuck’s sake, Colonel. I’ve fought on the same battlefields as you, and you think I’ll be disturbed by a little blood?”
“No, Ma’am,” said Torrance with a shrug. “This is just, I don’t know… different.”
Larika ignored him and hammered on the door again. After a short wait, a figure approached the other side of the door. Pale, blue eyes stared at her for a moment through the bars before she heard a key turn in the lock and the door swung open.
“Princess Larika, or do you prefer General? My work rarely gains such recognition as a personal visit from royalty.” The questioner smiled and gave a slight bow of deference, waving her forward into the cell.
Larika concentrated on keeping her face blank. It was the first time she had met one of his trade in person, and being in such close proximity was already making her skin crawl. Her gut instinct identified the man as something dangerous. His face made all the right expressions to match his words, but the eyes remained dead. Hollow. Empty of emotion, they regarded her with the intensity of a hunting cobra.
Unconsciously, she loosened the blade of her sword and rested her hand on the grip as she turned away from the questioner, looking for the scout. Although less than a few paces wide, the interrogation cell extended at least twenty feet back into the shadows. Panting breaths of immense pain emanated from a hunched shape halfway down the cell. Sat before a table, its features were shrouded by gloom.
“What information have you gained from the prisoner?”
The questioner’s eyes narrowed for a moment. “He has proven quite resilient, Ma’am. However, there’s still certain techniques I have yet to deploy—”
“I fear you misheard me. I asked what you have learnt about our enemy. Or do you mean to tell me that after six hours, you’ve gained nothing?”
The questioner’s mask slipped for a fleeting moment, lips retracting in a silent snarl. As Larika met his gaze without flinching, his mouth mutated into a pleasant smile. “Of course. The few words I’ve coaxed from the scout are not of the common tongue. Despite this, I’m confident I have identified the name of the people attacking us.”
“Well?”
“The army is of the Burdikesh people.”
“Burdikesh,” said Larika quietly, rolling the word around her mouth. The name was unfamiliar. “That’s a start. What about the composition and numbers of their force, reason for invasion or how they control the beasts?”
The questioner backed away slightly. “I’m yet to shed light on these mysteries, Ma’am, but not for want of trying.” He took a candle from a holder on the wall and beckoned her further into the room. “I fear without seeing my work, you may think I have not questioned the prisoner strongly enough.”
Remembering Torrance’s warning, she paused for a second before giving a curt nod. Larika followed a pace behind the questioner. From her peripheral vision, she saw his shadow flickering and morphing on the nearby wall, the candle casting momentary bestial shapes that disappeared when she looked directly at them.
The questioner placed his candle on the table opposite the prisoner. As Larika’s eyes adjusted to the meagre light, she began to pick out details. Pain, suffering, and violence was nothing new to her world but she had never before seen agony inflicted in such a precise, measured way. The prisoner’s face was bruised and swollen. Blood oozed between lips, every second tooth snapped off at the gumline to expose nerve roots to air.
Both of the prisoner’s arms were lashed to the tabletop from the elbow forward, a tourniquet tightened above the bicep on the right. The hand below it was a mangled mess. The questioner had hammered metal splinters up under the thumb nail and clipped the fingers off at varying lengths. A large square of tissue was sliced with surgical precision off the dorsum of the hand exposing the extensor tendons of the fingers. The questioner had cut two of these tendons, tied them in a knot, then ripped them forward to loop over a finger stump, placing tension on both injuries. The other arm had faced a different approach. The questioner had burnt skin from hand, wrist and forearm leaving nothing but charred fat behind.
On the table was a bowl containing two bloody balls of tissue and a wrinkled sac of skin. Larika’s eyes glanced down, for the first time realising the prisoner was stripped naked. Dark blood streaked his legs, confirmation he was the former owner of the severed testicles and scrotum.
For god’s sake. How has the man not talked?
The questioner took a handful of the man’s hair and ripped his head backwards. “Sit up straight. There’s a princess in the room.”
The scout opened his eyes, mere slits of dark pupil showing between swollen eyelids as he stared at Larika. The scout had understood the questioner’s words, she was sure of it.
“I thought you said he didn’t talk the common tongue?”
“I understand enough.” The scout’s words were slow and grating, his accent thick. “But to cowards such as this,” he said, flicking his eyes briefly toward the questioner. “I will not speak.”
The questioner picked up the bowl containing the scout’s balls and tipped them on the table. “You’ll talk. I’ve already taken your manhood. Maybe once you’re missing an eye as well—”
“Enough,” spat Larika at the questioner. “You are no longer needed.”
The questioner froze, a sharpened spoon for removing eyeballs held tight in his fist.
“You heard me. Get out.”
He paused a moment longer, then dropped the spoon on the table and straightened. “As you wish, Ma’am,” he said, voice tightly controlled.
Larika waited until the cell door closed before moving a chair opposite the scout. “Why are your people invading our lands?”
“The weak own nothing for long. Kalech belongs to the Burdikesh by right of strength.” His lip curled with disgust as he paused, pointedly looking her up and down. “Your race are like children compared to our warriors, little and weak. Now that my leader has united the beasts to fight at our side, nothing will stand in our way. Your army will be dead before the week is out.”
Larika clenched her jaw. “And yet here you sit, trapped and immobile, caught by the very warriors you dismiss as children. What does that make you?”
The scout glared at her but said nothing.
“That’s right, my friend,” growled Larika. “We will not be easily pushed aside. Your people will find my soldiers have spines of steel.” She drew her dagger and stabbed the point into the table before the prisoner. “Now, how many warriors are in your army?”
The scout stared at her for a moment, before looking away, his lips twisting with contempt.
“Why are the beasts working with your force?”
Nothing. He didn’t even look at her this time, staring straight ahead as if alone. Larika began to seethe, frustration and anger mounting. She wrenched the dagger free of the table, her hand clenched tight about the grip. Larika forced a few deep breaths, sheathed the blade, refusing to let the scout goad her into losing control. There had to be something the Burdikesh needed.
“No country mobilises it military, risking their people’s life without reason. Is there something your homeland lacks that Kalech could trade with you? Maybe war can be avoided? I would rather gain an economic ally than a bitter enemy.”
The scout looked at her again, for the first time a measure of respect in his expression. “My country is in the grip of famine. Crops have failed, the springs gone dry. The beasts have left their once lush forests to seek food in our settlements. There is nothing Kalech can offer aside from her land for the Burdikesh to settle.”
Larika’s gut dropped. It would be near impossible to negotiate with an enemy that had nothing left to lose.
“Kalech is not mine to give away, nor would I if the power was in my hands.” She paused, thinking for a moment. “Much of our land is desert and semi-arid regions, and yet our people manage to flourish there. If you remain on your own land, I can provide experts to help with crop cultivation in drier climes?”
The scout sneered at her offer. “And so, we would start our relationship in Kalech’s debt, to become a vassal state in future years. Your King Loic is not a man to bend the knee or see others as an equal. We have never been slaves, nor shall we be in the future.” The scout coughed, then spat a bloody glob of sputum onto the floor. “My people do not seek charity, especially not from those weaker than ourselves. If we covet something, we will take it by force and enjoy it as a master.”
Larika bit down on her irritation and changed tact again. “You mentioned that the beasts had left the forests to forage in your settlements? We have similar beasts through our own lands, but they don’t act on the order of men. What is different about your people that they act as an ally?”
“Beasts live across the whole continent, Princess; Kalech is not special in having them within her borders. But you ask why they do our bidding?” The scout smiled, broken nubs of teeth showing amongst lacerated gums. “They do our bidding because our king is strong, because he is willing to do anything to save his people. Now, enough of this questioning that wastes both our time. I have told all my leader would wish you to know, I will speak no more.” The man looked away from her, staring into space.
“Why attack now? Surely you have had drought and famine before?”
The scout ignored her.
Larika’s anger began to flare once again. She had yet to learn anything of real use. Larika gripped his chin and tilted his head up. “Look at me when I speak to you!”
The scout glanced at her briefly before sneering and looking away again. Larika felt her control slipping. She desperately needed more information. Something, anything that would help her defeat this force of man and beast.
“Maybe the questioner was right. Do you just need more motivation to talk?”
She lifted her dagger, raising it to eye level of the scout. The blade was narrow, less than a finger width, tapering to a vicious point. Orange candlelight reflected along the polished steel as if the blade were made of fire. She moved closer, holding the tip of the knife threateningly before his eye.
“If you do not talk, I will puncture first one eye then the next. Jelly will ooze down your cheek, and you’ll never again see the sun climb into the heavens. It is your choice.”
The scout ignored the knife, instead stared up at her. “Good.”
Suddenly, he rammed his head forward, deliberately impaling himself on her blade. The razor tipped length of steel popped his eye and plunged through the eggshell thin bone behind the globe and deep into this brain. His body jerked for a few moments like a fish on a harpoon, then slumped against his restraints.
Larika stared down in horror. She had never planned on actually taking the man’s eye, had just run out of ideas on getting him to talk. And now she was left with nothing but a corpse that would never speak another word.
Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!
Furious with herself for letting the man goad her into a position he could use to suicide, she yanked the dagger from his eye. How was she going to explain to her captains that she’d lost their only intelligence asset?
Larika let her frustration and anger bubble free, and she stabbed the corpse in the neck, driving the dagger in to the hilt. “You fucking idiot!” Again, she drove the blade in, this time to the chest, the blade skidding over a rib before plunging into the body’s flaccid heart.
She drew a shuddering breath and forced composure. Larika wiped the dagger clean on the scout’s bare shoulder before sheathing the weapon. There was still work to be done. Leaving the corpse behind, she strode for the exit and ripped it open, allowing the metal door to smash against the stone wall.
Torrance lurched to his feet, exhausted. “Ma’am?”
“Call the captains together, I want updates on all preparations to date. We have a battle to plan.”




Chapter Twenty

“I seek an ally within Larika’s inner circle, one that may know her mind and influence her decisions. For such a person to aid our cause, I can promise land, wealth, and women—whatever you desire. The girl is too much like her father. If the Kalechian provinces are to regain a degree of independence, she cannot be allowed to gain the throne.”
—    A missive intercepted by the Imperial Secret Service. Unknown author or target.

Revarc stared from Sabrefield’s wall over the gorge to the barbican, still not quite believing his eyes. A company of the Sixth had rebelled? Against him? The bridge hung broken from the cliff, a jumble of shattered timber planks that shivered and creaked in the gusting wind. On the far side, bodies scattered the stone, stiff with death. The highest density of corpses lay on the roof of the barbican. Two ladders used in the escalade stood propped against the wall, while a third lay broken.
Attackers and defenders were impossible to differentiate. All wore the king’s colours, uniforms now stained with black blood. The clothes wouldn’t be wasted though. Bodies would be stripped, clothes and armour washed, patched and then redistributed to future soldiers for the cycle to restart. The only thing to bring satisfaction in this whole pile of camel dung was the death of Captain Ormaz. Pinned like a fly by a scorpion bolt, Revarc could only hope the traitor had died slowly.
Revarc’s eyes were red, his head pounding as he squinted against the noon sun. He’d slept through the entire bloody attack. Thinking it his second last night prior to marching south, he had indulged. Whores and wine until he’d passed into a drunken stupor. He scratched at his crotch irritably and rearranged himself. If one of those bitches had given him crabs, she’d find her head on a stick.
A twang sounded from below as a line tipped by a grappling hook was shot across the gorge. It hit the ground below the barbican, metal sparking on the stones.
“Slowly now,” yelled a corporal as the line was pulled back, trying to catch the hook on something. Revarc’s lips pursed in irritation as it slipped into the gorge without success. A second hook was shot out, this one landing just behind the giant pin to which the bridge had initially been secured. Luck was on their side this time, two prongs catching amongst the weave of rope around the iron pin. The rope was pulled tight, and soon, a nervous looking soldier began to inch his way out over the gorge, body atop the rope with a second thicker line tied to his waist.
“How long until the bridge is up again?” asked Revarc. His voice was rough, and the captain of engineers at his side flinched at the sound.
“Depends. If some of the bridge can be salvaged. If there are enough appropriate materials at hand—”
“How. Fucking. Long?” Revarc’s hand clenched into a fist, the knuckles blanching white.
“I… I estimate one week, Sir.”
“Too long,” muttered Revarc. “It’ll give Larika time to prepare. I want this bridge in a passable state within two days. Work your men around the clock and requisition whatever aid you need, but make it happen.”
Revarc dismissed the engineer with a curt flick of his hand and turned to his servant. “Jayce, you said there was a soldier who refused to follow Ormaz? Bring him up here.”
The servant gave a slight bow and hurried away. A scream from below drew Revarc’s attention back to the bridge work, just in time to see the soldier slip off the rope and plummet into the gorge.
Oh, for fuck’s sake.
The second rope tied to his waist pulled taut when he’d fallen around thirty yards, swinging him at massive speed into the cliff. His cry of terror was cut off abruptly as he smacked into the rock with a wet thud.
“Sir, you called for me?”
Revarc turned away from the ineptitude below to find a corporal with one arm in a sling standing at attention.
“Name and rank.”
“Corporal Easton, Sir. Fourth Company.”
Revarc leant back on the battlement, weight on the point of an elbow as he looked Easton from head to toe. “Out of a whole company, you were the only soldier to stay behind. Why?”
“My loyalty is first and foremost to the tumen, Sir,” said Easton.
“And you can confirm why they defected?”
“Ormaz elected to join Princess Larika’s tumen and warn her of your plans.”
“My plans?”
A brief look of uncertainty crossed the corporal’s face. “Yes, sir. Your plans to… to protect the empire from that incompetent bitch.”
Revarc smiled inwardly. “Well, I wouldn’t call her a bitch, she is a general and princess, after all. Incompetent though? Yes. That’s a charge she has unfortunately earnt.” Well, it would be at least the political spin he’d sell to the other lords once the deed was complete.
Easton appeared to relax slightly at his words, relief clear that he hadn’t misread the situation. “There’s another thing you might be interested in, Sir?”
Revarc nodded for him to continue.
“Ormaz appointed a new sergeant, a veteran that signed a new term of service. Turns out he was a veteran from the Eighth Tumen, but also, there’s reliable word he was a Scalzini freak.”
Revarc’s lip curled in disgust. “That’s not possible. They were wiped out years ago.” He had always taken the official story that his father had been killed by a Scalzini hunter with a grain of salt, but that didn’t mean he liked the beast loving freaks.
“Not this one.”
Revarc paused for a moment, weighing up a decision. The man was rough, but clearly had some guts and ambition. “From now on, you’ll be attached to my household staff and report directly to me. Once that arm of yours is mended, I will have need of a man I can trust to solve, how should I say, delicate matters.”
Easton’s eyes gleamed. “If it’s wet work you need done, my lord,” he said, using the infantry term for killing at close hand, “then I’m your man.”
“Good.” Revarc gave a sharp nod, dismissing the corporal.
As the man’s footsteps receded, he looked back down at the gorge. Two more lines now crossed the gap creating a simple passing point, while the damaged bridge was being hauled up the cliff face. The engineers were beginning to make headway. By evening, he should be able to get an infantry company across the gorge to send in pursuit. Cavalry would have to wait for the bridge proper, but there was still a chance they might be caught on foot.
Revarc thumped his fist against the battlement. He might have lost the first round, but he’d bounce back and land the killing blow.
***
“Sarge.”
Jael opened his eyes, hand already reaching for a blade as he sat forward. “Followers?”
Pyx shook her head. “Nah, but we should get moving.”
Jael shoved his dagger back in its sheath, leant back on the tree he’d been sleeping against and yawned. Like everyone else in the company, he was bone tired. After breaking through the barbican, they had sought to place as much distance between themselves and Sabrefield as quickly as possible. The company had covered miles in a ground-eating jog before slowing to a quick march that they had maintained until late in the morning. When Jael had seen the first stumbles of exhaustion amongst his troops, he called a halt. The breakout meant they were carrying little water. Dehydration and heat stroke might yet prove as dangerous as any soldier sent in their wake.
Moving the group a hundred or so paces off the road to where their presence was hidden by a fold in the land, the soldiers found what shade they could under the few desiccated scrub plants, and slept where they fell. Jael along with the corporals took first watch, and of all the things he had done in the preceding twenty-four hours, keeping his eyes open had been the hardest task.
The sun was high, blasting the sandy expanses in energy-sapping heat. The horizon was a shimmering line, flexing and wobbling with a fool’s mirage of water. Jael’s head ached, the push of the dragon to head south becoming ever more insistent. From habit, he pulled out his flask before grimacing and putting it away again. The soldiers deserved more than having a drunk in charge. Instead, he took a drink from his canteen, and shoved himself to standing.
Amongst the desert scrub, the remaining sleepers began to stir as rations of dried meat were handed out. Two hours of sleep wasn’t much, but in the current circumstances it was all they could afford. While the soldiers chewed in weary silence, Jael gathered in his corporals. It was time to regroup and plan for the coming twenty-four hours.
“How many casualties in total last night?” he asked.
“For an escalade,” said Tilly. “We got off pretty light. Seven dead and two wounded.”
She was right of course, but it didn’t make it any better to hear. “Still more than I’d like,” said Jael in a low voice.
Tilly shrugged. “If the captain wasn’t included in that number, we’d be cheering an engagement well won. So, how about we address the elephant in the room: Ormaz’s gone.” She said it matter of fact, like discussing a lost wagon of rations. An inconvenience, but one that needed to be accepted and dealt with. “Does this change anything?”
Jael flicked his gaze about the group, trying to gauge their thoughts before speaking. “No,” he said. “The die was cast last night. The only path available to us points south. The heir to the throne faces attack from two sides, and it is our duty to ensure she survives.”
There was a general murmur of agreement from those surrounding them as Jael realised that the wider company were listening to the conversation intently.
“Aye. I still accept that,” said Tilly. “But who leads us? We’re a company without a captain, and a body without the head is worse than useless.”
“For the meantime, I’m ranking officer—” said Jael before he was cut off.
“You’re only sergeant because of Ormaz, and now he’s gone,” said a grizzled looking veteran. “Most of us barely know you. Why the hell do you think we’d accept you as our captain?”
“I never said I wanted to be captain,” said Jael. “But you’re stuck with me as sergeant unless any of you can take the title. You saw what happened to Easton. If any of you bastards think you can do better than that weakling, raise your sword and let’s have at it,” he growled.
Jael turned on the spot, casting his eye over the whole group, almost wishing someone to throw their hat in the ring so he could burn off some anger in a fight.
Not a person stood to challenge.
“That’s settled then. Another captain can only be appointed by an officer of higher rank, which means until General Larika makes an appointment on reaching Beacon, you’re stuck with me as ranking officer. Besides, we’ve got more pressing issues at hand. Who here has any experience as an engineer?”
The same veteran who’d interrupted moments before raised a hand.
“How long before Revarc gets that bridge in a state to cross again?”
The old guy looked up at the sky, silently ticking items off on his fingers. “I reckon five or so days. It was only the attachment that was severed, most of the structure will still be useable once he raises it again.”
“And if they work through the night?”
The veteran hauled himself off the ground, starting to pack his few items ready to move again. “Two to three days if everything goes to plan.”
Jael sighed. He would have loved to have bought himself and Larika a more comfortable lag time than two days. By the time they made it to Beacon Castle on foot, Revarc would be nipping at their heels. They needed to move—and move fast. And as he rushed his company to Beacon, he knew he was running himself back to another danger. The tumen’s mage had secured his dismissal, ordering him to never return on pain of death. For all Jael knew, by seeking to aid the princess, he’d be placing his neck over the chopping block. With some effort, he pushed the worry aside.
“Right. Everyone up and get your shit together. I want us on the road in the next five minutes.”




Chapter Twenty-One

“It could be argued that the success of King Loic’s tumens, though obviously earned by the ferocity and stoicism of his soldiers during battle, is in equal part due to the ingenuity of his engineers. The creation of water reservoirs in the desert is an obvious achievement; however, on campaign, their engineers support a multitude of actions. From enabling the crossing of a deep river or ravine to flank an enemy force, to the undermining of a castle’s defences. Without them, Loic would not have gained half his victories. If the remaining independent provinces wish to stay as such, it is a fact worth noting.” 
—    Lord Grachen of Henpechian Province, merged into the Empire of Kalech after defeat by the Fourth and First Tumens at the Battle of Grainway.

Aeza watched the engineers working on the bridge re-construction with growing frustration. She needed to find a way across if she was to have any chance of catching up to Jael. A company of lightly armoured troops had crossed the gorge an hour before, using only the first three ropes for a bridge. One for their feet, and a rope to either side for hand holds and balance. Not everyone had managed the task, two men slipping and falling. They had disappeared in an instant, screams muted by the roaring water below, armour dragging them to the bottom. Aeza hadn’t seen any sign of the dragon in the skies above and could only guess that it continued its pursuit of Jael while pulling her behind.
Like everyone else in the castle and surrounds, she had woken during the night to the alarm bells. It wasn’t until the tavern girl found her in the dorm room that she’d discovered Jael and his company had defected and headed south. She shook her head at the carnage and loss of life at the barbican. The politics that had caused it was a mystery to her. All she understood was that she needed to cross the gorge, and the pathetic excuse for a bridge below was the only option.
Under the frenzied labour of the engineers, work had progressed. Revarc had requisitioned carpenters and stonemasons from the village to the join the effort. It was enough of a jumble of people that she just might blend into the crowd of workers. Aeza pulled her shoulder length hair into a tight ponytail. She didn’t look much like a tradesman’s apprentice but it would have to do. Aeza feigned her best scowl, as if pissed off at being forced to work on the bridge, and trudged down the slope.
“Oi, you!”
Her heart skipped a beat, but she kept her expression flat as she turned to find one of the carpenters that frequented the alehouse calling her over. Middle aged, he had a short beard flecked with grey, and kind eyes.
“How did you get mixed up in this shit? I thought you were only passing through.”
Aeza spat on the ground. “Some prick of a corporal told me to join the work party or spend a night in the cells. Fucking bullshit.”
The carpenter nodded understanding. “That’s Lord Revarc’s tumen for you. The bastards just take what they want. I’ve lost half the timber in my workshop to replace planks for the bridge.”
“Will they pay for them?”
“More chance I’ll shit a gold nugget than that,” said the carpenter with a humourless laugh. “Stick with me, girl. If they try and get you to do anything too dangerous, just claim you’re my apprentice, and I’ll try and get you out of it.”
Aeza nodded and walked beside him, unable to think of a simple excuse to escape the well-intentioned complication. Close to the gorge, the density of workers increased. A mass of men and women heaved in unison on a thick rope to pull the damaged bridge out of the gorge. Nearby, a soldier corralled people to join the effort. Aeza took the chance to slip away from the carpenter in the crowd and work her way towards the rope bridge.
An engineer crouched close to the start of it, coiling a length of rope. Aeza squatted next to him. “Want any help getting equipment to the other side?”
He looked up at her, an eyebrow raised in confusion. “You mad? Ain’t no one doing that job unless they have to.”
She shrugged. “I’m a good a climber. And besides, anything’s better than hauling up that dead weight,” she said, nodding towards the other group.
He shook his head. “Nah. We already lost a couple of men this morning. Fuck off and leave it to the professionals, Miss.”
The dragon’s pull on her mind increased viciously, drawing her to the south. It felt like her brain was trying to pop out her eyes and exit through the orbits. She raised her hand to her temple, grimacing at the pain. Abandoning her pursuit of Jael was not an option.
“You okay? Maybe you should take a seat,” said the engineer.
“I’m not a bloody child,” muttered Aeza, dropping her hand again. “Look, I need to get to the other side.” She drew her knife, holding it close to her waist to try and avoid drawing too much attention. “Either get out of my way or take a dive. Your choice.”
“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” The engineer dumped the coil of rope and stood. “I ain’t got time for this.” He reached for her knife, clearly not seeing her as a legitimate threat. With the dragon torturing her mind, that dismissal only made Aeza angrier.
She easily evaded his clumsy attempt, sweeping the bladed across the inner aspect of his wrist, severing the flexor tendons to his fingers. The engineer yelped in surprised pain and stumbled backward, blood spurting from the wound as he cradled his forearm against his chest.
“Hey! What the hell do you think you’re doing!”
Aeza spun on her heel, knife at the ready as a second engineer descended on her. Red hair bristled from his face in a beard that extended from high on his cheeks until lost in the top of his jerkin. He held a mason’s hammer tight in a fist, his expression thunderous. “That is my brother, you little bitch!”
He swung the hammer overhead, aiming for the top of her skull. Aeza stepped inside his swing, grabbed his arm and used the man’s own momentum in a shoulder throw. At this close to the cliff, the engineer went sailing over the edge, a mess of flailing limbs and garbled scream as he hurtled toward the churning river water far below.
More soldiers were coming for her. She needed to move, and quickly. Aeza sheathed her knife and dived for the rope, catching it in both hands. For a moment, it almost slipped from her grasp, but then she managed to link her ankles up and over the rope. Aeza took off, hand over hand like a monkey, cloak gusting below her in the wind.
A lasso slapped against the line above then fell away. She glanced back at the cliff edge to see an engineer rapidly coiling the rope to try again. Aeza’s heart felt like it was about to smash through her ribs as she doubled her efforts, trying to move out of reach. She heard the rope slap again on the line, and then a vicious tug on her ankle. She glanced backward to see the rope had snagged one of her feet. The engineer holding the other end whooped with excitement.
“Now I got you!” he shouted.
He yanked back hard on the rope. Her foot felt like it was about to snap off and it took everything Aeza had, just to hold on as the rope line of the bridge buzzed painfully through her fingers. If he did that again, she was done for. Just as the engineer was about to tug on the rope again, an enraged face appeared behind him from the crowd.
“Try picking on someone your own size, you fucking prick!” he shouted. It was the carpenter. He swung a fist hard as a hammer, straight into the point of the engineer’s chin. The soldier crumpled, knocked out cold, and the rope he’d been holding slid into the chasm to hang from her ankle.
“Hurry girl! Get the hell out of here!” shouted the old carpenter.
She didn’t need to be told twice. Ignoring the pain from her ankle and fingers, she took off once again, hand over hand below the rope line. Reaching the end, she hooked her knee over the line and with a grunt, brought her body up and onto firm land once more. She pulled a knife from a sheath on her belt, and within a few seconds of sawing at the rope, had freed her ankle.
The pressure on her head from the dragon had eased while crossing the bridge, but now at the pause in progress, it re-doubled. As if by a tether attached to her skull, she was yanked to her feet, her body unable to resist the creature’s command. 
Aeza glanced behind in time to see the carpenter being shackled and hauled away, his mouth bloody. She sent a silent thanks before setting off at a run, streaking through the tunnel beneath the barbican and out into the sunshine on the other side, dust puffing up in little clouds about her feet from the dirt road.
***
Tilly lay in the dust of a rise, straining her eyes back along the road towards Sabrefield. Earlier, she was sure she’d seen a sparkle of reflecting steel in the distance. She’d notified Jael, then fallen out of line, keeping one veteran with her as the rest of the company trudged onward.
A sliver glint sparkled again.
“Rufio, are you seeing that?”
The longsighted veteran squinted into the distance. “Aye. There’s movement on the road,” he said. “Difficult to make out, but there are more than a few of them and moving faster than us. The pricks will be carrying nothing more than weapons. A few more hours and they’ll probably catch us.”
“Shit,” muttered Tilly.
Revarc had somehow managed to get soldiers across the gorge. After a night and day on the move, with a battle thrown in for good measure, most of the company were running on adrenaline and pure stubbornness. Fighting against fresher troops was the last thing they needed.
She began to crawl backwards from the rise before standing, when a rush of air smacked her down into the dirt. Her head clashed against a stone with a dull thud, sending a burst of stars before her eyes. A garbled scream sounded from the veteran, and Tilly rolled to her side, dazed brain struggling to understand what had just happened. Where the veteran had laid beside her there was nothing but a deep rent in the earth. She looked above, breath catching in her throat.
A massive dragon rose into the sky, the down blast as it pumped its wings almost knocking her to the ground again. It held Rufio, legs in one set of talons, his torso in the other. As it gained height, the dragon roared, a metallic screech that made Tilly’s head feel as if it would explode. With an effortless flex, it ripped off Rufio’s legs. Tilly heard the sickening pop as his thigh bones were dislocated and torn from his hips. Blood squirted from the femoral arteries, spattering Tilly’s face in a hot, crimson rain from high above before it swooped forward and away from her. The dragon tossed Rufio’s torso ahead, then dived gracefully to catch it in its jaws. Two crunches and the old soldier’s agony was over. Languidly, it repeated the sequence with each leg, unhurriedly consuming the veteran as if savouring the meal.
Tilly stared at the beast dumbfounded, for the moment completely forgetting Revarc’s soldiers. She ground a fist into her eyes, barely daring to believe. Tilly had never seen a dragon. They were supposed to be all dead. Extinct. The creature was covered in a shimmering hide of fine emerald scales on its wings and back, while its belly was the colour of whipped cream, marred only by a speckling of Rufio’s blood. It held the cold, hard beauty of a cut diamond and the grace of a supreme predator.
As it gulped down Rufio’s second leg, Tilly’s gut clenched, suddenly realising it might come back for her. Instead, its head turned toward the following company
of soldiers in the distance. The greater density of meat was too much temptation, and it emitted a high-pitched scream, tucked in its wings and dived. Tilly lurched to her feet, no longer caring to keep herself hidden. As she stared at the dragon, a rippling colour change swept from its snout to tail, the brilliant green disappearing to be replaced by blue and white, perfectly mimicking the colour of the sky above. In almost perfect camouflage, Tilly struggled to keep track of it as it swept down in attack.
From this distance, the soldiers were as ants to her. They scattered to either side of the road, aiming crossbows at the beast. Whether aimed well or not, they seemed to do no harm to the dragon, who abruptly flicked into clear sight with another change in colour when it was no more than twenty feet above them. This time, instead of plucking a soldier off the ground in its talons, a gout of flame roared from its throat, sweeping across the group. It turned sharply, sweeping over the company once again, breathing the fires of hell until none remained standing. Tilly winced in sympathy. Those men had been her allies until the day before. Now they were nothing more than roasted flesh and melted armour. The dragon landed in the middle of the charred field, a cloud of ash billowing from its huge wings. Once settled on the ground, its wings folded to either side of its body, the skin colour changing to the grey of the ash surrounding as the beast began to feed.
Tilly backed away from the rise, legs unsteady from more than just the blow to her head. Once out of sight, she began to run, fear lending her exhausted muscles strength.
***
Aeza felt the familiar pull on her mind by the dragon, the creature drawing her onwards as if holding an invisible tether, one step after another. Ever since Jael had defected and crossed the bridge, the mental pull on her had increased exponentially, and she knew that the dragon was impatient for her to catch up. She could no more ignore the wordless summons than she could shun the need to breathe. Any time she paused for respite, the tension on her mind increased until it became a physical pain that forced her to stand and run yet again.
She knew she was gaining on Revarc’s company of soldiers. Carrying little more than her sword and essentials, she could keep up a loping run for hours at a time but that was not enough for the dragon. As if knowing exactly the end limits of her stamina, it forced her to ignore the lactic acid burning in her thighs and push even harder. By mid-afternoon, she had come to a glum acceptance of her reality and given up on a hope of rest, instead focusing only on the placement of each foot on the dirt.
It wasn’t until the fourth step into the burnt patch that her mind registered the ash puffing out around her feet. Aeza skidded to a halt and immediately the pull at her mind increased.
“Give me a god damned break!” she muttered.
Ignoring the dragon’s insistence for a moment, Aeza stared around herself. White smoke drifted across the scorched earth, the grass and scrub burnt back to their roots. The area stunk of cooked pork, ash, blood, and entrails. A few paces away, was a hump of charred black. It wasn’t the only one.
Bloody hell, she’s fed.
Aeza’s gut turned uncomfortably as she realised she was standing amongst the remains of the company she’d been trailing. One hundred men and women reduced to ash. In the centre of the area, Aeza could see where the dragon had landed to gorge. Blood had mixed with ash and soil to form a vile slurry.
She nudged a nearby mound with her toe and a crust of ash fell away, exposing a melted abomination of chain mail, baked onto the flesh beneath. On closer inspection, the carcass wasn’t burnt back to the bone, but rather charred on the outside as if it had been slowly rolled over red-hot coals. Blood oozed from splits in the blackened skin, and as she leaned closer, she could still feel residual heat. The killing hadn’t happened long ago.
“Help.”
Aeza started at the voice. With horror, she realised the charred mass of flesh beneath her foot was moving. She jerked her foot away, stumbling back a pace.
“Help me.” A rasping female voice, stretched thin by agony emerged from blackened lips, blood oozing from fresh cracks in the skin as she spoke. The victim’s eyelids were burnt away, the underlying globes cooked and opaque. The soldier should have been dead.
Aeza grimaced as she drew a dagger from her waist and forced herself to kneel beside the soldier. She couldn’t leave the woman to die alone in agony… but knowing what needed to be done didn’t make it any easier. She rested the knife-tip against the soldier’s temple, then thumped the palm of her other hand onto the base of the dagger’s handle, punching the blade through the thin bone and deep into the brain. The victim’s lips parted, a last moan of air passing from her mouth as she relaxed into death.
Aeza cleaned her knife on the edge of her cloak, hand trembling, before ramming it home in its sheath. As a hunter and Scalzini, she’d killed many an animal, but it was the first time she’d buried her knife in a human.
She stumbled forward a step as the dragon pulled at her mind again, almost stepping on the soldier’s corpse. Aeza stared angrily to the south, still bewildered by why she was being forced to follow.
“What the fuck do you want?!”
Tears of frustration built on her lower eyelid. She thought it had wanted her to follow Jael, but now it was killing soldiers. For all she knew, it might have taken out Jael’s company as well.
Aeza knew she should check the other bodies, see if there were any other soldiers needing mercy, but the pull on her mind was becoming too strong to ignore. Gritting her teeth, she broke into a run again, past the remaining carcasses and back onto the south road to Beacon Castle and the province of Tarathon.




Chapter Twenty-Two

“Horn-rimmed Spider:
This solitary creature lives within a shallow sloping tunnel beneath a trapdoor of matted silk. Although requiring nourishment but once a moon, it is an opportunistic hunter who will create a larder of food against leaner times. Roughly the size of a mastiff, it is most easily identified by a bulbous, black-skinned abdomen that has a sparse coverage of wiry red hair.
Beware of any unexpected clearing in otherwise dense forest, as this may be a prepared ambush zone. Lightning fast in attack, there is often little time for retaliation.”
—    Scalzini text.

Larika sat bolt upright in bed, startled from sleep by a warning horn. She’d barely managed a few hours of slumber. Tossing fitfully in the dark, countless battle scenarios had streamed through her mind, interspersed with flashes of the Burdikesh scout impaling himself on her knife. The horn blared again, a long mournful note to call soldiers to the wall.
She scraped damp hair off her forehead and lurched out of bed. Still dressed from the day before, she was stamping her feet into boots when the door to her room swung open. It was Pollux, the battle mage. Larika glanced towards him as she shrugged a lamellar cuirass over her head. A frown of concern cut deep creases across the man’s forehead.
“What news?”
Pollux strode across the room, picked her sword and belt off the back of her chair and passed it to her as she stood.
“The Burdikesh army’s been sighted.”
A thrill of adrenalin thrummed in Larika’s chest at his words, lending her tired muscles a new lease of strength and extinguishing the last vestiges of sleep from her brain. The wait was finally over.
***
As Larika climbed the last few steps, she settled her helmet on her head. Mirroring the design worn by her father, a strip of steel protected her nose while two curved cheek guards provided side protection without impeding peripheral vision. A circlet of iron around the helm, the simplest of crowns to denote her royalty was the only difference between her armour and that of the warriors she led.
It was still early, Beacon Castle and the valley beyond cloaked in the shadow of the towering cliffs to either side. Soldiers lined the battlement. Veterans stared ahead in stoic silence, lending strength to visibly nervous recruits. Now that the time of contest had come, Larika’s nerves receded. There was no point in worrying over details. She’d done everything possible to prepare and it would either be enough, or she wouldn’t survive to care.
“General, this is something you’ll have to see for yourself.” Colonel Torrance waved her forward, making room at the front of the battlement. The old soldier had aged, the toll of his injury and the previous weeks adding new silver to his hair.
Larika stepped forward, resting both hands on the stone battlement as her breath caught. The enemy that had forced her soldiers into retreat must have been but a miniscule component of their main army. Two hundred paces out from the wall, the Burdikesh combined force covered the valley floor from one side to the other. Humanoid Burdikesh warriors held the centre of the line, standing silent and proud beneath grey banners. But that wasn’t what had impressed her captain. No, it was the auxiliary forces they commanded. Larika’s eyes ranged across the beasts arrayed to either side of the Burdikesh, her mouth tacky as she swallowed. Spiders the size of mastiffs, giant centipedes, Harland wolves, scaled leopards, and many more. Creatures she had never heard of let alone seen before, swarmed the valley floor in a roiling mass of pincers, teeth, and claws. The line swelled, advancing quickly. They’d be on the wall in a matter of minutes.
She forced the muscles of her face to go lax, playing the confident leader her tumen deserved. Larika ignored the fear that twisted in the base of her gut, and instead focused on details, examining the Burdikesh lines for any weakness she might exploit. To the right of the humanoid warriors was a gap filled with nothing but darkness. Confused, she looked closer, realising that it wasn’t empty space, but rather a black cloud. As she watched, it fluctuated in size around the edges, wisps of ink curling outward like tentacles, flashes of light, tooth and claw appearing momentarily before blinking out again. Whatever was hidden within seemed to be able to control the light about it, wearing a cloak of night’s darkest hour. A shiver worked up Larika’s spine as she turned her attention back to the creatures she could actually see.
“They’re nothing more than beasts, Colonel. We stick with the plan.”
“Do you want to say anything to the soldiers before the battle, Ma’am?” asked Torrance.
Larika gave a curt shake of her head. Fancy speeches weren’t her strong point, nor did the professional warriors of her tumen expect it. What would she say anyway? Fight hard and try not to die? Everyone already knew what was at stake.
“Bring up the trebuchets.”
Now came the time to see if Pollux’s munitions would win the day. The ancient battle mage was convinced he could throw the creatures into disarray with the use of fire.
Torrance nodded. “Of course, Ma’am.” Taking a red signal flag, he waved it above his head. Teams of soldiers on the ground behind the wall took up the slack on ropes to drag the trebuchets forward. Each catapult arm was winched down and pre-loaded with the munitions. Fragile, spherical clay pots plugged with wax held a lethal mixture of liquids that only the mage knew, creating a concoction that would explode if dropped. To launch them was a huge risk. Just the acceleration might be enough to cause one to fracture and ignite before they were amongst the enemy. Pollux argued the risk was justified and Larika had agreed. This wasn’t just any battle. To take the day would require a gamble.
The creatures were closer now, near enough to hear the skitter of exoskeletons as they crawled. The sheer magnitude of the swarm rumbled the earth itself, sending a vibration up through the wall beneath her feet. Giant ants surged forward, antennae working the air. Long-legged spiders with thin bodies leapt ahead in bounds of thirty feet at a time. More species of beast than Larika had thought possible swarmed the valley floor, creatures covered in spines, others with a sheen of poisonous mucous, fangs, coarse hair, and hooked talons. She swallowed, mouth dry. It was time.
“Fire!” yelled Larika.
With cracks like thunder, massive catapult arms snapped upward, launching the munitions in huge arcs over the wall. The princess clenched her teeth, waiting for an explosion overhead, and then they were past, a brown blur shooting toward the enemy. The first collection of bombs exploded amongst a writhing coil of centipedes, spitting flame, mulched guts, and exoskeleton in all directions. Where the liquid landed it continued to burn, a jelly-like mixture that was near impossible to extinguish.
Along the front, other munitions hit in bursts of flame and noise. High-pitched screams tortured the air, bringing a hawkish grin to Larika’s face. The creatures recoiled from the flames, halting their progress and tearing a cheer from the soldiers on the wall.
Larika clenched her fist. It’s working!
Suddenly the black cloud next to the Burdikesh centre billowed upward, black arms of mist writhing as it soared, increasing in size. A deafening shriek of rage burst from it. Soldiers fell to their knees, faces contorted with pain as they clutched at their heads. A warm trickle of blood ran from Larika’s ear, the eardrum punctured. Creatures across the valley quailed. The scream echoed again, and this time the animals turned to face Beacon Castle in response. The beasts surged, sprinting through the fire, more afraid of whatever the cloud contained than they were of the searing flames.
Shit.
Larika glanced at the troops to her left, saw her own horror mirrored in their faces.
“Archers! Fire at will!” yelled Larika.
All along the wall, arrows zipped down into the attacking horde like brown hornets. There was no aiming necessary, the beasts so thick on the ground that a body-hit was virtually guaranteed. Black eddies of smoke from Pollux’s munitions swept across the valley and over the battlements, leaving an acrid taste on Larika’s tongue and her eyes red and irritated.
Stone beneath Larika’s hands thrummed as the beasts hit the wall like a battering ram. Harland wolves and scaled leopards, unable to climb further, roared in frustration at the soldiers above, while their insect and arachnid brethren surged upward undeterred. Giant, fat-bodied spiders skittered up the wall, fangs dripping with venom.
Larika drew her sword. Breath tight in her chest, mouth dry, heart racing, she leant over the edge and struck at the first spider. The blade chopped deep into the creature’s head, popping two eyes before wedging. It screamed, a high-pitched wail. Another arachnid was already climbing over its back to continue the attack. Larika wedged her foot on the wall and wrenched at her sword, the blade coming free as the spider fell. There was no time to savour the small victory. She slashed downwards again, this time aiming for the legs. Her blade cut through the next spider’s front legs with a snick, dislodging the creature and sending it back to the valley floor.
“Aim for the legs!” she yelled.
To her right, a huge ant crested the battlement. Massive pincers opened and closed to either side of its fang-crowded mouth, an ooze of stinking saliva hanging in a glutinous thread. The creature was enraged, tormented by fire that crackled along its back where Pollux’s munitions jelly had stuck. Torrance stabbed at its thorax, but the exoskeleton was too thick for his weapon. Suffering no more than a scratch, it ignored him and lunged to the side, catching another soldier about the neck in its pincers. Like a giant set of hedging shears, the pincers closed, snipping through the man’s neck and cutting off his scream. Blood spurted from the severed neck as the twitching corpse dropped and the ant latched onto its next victim.
Larika moved from one target to the next, breath coming hard as she coated her sword in a slick of different coloured bloods. She stabbed at a fanged lizard before being forced back from the edge by another two spiders. Torrance came to her aid, attacking one of the spiders in a blur of razor-edged steel. Larika stabbed at the remaining beast, puncturing one of its eight eyes with the tip of her blade, before sweeping the sword to the left and taking a leg. Conscious of the sheer drop behind her, Larika circled to the spider’s injured side and attacked. Two more legs hit the stone, then she buried her sword in its soft belly. She twisted the blade, then with a grunt ripped it down, guts spilling onto the stone as its legs contracted in on itself.
All along the wall, the story was the same. Sheer numbers were forcing her soldiers back as fighting began to swarm the roof of the battlement. Screams of terror and agony tore at the air. A kaleidoscope of horror met her gaze. Abdomens pierced by spear-tipped feet, fangs dripping with blood, decapitated heads and mortal wounds all begged for attention. Panic whispered at the edge of her mind. They were losing and there was nothing she could think of to change the outcome.
Screaming in rage and frustration, she did the only thing she could. Larika fought on. Pick a target. Lunge and stab. Twist and pull free. She raised the round shield strapped to her left arm to deflect a pincer, then chopped at a soft joint between armour plating. Something gashed her left calf, but she barely noticed, blood squelching in her boot as she ducked a sweeping claw and stamped forward on the attack.
This time there could be no retreat, and Larika knew she was going to die. Her only desire was to do it with honour, so that when she met her forefathers on the other side of death’s bridge, she would enter the afterlife as a warrior worth their esteem.
Suddenly another scream emanated from the black cloud in the valley. Immediately, the creatures disengaged as one. Larika watched in stunned confusion as thousands of beasts turned tail and ran back down the wall. Creatures of all shapes and size retreated until the Burdikesh and the black cloud were foremost.
Bleeding soldiers dragged themselves back to standing, their faces a mix of confusion and relief at the reprieve. Larika leaned forward on her sword, forearms on the crossbar of the handle, chest heaving as she regained her breath. Out in the valley, tentacles of black ink emanated from the cloud, forming a corridor through which a Burdikesh warrior emerged. The man wore a crown of wood and iron, while his chainmail shirt was decorated by rings of copper and gold. A manacle encircled his left wrist, from which a steel chain disappeared back into the black depths of the cloud. Unlike the other warriors, this man was of normal proportions, skull and face clear of deformity.
“Is that their leader?” asked Larika.
Colonel Torrance wiped his blade on a piece of rag, then shoved it home in the scabbard at his waist. “If it is, it makes no sense why he’s wearing the shackles of a prisoner.”
“What if he’s not the one restrained? Whatever’s in that black cloud seems to be controlling the beasts out there. Maybe it works at his bidding?”
Torrance shrugged. “After what we’ve seen today, anything’s possible, Ma’am.”
The Burdikesh leader spoke to one of his warriors, then waved the man forward. The soldier walked calmly toward the wall as if uncaring of the bows aimed at his heart. If there were any cowards amongst the Burdikesh, they were yet to be seen.
“He’s an emissary. Hold your fire!” shouted Larika.
The enemy soldier picked his way between dead beasts riddled with arrows and crossbow bolts, some of them still yet to succumb to their injuries, limbs spasming in a dance of impending death.
He stopped twenty paces out from the wall, directly below Larika. An arrow thumped into the dirt at his feet, missing his toes by a hair’s breadth. Instead of lurching back in fright, the warrior merely looked up with a wry smile on his face, as if enjoying the game.
“Hold. Your. Fire!” Larika glared at the soldier who’d let fly. “Next person who disobeys my order will find themselves in the stocks! Do I make myself clear!?”
She took a deep breath, forcing herself to compose her face before looking at the Burdikesh again. “You are on Tarathon soil, a province under the rule of King Loic. Either leave by morning or face the full wrath of his army.”
The warrior’s half-smile now stretched across his face. “I think not.” His voice was deep and guttural, however the words were clear enough. “The Burdikesh walk where they desire. And besides, you are in no position to give ultimatums, or even negotiate, if truth be told.”
Larika bit her tongue, rage at the truth of his words threatening to overwhelm reason.
“I come only to relay my king’s message. Surrender unconditionally and join our force by midday tomorrow or be slaughtered where you stand. There will be no second reprieve.”




Chapter Twenty-Three

“All wells servicing trade routes are of a similar design. Approximately four paces in diameter, their walls are paved with stone as they plunge up to one hundred and fifty paces into the earth. Covered by a pitched roof, a simple bucket and rope is raised via windlass.
Access to water in the advent of mechanical breakage is enabled via a spiral staircase. To fit within the narrow confines of the well, the staircase is often less than the width of a child’s shoulders. Darkness, treacherous footing, and endless spirals into the bowels of the earth can be disorientating, and great care must be taken to avoid a fall.”
—    Nirquod, trade guide

“Sarge.”
Jael glanced up to see Pyx and another soldier dragging a struggling figure between them. A calico hood covered the prisoner’s head.
“We found someone spying on the camp you might be interested in.”
Like every other soldier, Jael had slept on his cloak, fully armed and ready to leave or fight at an instant. Grey light of pre-dawn filtered through the camp as those lucky enough to claim a few hours’ sleep began to rise. He climbed to his feet, keeping any evidence of complaining muscles and discomfort from his face. Despite how tired his body felt, after reaching a well the day before, at least thirst no longer tormented his mind. While filling their canteens, his company had been passed by a stream of refugees fleeing toward Sabrefield Castle, making it subsequently harder to monitor their back trail for scouts.
“One of Revarc’s soldiers?” he asked, eyes searching the person’s clothes for regalia of the Sixth Tumen. They’d caught a lucky break when the dragon took out the unit sent after them; however, the main body of soldiers from the Sixth were unlikely to be more than a day behind.
“No,” said Pyx. “I recognise her though. It’s the Scalzini from Dragonspine Chasm. I thought I saw someone on our tail last night; looks like I was right.”
Being stalked by one of his own people was the last thing Jael had expected. Behind him, the first rays of light breached the mountain range to the east, casting light on the dark green of their prisoner’s cloak. Pyx tore the covering off her head. A tumble of auburn fell out, fluffed in a bird’s nest from the calico sack. Her face was flushed, teeth bared in fury as she struggled against her restraints.
“Easy,” said Jael, searching his memory for the woman’s name. “Aeza? That’s your name, right? No one’s going to hurt you.”
Aeza shoved her arms out in front. “If that’s the case, untie my wrists.”
Jael sighed, but gave Pyx a slight nod of assent to remove the binding. With the rope off, she rubbed where it had abraded the surface layer of skin. The young woman looked gaunt with dark hollows beneath her eyes.
“I thought your home was Dragonspine. Why are you following us?”
“It’s no choice of mine,” muttered Aeza. “The dragon has been on your trail, and for some reason the damn thing has forced me to join its trip as well.”
“Forced you?” snorted Pyx. “I don’t see no claws pulling you along.”
Aeza glared at her. “It’s in my head, forcing me to follow in your footsteps. If I slow or attempt to go anywhere else, it feels like my head is being crushed.”
“What? It talks to you?” asked Jael.
“No words, but there’s a pressure on my mind. I know it wants me with you for some reason.”
Jael nodded. “I’ve felt something like that too, driving me to go faster to Beacon.” He glanced upwards, a whisper of butterflies in his gut as the thought of such a creature taking an interest in him. He’d heard Tilly’s story of the destruction wrought upon Revarc’s soldiers. “Is it up there now?”
Aeza shrugged. “If it is, you won’t be able to see her. The dragon can camouflage herself perfectly to any environment, all you would see is blue sky until she was upon you, or wanted to be seen.”
“Well, that’s comforting,” drawled Pyx.
“Look, whatever she wants is beside the point,” said Jael. “Our number one need is to warn Larika about Revarc and reinforce her troops. Beacon Castle is less than three hours march from here. If you’re able to tolerate a soldier’s company, you’re welcome to travel with us.”
Aeza’s eyes skittered over the warriors about them. With an appearance of reluctance, she accepted his offer.
***
The last hour of marching took them down from the desert plateau into the shadow valley that marked the entry to Tarathon. Beacon Castle dominated the horizon, a series of towers behind the curtain wall stretching from one cliff to the other. He’d heard of the castle but never seen it with his own eyes. Cloaked in shade, the castle stone seemed cut from obsidian, rising jet black from the green valley before it.
The closer he got, the more his own concerns grew regarding the reception he might receive. As sergeant to Ormaz, he’d convinced himself that he might stay beneath notice, but as the interim leader, he’d have no choice but to front a meeting with Larika and her captains, many of whom knew him well.
It was too late to worry now. A lone sentry stood on the wall above the northern gate, eyeing his depleted company with a distinct lack of enthusiasm. The gate, a large structure built of ironwood panels, remained shut.
“We come as reinforcements to General Larika’s tumen,” Jael yelled.
The sentry disappeared from view. A minute later, the gate began to slowly rise on a pulley system, ancient ropes creaking like old crones. The soldier from the wall now stood in the open space, hand resting on his sword hilt. He met Jael’s eye, and with a flick of his head, gestured for him to come forward.
“If you’re the reinforcements, where the fuck’s the rest of you? There’s not even a full company of soldiers here.”
Jael shrugged. “Better than nothing. We’re all the help that’s coming.”
“You poor bastards have no idea what you’re getting yourselves into, eh?” said the sentry. “If the general refuses to surrender, we fight at noon, outnumbered twenty to one by an army of fucking beasts.” The soldier paused to spit a brown stream of chewing tobacco in the mud. “No child of King Loic’s going to roll over and take it like a dog, and Princess Larika’s done with running. If you guys want to live out the day, you’d do better walking back down that road again. No point joining a battle that’s already lost.”
“Die here, or in a different fight. Makes no difference to me,” muttered Jael. “Now, are you going to stop your whining and let us in? I’ve got important news for the general; Lord Revarc has turned traitor.”
***
Jael stood behind the front curtain wall, his corporals at attention behind him, while Aeza and the rest of the company were formed up a dozen paces back. The sentry had led them through the castle grounds, finally locating the princess who was inspecting some last-minute preparations for the coming battle. There was feverish activity all around, soldiers carrying weapon stores up onto the wall; arrows, rocks and small boulders that could be dropped from above. A cloaked mage sat nearby, checking boxes of munitions off a list as soldiers carried them away. Jael had seen these particular types before. Clay spheres filled with jelly, they were small enough to throw, and would explode on impact. A perfect complement to a garrison force.
The mage paid them no attention, hood up over his head as Larika spared them a few minutes of her time. There was little sign of the girl he had once known. She’d been replaced by a warrior, her uniform stained with blood from the previous day’s fight. A slight compression of her lips was her only outward reaction to his news.
“I thank you for your loyalty, the soldiers of your company are sorely needed. Unfortunately, Lord Revarc’s treachery is no surprise,” she said with a grimace. “It was only a matter of time before he tried to clear the line of succession. But dragons joining the fray as well? The gods must be trying to test me.”
“We have no idea what role the dragon will have, if any,” said Jael. “With any luck, we may not see her again, Ma’am.”
Larika gave a short humourless laugh. “I hope you’re right. Two armies are enough for the Eighth to deal with.” She cocked her head slightly to the side, staring directly at Jael’s face for a moment. “You look familiar, Sergeant. From where do I know you?”
Behind Larika, the mage closed his book as the last crate of munitions was taken away and turned around. Jael’s breath caught in his chest momentarily as he recognised the man, totally forgetting the princess’s question. He should have known Pollux would still be in the Eighth. Rage blossomed, a battle mist of crimson wiping away any semblance of reason.
Pollux was the man responsible for his banishment, for leaving him destitute with nothing but the clothes and armour he stood in after nineteen years of loyal service to the king. Larika’s eyes widened as Jael drew his sword fast as a snake strike. An animalistic growl burst from his lips as he lunged past the princess, seeking to sink his blade into the mage’s neck. Just as his steel was about to chop into the angle between neck and shoulder, his blade was deflected with a spark into clear air. Torrance swept his sword down and shoved him back. Pollux drew his own blade, steel rasping against the scabbard.
“Cease fighting immediately!” roared Larika. “What is the meaning of this stupidity?”
Jael stood panting, his battle rage slowly clearing to the horrid realisation he’d drawn a sword in anger before the heir to the throne.
“This wretch once fought for the Eighth as a captain,” spat Pollux. “For many years, he hid his heritage from his fellow soldiers, but I discovered he was born and raised a beast-loving freak. The Scalzini association with beasts is unnatural. They are the scum of the country, and as such, there was no place for such a man within the tumen of the future Queen of Kalech.”
“You bastard,” growled Jael. “There’s nothing unnatural about the Scalzini. We fight beasts; we don’t fuck them.”
“I did him a kindness by letting him leave with his neck intact, which is more than any Scalzini deserves. But by showing up here, he has broken the agreement. He was not to return under pain of death, so, it appears that Jael Crowfeeder is keen to have his head separated from his shoulders. A task I would be happy to complete for you, Ma’am.”
“Over my dead body, Mage,” growled Torrance. “Forget your damn feud. It’s years in the past, and we need every possible fighter on those walls.”
A horn sounded a long mournful note from atop the wall, warning of the enemy’s approach.
“Enough!” said Larika, voice cold and sharp. She turned to Jael, eyes burning with anger as she flicked a finger at one of her guards. “Take the sergeant to the cells, I’ll decide on his fate after the battle, if any of us are left standing to care.”
Jael felt his heart drop. He couldn’t be locked in a cage while those he cared about fought outside. “No, General. I’ve fought these beasts before. Let me take my place on the frontline. I beg you.”
Larika had already turned away, was beginning to climb an open staircase to the wall’s battlement. She paused and looked back at him, resignation on her face. “I’m afraid one beast hunter will make little difference to the horde we face.” She hurried onwards as Colonel Torrance took Jael’s sword from his grip.
Jael’s company grumbled vocally as their sergeant was placed under arrest, but under Tilly’s instruction, they held their ground and did not intervene.
“Damn it, Jael,” muttered Torrance. “For god’s sake man, if it had been anyone else, I would have run them through for drawing a blade like that before the princess. After all these years, I can’t believe you’d throw away what could have been a second chance on that bastard mage.”
Torrance and Jael had a history that stretched back decades. They’d signed recruitment papers in the same month, risen through the ranks, drank themselves into oblivion together, and depended on one another through countless dangers. Until he’d been kicked out.
“The rest of the company, what of them?” asked Jael. “Surely they’re not to be locked up as well.”
“Gods no. We’re not going to waste their strength just because you’re a fool. Who’s the best non-commissioned officer under you?”
“Corporal Tilly,” said Jael. There was no doubt about it.
Torrance called her over. “The company is yours for this battle. Reinforce the troops on the eastern section of wall.”
Tilly nodded, sparing Jael a concerned glance. “Hold on, Boss. We’ll get this shit sorted after we’ve squashed the bugs out there.”
Torrance shoved him onwards, towards a small door at the base of the wall. “Lucky for you, I ain’t got time for the dungeons.” He pushed open the door to the small storeroom that was now empty. The space was small, less than ten by five feet, its walls lined with rough cut stone, and the floor by hard packed dirt. “Stay put and don’t do anything stupid. With any luck, I might still be able to talk the princess out of taking your head.”
Torrance closed the door. A key rattled in the lock, and then Jael was on his own, sealed in the dark. He leant up against a wall then slid to the ground, cursing his own stupidity.




Chapter Twenty-Four

“Young Revarc has demonstrated a natural affinity for the sword, progressing more quickly than most in his class. Although I am pleased with his development, it has done nothing to temper his arrogance. Like all warriors in training, he requires long hours of physical effort to develop not only skill, but also endurance and strength. Unfortunately, until now, he has failed to take this part of his development seriously.
Today he was cut down to size. The younger students were given an opportunity to challenge a pupil from an older class. Most declined, but not Revarc. Somewhat unsurprisingly considering the coolness of their relationship, he called out Larika. She may be older by one year, but he had the advantage of height, weight, and reach. The boy strutted into the ring like the fight was already won, trying to bait his cousin into some sort of reaction. Larika ignored his words as if he were no more concern than a whining midge in her ear, and waited for the contest to begin.
From the start, it was clear that Revarc had the natural gift of talent between the two. His form exact, lines beautiful in motion. Larika however had the stamina and experience. She led him around the ring, allowing him to tire with attack after attack, weathering his blows until he started to slow.
You could see the moment Revarc knew he’d lost the match. As his arms began to sag, his face flushed with embarrassment and fury. After that, it was only moments until Larika broke through his guard and forced him to the ground. She ended the bout with a simple, controlled nick to his chin, scoring first blood. If it had been a real fight, his throat would have been slit from side to side.
From such a loss, I would expect another pupil to learn humility and the value of peak physical fitness. As for Revarc, I will wait and see.”
—    Yarlich Three-finger, Sword Master

Extract from a weapons training progress report to King Loic.

“Princess, you have had a night to think and hopefully see reason. Will you join the Burdikesh force, or will you die?”
Larika ground her teeth together, determined to stop the words she wanted to scream at the envoy. From his sneering face to the insolent pose he struck before her walls, everything about him made her want to spit. The man needed to be brought down a peg.
“I choose neither option.”
The man laughed. “There is no other possible outcome.”
“I disagree.” Larika took a loaded crossbow from the soldier at her side. “We’ll fight, and by the time I’m finished, not a single Burdikesh soldier will remain alive.” Larika aimed the weapon at the envoy, taking some satisfaction as his eyes widened in panic.
She squeezed the trigger, firing the crossbow with a dull thunk. The bolt sliced downwards, catching the envoy in the hollow of his throat, just above his sternum. There could be no mercy and no going back. The envoy collapsed to his knees, a gurgle of blood bubbling from his lips as he clutched at his throat.
A coarse cheer erupted along the wall from her troops, their energy like static in the air. More than one bare arse was flashed at the force arrayed against them on the valley floor. This time their layout was different. The black cloud was front and centre in clear space. Tendrils of black swirled, flashes sparking from within like a miniature self-contained storm. As the envoy face-planted in the dirt, a scream erupted from the black cloud.
Larika passed the crossbow back to its owner and drew her sword.
“I think it got the message, Ma’am. We’re to fight, then?”
Larika glanced at the soldier. With cheeks pockmarked by acne, he was probably no older than sixteen. The boy was obviously terrified, hands shaking as he cranked the bow back and inserted another bolt, and yet he stood his ground ready to fight.
She nodded. “We’ll mash the pricks to a bloody pulp.”
Privately, she harboured no such confidence. There could be no further retreat. Today was about weakening the enemy before it continued farther into Kalech. The Eighth Tumen would be a sacrifice to the survival of the empire.
The boy gasped, pointing out to the eastern side of the valley. Larika’s stomach clenched as she saw several giant centipedes swarm around the black cloud, fanning out to attack the wall in different locations, spiked feet stabbing the earth as they crawled forward. Each was at least thirty paces long, protected by rings of armour plating strong enough to deflect a sword. A set of venomous, orange pincers opened and closed at the front of its head, antennae sweeping back and forth above. Larika’s knuckles showed white about her sword grip, mouth bone-dry as she readied herself to fight.
***
Pyx grabbed Tilly’s shoulder. “You’re not just going to leave him, are you?”
“There’s nothing we can do. You heard the horn—we’re under attack. Our place is on the wall.”
Pyx let her hand fall as the corporal ran onwards. She turned on the spot and saw Aeza standing awkwardly, a look of indecision on her face.
“Aeza, we need to get Jael out of the cell. If the wall’s overrun, he won’t stand a chance. Will you help me?”
“I shouldn’t be getting mixed up in this shit. I’m not even a bloody soldier.”
Pyx grit her teeth, stifling a need to smack some sense into her. “You don’t have a choice. Do you really think the Burdikesh or their beasts will care whether you’ve signed recruitment papers or not? If they spill over the wall, you’re going to have to fight. Might as well be with some other warriors at your shoulder. And besides, didn’t that dragon bring you here? It must have been for a reason.”
Aeza bit her lip for a moment, then finally nodded.
“Good.” Pyx looked towards the storeroom where the colonel had locked Jael. The wooden panels of the door shivered as something smashed against it from inside. With bigger threats to concern the tumen, there were no soldiers left to guard the entrance. Now was her chance to get the old fool out.
***
A shriek of rage echoed from the valley, vibrating through the stone walls of Jael’s cell. He strode to the door. No way was he was staying imprisoned, helpless as a child while others fought. He raised a foot and kicked with all his strength. The door bounced in its jamb but held fast. Jael kicked again, and this time was rewarded with a cracked panel.
“Jael?”
Pyx?
“I’m in here, girl. Can you get the door open?” He stood back as the handle rattled, and then to his amazement, the door swung inwards.
“It was open,” said Pyx, her face confused.
“Bloody hell, I didn’t even think to try the handle.”
Aeza leant down and picked up something from by the door. “And this is yours I take it?”
“Torrance, you little beauty!” It was Jael’s confiscated sword. He turned it over, checking for damage, then slipped it back in its sheath as he ducked through the entrance and back outside.
“Somehow, I think that colonel planned on you escaping,” said Pyx.
“I’ll owe him a beer.”
The relief on Pyx’s face at finding him now turned to anger. “What the hell was all that crap with the mage? Are you trying to get yourself executed?”
Jael grimaced. “Pollux cost me my life in the tumen. All that shit about kicking me out because I’m a Scalzini was an excuse. I discovered he had mixed loyalties between Larika and Revarc, that he’d promised Revarc’s father he’d help ensure he gained the throne. He wanted me dead, but the best he could get past the other captains was a dishonourable discharge. Pollux knows I’m a liability. He’ll be coming for me again, it’s only a matter of time.”
A roar went up from the soldiers on the wall above them.
“That doesn’t sound good,” said Jael.
The three broke into a run, up the nearest staircase and onto the battlement. Soldiers stood three bodies deep behind the crenulations. Jael’s eyes were immediately drawn to the swirling black cloud out on the plain. His mind darted back to the Scalzini keep in Dragonspine where he had showed Captain Ormaz the carvings of different beasts. If he wasn’t wrong, he was looking at the dark king of beasts, a creature with the power to control all other creatures aside from dragons.
“Aeza, tell me that’s not what I think it is?”
She swallowed, faced drained of colour. “It’s a Nightjaw. That’s got to be what’s causing the beasts to attack en masse.”
Back from the Nightjaw, a writhing crowd of indiscriminate legs, claws, and bodies roiled. From the mass emerged a swarm of giant centipedes. They wound forward, spear-tipped legs surging over the dirt of the valley. A beast heavy infantry sent to smash through fresh troops before the smaller creatures hit home. They had to be stopped.
“Aeza, the Scalzini keep at Dragonspine had a protective boundary. Do you know how to create one?”
The beast shepherd bit her lip. “I know the incantation. But if you want a barrier long enough to protect the whole wall, it will have to be performed a number of times along its length. It’s a powerful blood magic. You must understand, I can’t predict what cost it will extract from your body.”
“Better that than death. Tell us what to say, quickly,” said Pyx. “We don’t have much time.”
Aeza told them the phrase, made both Jael and Pyx repeat twice over to ensure they had it correct. “For the incantation to work, it must be seeded with blood. Without an offering, it won’t be recognised.”
“Got it,” said Jael. “Pyx, you take the western end, Aeza, stay here for the centre, and I’ll take the east.”
He didn’t wait for an answer, breaking into a sprint as Aeza began the spell process behind him. In his peripheral vision, he saw the centipedes advance across the plain. They were huge, making the one he’d killed at the farmstead seem like a baby. Jael weaved through the press until he judged he was two-thirds of the way to the cliff, then elbowed his way through to the front, only to find himself amongst his own company of soldiers where they’d been allocated at the eastern end of the wall.
Ignoring their puzzled expressions, he climbed onto the stonework next to a mounted scorpion crossbow and drew his dagger. Touching the blade to the outside of his forearm, he drew it across quickly, parting his skin like silk. The wound stung as blood welled, flowing down to his fingers. He allowed the blood to spatter onto the stone at his feet as he raised his other hand to the heavens. Ahead of him, the centipedes surged forward. They’d spread out in a fan on approach and would hit the wall in a dozen locations.
“Xikalchiua se tepantli!”
An electric shock ran through Jael’s arm as he shouted the incantation, blue light flickered from the wound, along the flow of blood and down to the wall below his feet. Light pulsed about the flecks of blood on the stonework then spread out in either direction, gaining speed. He looked further along the wall and saw both Aeza and Pyx. Blue light rushed out from each one, racing along the wall in different directions, flowing like water. The stone beneath his feet began to pulse as if a heartbeat reverberated through it.
A giant centipede hit the wall like a sledgehammer, right below Jael. Spike tipped legs stabbed into tiny cracks between the stonework, allowing the beast to climb upwards with ease. The head was huge, easily two paces wide, while the pincers were longer than a man’s body. Antennae swept ahead of it, twitching with anticipation of gorging on human flesh.
The blue light had nearly spread along the whole width of the wall. Where it met with light coming from the other direction, it began to rise upwards, creating a shimmering barrier. But it would not be fast enough for the beast surging up towards Jael.
“Make space!”
The soldiers followed his command and pushed back, creating room on the battlement. He jumped down from the merlon and drew his sword, breath tight in his chest, heart smashing against his ribs. His mind focused only on the danger about to hit.
Pincers rose into view, followed a split second later by the head. A fang rimmed mouth opened and closed compulsively, surrounded by smaller feeder arms that reached toward him. It surged over the edge in an undulating mass of jointed legs and sinuous body. Spiked legs crackled and sparked where they touched the blue light on the stone’s surface, the tips burnt to ash. The beast screamed and then it was over. It coiled in on itself, burnt legs stamping in agony. Behind it, the shimmering wall of blue light swept upwards, sealing the battlement from other creatures. The beast emitted a high-pitched metallic screech of rage and uncurled, head sweeping about for its first target.
“Over here, you ugly bastard!” shouted Jael. His mouth was dry, voice hoarse.
The centipede’s antennae writhed at his voice, head turning toward him. The pincers clacked together, green venom dripping from each needle pointed tip.
It charged.
Jael feinted to the right, then as the pincers swept toward him, ducked and slid under the head of the beast. The mouth was directly above him. Foul smelling saliva oozed from spikes of teeth, dripping onto this face as he stabbed upward, aiming for the soft hinge between pincer and skull. He rolled outward and back to his feet again as the creature screamed. The injured pincer hung partly detached, venom spurting from the wound.
He couldn’t take the centipede apart one leg at a time, eventually his luck would run out. Jael needed to get to the scorpion bow on the wall. The weapon was powerful enough to punch a bolt straight through the beast’s armour.
“Behind you!” yelled Tilly.
Jael glanced back, breath catching in his throat. The rear of the beast was curling upward, about to enclose him in a circle of spiked legs. A hardened leg stabbed down, sparks flying from the stone as it missed impaling his foot by a hair’s breadth. He jerked back, almost into another leg and then the circle closed. Plates of armour and spear tipped legs all around.
Trapped!
He had to get over it somehow. Using the few steps of space left to him, Jael launched straight into a sprint. He sliced with the sword to the right, then leapt, planting one foot onto a leg he drove his body higher. Hands and feet scrabbled for purchase, and then somehow, he was on the back of the creature. Grasping his sword in a two-handed grip, he levered the tip between two plates of armour and stabbed down to the hilt. The beast spasmed, an ear-splitting shriek tearing at his ear drums. Jael slipped to the side, only his hold on the sword keeping him from falling amongst the stabbing legs again. Climbing back into position, he levered the blade one way then the other. Slicing through nerves and muscle until the back half of the beast fell limp.
“Lie flat!”
Tilly had mounted the scorpion crossbow and turned it around. Jael gulped as he saw it was aimed almost directly at him and threw himself flat on the centipede’s back. The scorpion crossbow fired with a dull thwack. The steel projectile buzzed past Jael’s ear with the sound of an angry hornet, then he felt the beast spasm as it bit home. He lifted his head and saw the long bolt impaling the centipede’s massive head, pinning it to the stone below. It must have missed its tiny brain though because the body continued to writhe.
There wasn’t much time before it freed itself. Jael lurched to his feet and ran along the back of the creature as the snake-like body twisted and squirmed. Twice he nearly lost his footing, sliding precariously. And then he was close enough to strike. Jael dived forward and sank the tip of his sword into the soft spot just behind the head, severing the spinal cord. Jointed legs unhinged in unison as the body hit the battlement with a thud, limp as a dead eel.
Jael slid off the creature’s back, not quite believing he was still alive. Chest heaving, he caught his breath and stared along the length of the wall. Commotion halfway down told of where a second centipede had breached the wall before the defence went up. He broke into a run, Tilly close behind.
Blood soaked the battlement where the beast had climbed straight into a crowded section. Soldiers lay dead, others dying and broken. Grievous puncture wounds through chests and abdomens, some still leaking venom. The beast itself was dead, but the price had been high.
“You took your time,” panted Aeza.
Jael turned to find the Scalzini lass bent over at the waist, hands on knees. Blood sheeted one side of her face, matting the hair with clot. Jael was at her side in two strides, helping her stand.
“Your head, is it bad?”
“Only a gash.” Aeza touched a hand to it and winced. “The bone under it feels solid enough.”
A soldier’s scream of agony cut off abruptly as his mate dealt a wound of kindness to end his suffering. Those that might possibly survive their injury were being dragged aside or helped down the stairs off the battlement. Aeza stared at the carnage, eyes mournful.
“I told them to clear the area before it hit, but the stubborn bastards refused to leave their post. Even as it cut them down, they crowded its body, climbing on top to fight any way they could,” she said. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”
“And the killing blow?”
She nodded, almost shyly. “Mine. Just wish I’d landed it sooner.”
Sparks burst from the barrier, cascading outwards in a waterfall of blue light as another centipede tried to smash its way through to the soldiers on the battlement without success. In several other locations, a similar event took place as the leading edge of the beast horde struck.
Jael climbed up behind one of the scorpion crossbows and fired a bolt into the centipede, skewering its head with a length of steel and knocking it from the wall.
“You can still fight,” he shouted to the soldiers surrounding. “The barrier won’t hurt a human.”
A corporal hesitantly approached the blue shimmering wall, and after a moment’s hesitation, stabbed his spear forward. Instead of sparking, it plunged through the light and into the fat abdomen of a spider on the other side. A cheer went up from the surrounding soldiers as they saw the proof of Jael’s words.
All along the battlement, other soldiers were beginning to realise the advantage they held, stabbing and shooting as the creatures mounted the edge on the other side of the barrier. Out in the valley, the Nightjaw emitted a roar and began to ooze forward. Black mist snaked ahead—hands, teeth and screaming faces appeared and vanished on its surface.
Aeza elbowed through the press and grabbed Jael’s arm. “The barrier won’t be strong enough if the Nightjaw attacks. It’ll hold any of the lower rung beasts, but a Nightjaw or dragon? They’ll tear it apart.”
Jael took a deep breath, the brief taste of victory turning sour as the black mist advance. “Is there any way to kill it?”
Aeza shook her head. “If there is, I don’t know it.”
Shit. Jael ground his teeth together in frustration. They’d be fighting on the back foot and making it up as they went along. A recipe for disaster.
A deafening roar battered his eardrums, this time from above. He glanced up, mouth gaping as he saw the dragon drop its camouflage and blink into view above the castle.
“What the fuck…”
It was the first time he’d seen it since Dragonspine. In the air with wings outstretched, it seemed triple the size. The dragon was rage personified; a firestorm brought to life with scales of crimson interlaced with coal-black over its hide. The beast tucked it’s wings close and dived, hurtling from the sky like a red meteor. Instead of targeting the soldiers on the battlement, it sped overhead and the wind of its passage almost knocked Jael to his knees.
“It’s attacking the Nightjaw!” yelled Aeza.
Fire spewed in a torrent from its mouth, incinerating beasts in a wide strip as it neared the black cloud. The Nightjaw recognised the threat, mist forming into the shape of a massive set of gaping jaws, teeth bared in readiness. The dragon spread its wings slightly, changing position to claws forward like an eagle about to strike, then smashed home into the black mist. It enveloped the dragon entirely, the black jaws closing. Fire lit the inside of the cloud, casting shadows of tooth and claw. The two beasts fought, details shrouded, but nothing could dull their screams of rage and pain. The dragon reared up out of the mist, jaws wide and screaming. Blood poured from myriad gashes on its neck, sheeting the red scales in blood. It spewed flame down into the black cloud then dived back into the fight.
The attack severed the Nightjaw’s control over the other beasts. Soldiers cheered as spiders, giant ants and centipedes broke off their suicidal attack on the barrier, scuttling away from the castle ramparts. The base of the wall was now exposed. Beasts of all sorts littered the ground. Twitching limbs, arrow studded bodies. Chopped and broken, they lay in a swathe, testament to the change in fortune of the Beacon Castle defenders.
The fight between Nightjaw and dragon escalated, the cloud expanding in size as the two fought inside. Flame billowed within as both creatures roared. Jael could feel the stone beneath his feet tremble at the force of the blows out on the plain. Suddenly, the dragon broke free of the mist. This time, instead of re-joining the fight, it pumped its wings and lifted off the ground. A ragged hole punctured the right wing, skin torn to ribbons. The Nightjaw roared in triumph as the dragon flew away, disappearing over the western cliffs, defeated.
With the dragon in retreat, the billowing expanse of black shrunk in on itself. The monstrous claws, teeth and faces that had haunted the edges of the mist, melted away. Although the Nightjaw had won the contest, it hadn’t escaped unharmed. The mist lowered further until it oozed over the surface of the plain at no more than knee height, slinking away like a wounded lion to the shadows under the eastern cliffs. A long snake of black ink remained behind, all that connected it now to the invading king.
Soldiers to either side of Jael cheered. The Burdikesh force were left on their own, holding the centre of the plain. Their leader stood exposed, the chain from his shackled wrist merging into the tendril of black mist. Even at distance, Jael saw that the man was furious. Face contorted with rage, he screamed obscenities at the retreating beasts. He wrenched on the chain one last time before turning his attention to the defenders along the wall. Pointing his sword at them, he shouted an order.
“They’re not going to attack, surely?” asked Aeza.
As Burdikesh warriors surged forward with hoarse battle cries, Jael searched amongst them for anything to climb the walls.
“No. This is nothing more than a leader’s refusal to be called a coward. There’s not a ladder between them, and unless they magically sprout wings, they haven’t got a hope in hell.” Jael gave a harsh laugh, knowing finally that today’s battle was won.
Along the wall, scorpion bows began to fire as they came into range. One mighty arrow punched through two warriors, pinning them to the ground, their limbs writhing like worms on a hook.
“Shooters, forward!” shouted a corporal further down the battlement. Those holding a crossbow or long bow elbowed their way to the front of the wall to take aim.
“Fire!”
A deadly hail of bolts and arrows streaked down, fletching cutting a deadly whisper through the air. Warriors raised shields above their heads for protection, their charge beginning to falter under the aerial onslaught. Men were falling. Arrows punched through the weaker shields to stab into arms, throats, and chests. Eventually a horn blared, calling the general retreat.
“They’re brave, I’ll give them that,” muttered Jael.
Not one of the Burdikesh fighters ran, each keeping their face to the wall and shield ready until they were well out of range.
Dead and dying were left behind, and at the smell of fresh blood, some of the beasts crept back from the shadows to feed. Jael grimaced as a fat-bodied spider sunk huge fangs deep into an injured warrior’s belly. The man’s eyes bulged as his gut was flooded with venom. It took effect within seconds, limbs paralysed as a last breath eased from his lips. The spider wound a thick silk rope about his legs, then scuttled away, tugging the warrior back to the deep shadows of the cliff.
It was over.
Jael wiped the blade of his sword clean and slid it back into his sheath. Now that the immediate threat was over, new bruises, scrapes and cuts from his fight with the centipede vied for attention.
I’m getting too old for this shit.
A heavy hand fell onto his shoulder, another clamping around the wrist of his sword hand. Jael growled in surprise and frustration as his arms were brutally ripped behind his back and snapped into steel manacles.
“Jael Crowfeeder, you’re under arrest.”




Chapter Twenty-Five

“This is the last note I will send. The tumen is protective of their warrior princess, and there are too many inquisitive eyes. One of the captains found your last set of instructions and I narrowly avoided disaster. Luckily, he was Scalzini. Despite his heritage being an open secret of the tumen, it was a convenient excuse to expel him from the ranks before he could talk. If I’d had my way entirely, I’d be staring at his head on a spike. I hate loose ends. Like bed bugs, they have a tendency to bite you in the arse when you least expect it.”
—    Intercepted correspondence. Report on suspected author and intended recipient to follow. Imperial Secret Service.

Larika wiped a drop of wine from the corner of her mouth and placed the empty goblet on a table by her seat. She nodded when a servant offered to pour her another.
Two cups and then I’m done.
After the day’s events, she needed something to take off the edge. She looked at the crusted blood under her fingernails and made a fist. Earlier today, she had resigned herself to die, and yet she stood able to fight on. And that was due solely to the actions of three fighters, one of which her mage demanded she put to death.
Demand. He had actually used the word. And not in private, but before the officers of her tumen. There could be only one leader. She had cultivated a relationship with her officers where advice was sought and freely given; however, no other overstepped the mark like Pollux.
Demand? How fucking dare he.
She changed her position on the seat slightly, but the movement made little difference to improve her comfort. Larika had chosen a simple, tall-backed wooden chair to place on the dais of the main hall. If she was to put a man on trial, one who had almost single-handedly killed a giant centipede, it warranted the respect of a proper location.
One thing her warriors respected above all else was bravery in the face of seemingly insurmountable odds. The ability to stand and fight despite the fear squirming in your gut made the difference between victory and defeat. And the only thing that enabled such a thing was love for the men and women at your side, a belief that the group was more valuable than the individual. Soldiers filled the hall, faces grim and silent. Few of those present who’d fought would be happy to see the beast hunter lose his head, Scalzini or not.
Pollux stood to the right of the dais, eyes staring stonily ahead as he waited for the trial to begin. As a sergeant, Jael was afforded the right to a defence, in this case provided by Colonel Torrance. The colonel reclined on a chair to the left, an almost farcical opposite of the mage. With ankles crossed, he packed a wooden pipe with tobacco before touching a burning twig to it from the fire. He puffed a few times until happy it was properly lit. “General, shall we get this joke over and done with?”
Larika took another sip of wine and sighed. “Bring Jael Crowfeeder forward.”
“And what of the collaborators?” asked Pollux. “The two women who freed him from his cell should face the same charges.”
Larika ground her teeth together. “Bring the other two with him.”
A guard strode toward the back door, returning scant minutes later dragging a chain. Bound at ankles and wrists, Jael, Aeza and Pyx shuffled forward in small steps. The blood magic needed to create the barrier had changed each of them subtly. The grey streak in Aeza’s hair had widened. Pyx appeared the same until she looked up. Where before there’d been two blue eyes, the left iris had become flame red. Upon Jael, a thick, bubbled keloid scar had already formed on his forearm where he had drawn blood for the incantation.
And then the battle itself had wrought further changes. Aeza’s face was a mess. The hair on one side of her head was matted with gore, while flakes of dried blood peeled from the forehead and cheeks. Despite her appearance, bright, intelligent eyes stared from the battle’s carnage, telling of a soul still ready to fight. In fact, none of the trio appeared anywhere near broken.
Not for want of trying.
Pollux’s interrogation of the beast hunter was written in physical trauma. Jael’s cheek was swollen, his eye blackened by the mage’s fists, while a laceration caused by the point of a ring tore the skin at the angle of his jaw. The trio came to a stop ten paces out from her dais. Jael nonchalantly spat a gob of blood-stained phlegm toward Pollux’s feet, before grinning at the look of disgust on the mage’s face.
“Treat a man like an animal, and he might as well act like one, eh?”
“Silence,” said Larika. “Speak unbidden once more, Sergeant, and this trial will be at an end, and your head on a stick.”
Her demeanour may have been cool, but on the inside, Larika seethed. The war wasn’t finished. Neither Burdikesh or beasts had dispersed, and with all likelihood, they would have to fight again tomorrow. Instead of preparing and forging onward with the plans incorporating their new defences, she was forced to settle a dispute that appeared to be personal.
“Pollux, state your case and make it quick.”
The mage shrugged off his cloak and stepped forward. “Firstly, this beast hunter, a freak of the Scalzini clan, has no place in the king’s army. Once his fraud was identified, he was cast out and ordered to never return on pain of death.” The mage’s lips curled back in disgust as he looked Jael up and down. “And yet he broke his word. Add to that the crime of escaping his cell, and I see no other possible sentence than death.”
“Bullshit,” muttered Jael under his breath.
Larika looked up sharply at the utterance, eyes hard with warning. “You’ll have chance of reply in time, Sergeant.” She turned to Torrance. “Do you see the situation differently?”
The colonel climbed to his feet, took a last puff on his pipe then rested it on the table. “Somewhat. I don’t deny Jael was cast aside by the tumen, but it was a stupid decision. Scalzini or not, Jael was a loyal soldier of the Eighth and one I was proud to fight beside. It was a mistake to expel him from our ranks, and it is an error that we have the chance to rectify here today.”
Larika took a sip of her wine, letting the colonel’s words sink in. “And what of the charge of escape?”
“I left the bloody door open deliberately. You want to charge someone over that, charge me,” said Torrance, turning to face Pollux head on. “We were facing attack that in all probability would have sent every man and woman here to their deaths, and you wanted to waste a veteran of countless battles in a god damned cell? You’re an arrogant fool.”
“Watch yourself, Colonel,” growled Pollux.
“Ah, fuck off, Mage,” said Torrance. “Your pretty tattoos and fireworks don’t scare me; I’ll speak my mind as the general asked.”
The colonel stared at Pollux for a moment longer before looking back at his princess. “There are also the actions of these three people standing before you in chains that must be considered. After aiding Jael’s escape, did they flee while they had the chance? No. They chose to fight, just like every other soldier of the Eighth. They knew their place was on the wall to repel the beasts seeking to lay waste to your father’s empire. Without them and the magical barrier they created, the battle would have been lost in a matter of minutes.
“If they had not intervened, we would likely all be dead. We should be lauding them as heroes not parading them as common criminals, Ma’am.”
A murmur of agreement rippled around the hall amongst the watching soldiers.
“He ran along the back of a giant centipede before stabbing the bastard thing to death,” shouted some soldier from the back of the room. “Balls of steel, he has.”
Larika leant back on her chair, eyes moving slowly over the trio. As time moved on, she was growing to distrust Pollux’s advice. Any fool could read the room. If she sentenced the man to death, she’d lose the respect of the common soldiers. And besides, Torrance was right. The fact her tumen was alive to fight another day was down to the three people before her, and that could not be ignored.
“Guard, unlock their chains.”
“Princess, are you mad? You can’t seriously be setting them free?” spluttered Pollux.
“Watch your tongue, Mage!” spat Larika. For the first time, her visage of calm dropped, if only for a moment. “I’ve made my decision, and the matter is at an end. Get out of my sight and be glad I don’t have you placed in the stocks for your insolence.”
Pollux stood with mouth open, stunned at her words. Eventually he pulled his cloak back around his shoulders and stalked from the room, cheeks red with suppressed fury.
Larika took a slow, deep breath, composed her features and looked back at the beast hunter. The man stood taller under her gaze, carrying the trauma of the battle and subsequent interrogation as if they were of no more significance than a parchment cut.
“Sergeant, step forward and introduce these two women.”
Jael gestured for his two comrades to come closer to the dais. “This is Pyx. She may be slight of frame but you won’t find greater courage or skill with a blade. And this,” he said, nodding at the other woman. “Is Aeza. She’s Scalzini as well, although unlike me, she had the fortitude to pursue the path from which I walked away. It is her Scalzini knowledge that allowed us to create the barrier on the wall, and her blade that put down the second centipede.”
Larika waved an attendant over to pour extra cups of wine. She stepped down from the dais and placed a cup into each of their hands. “Jael, Aeza and Pyx, the Eighth Tumen owes you a debt, and as such, all charges against you are dismissed. Qualities that the Eighth admire above all, are undoubtedly courage and loyalty. Through your actions, you have each proved you have these in surplus.”
She raised her goblet so that all in the room could see the gesture. “For your bravery and quick thinking, I salute you.” Larika clashed the rim of her goblet against theirs before taking a large swallow. Turning aside, she waved Torrance over. “You said earlier that Jael once held the title of captain in the Eighth?”
“That he did.”
“Since Captain Brindan’s unfortunate demise at the Battle of Green Field, we have a company lacking the appropriate leadership, do we not?”
Torrance grinned at her words. “Yes, Ma’am.”
“Good, I won’t see quality fighters go to waste under my leadership. Jael, your titles are reinstated, and Brindan’s company is yours. The soldiers you have brought from the Sixth will return it to full strength.”
“Thank you, Ma’am,” said Jael.
Larika stepped closer to the trio, dropping her voice so that it no longer carried to the surrounding troops. “This war is far from over. I will be shortly convening a council of officers to plan our next steps, and I expect your input.”
***
Jael concentrated on dropping tension from his face, masking his internal agitation with a veneer of stoic calm as he entered the meeting room. A long rectangular table took up much of the space, thick panels of hard wood polished to a sheen by generations of use. Tapestries depicting royal hunts, battles and folk stories covered much of the stone walls to each side while a fire in the hearth at the far end emitted an orange glow. Eyes turned to him as he strode purposefully to the table, and he was saddened to realise that there were few recognisable faces amongst them. The fate of a soldier was rarely kind in the long run. Jael pulled out a chair from the table and took a seat next to Pyx and Aeza.
“We must be ready for battle again tomorrow,” said Larika from the head of the table. “Until now, we’ve fought with one hand tied behind our back. With little knowledge of the enemy and the beasts they control, we’ve been forced to learn and adapt our tactics on the run, and that’s no way to win a war.” Her gaze fell to Jael and Aeza. “What more can you tell me about the beasts we face? Is there a tactic that might provide an advantage?”
A jug stood in the middle of the table, and as Jael collected his thoughts, he reached for it and poured himself a cup, disappointed to find it was only water.
“The beast within the black cloud is a Nightjaw. For beasts, as in men, there are hierarchies. At the apex are the Nightjaw and Dragon. As different as night and day, they are mortal enemies. My knowledge on the subject, however, is limited. Aeza is there anything you can add?”
The Scalzini sitting beside him looked markedly different since he’d last seen her, having taken the opportunity to scrub the blood off her face and the worst of the gore from her hair.
“The Nightjaw is a nightmare incarnate. It is a shapeshifter with mental powers of control over all other beasts besides the dragon. Anyone who enters the cloud with which it surrounds itself, will be confronted by visions of horror, personal terrors fit to tear your sanity apart. It does, however, have one weakness.” Aeza closed her eyes for a moment, as if searching her thoughts for the details. “I recall a legend that it was once possible to gain control of a Nightjaw, and thereby all other beasts. I fear the Burdikesh king has proven that story’s truth.”
“And the dragon?” asked Larika. “If it isn’t under control of the Nightjaw, why is it present?”
“The dragon is an interesting beast,” Aeza said. “Endowed with intelligence and fearsome beauty, it’s capable of hideous violence as well as acts of mercy. It also has the ability to subtly influence human actions. It has been following Jael ever since his company passed through Dragonspine Chasm, and I thought initially it had taken a curious attachment to him. I was forced to follow in his footsteps, a pressure exerted on my mind that left me no option but to leave my home in Dragonspine. I was confused to the reason, but now that I’ve seen the presence of the Nightjaw, it is starting to make sense.”
Jael grunted. “Glad it makes sense to someone. Clear as mud to me.”
“By harnessing the Nightjaw’s power, the Burdikesh leader has thrown the balance between beasts on its head, something the dragon will not tolerate. Out on the plain, the dragon tried and failed to kill the Nightjaw and break the tie between it and the Burdikesh leader. I think both of us were brought here to aid its attack.”
“So, how do we break the Burdikesh control?” asked Larika.
“I don’t know. If we had access to a Scalzini library we might find a clue somewhere, but they were few and far between. With the persecution of our people, I don’t think any remain.” Aeza’s eyes were hard as she stared at the general. “Maybe if the king’s army had seen fit to protect its own people, they might still exist.”
Larika’s lips narrowed for a moment. “Yes, a grievous harm was done there. But unfortunately, I cannot alter the past.” She turned to her mage that held a seat on the far side of the table. “You showed me Scalzini texts you’d acquired here at Beacon. Maybe they were taken from one of these libraries?”
“You’ve got what?” rasped Aeza, her eyes lighting with anger. “You have no right to them. They should be returned immediately—”
Jael rested a hand lightly on her shoulder. “I agree, but now’s not the time, Aeza.”
With visible effort, the Scalzini woman tethered her fury. “Yes. First things first. We will need to examine the texts for any clue to disabling the Burdikesh control. If we ultimately succeed though, I will be seeking the return of all Scalzini books to our clan.”
A sharp knock sounded at the door. Jael glanced over his shoulder to see a young soldier standing there.
“Yes?” said Larika.
“Lord Revarc’s Sixth Tumen approaches.” The young man looked like he’d seen a ghost, freckles standing out on pale skin. “They march under a flag of war and are deploying into an attack formation before the northern wall.”
“My dear cousin was always late for a party,” muttered Larika. She stood from the table, chair screeching across the stone floor, and pointed a finger at Jael and Aeza. “You two, search those records for anything that might help. I’ll deal with Lord Revarc.”




Chapter Twenty-Six

“Better to create an ally who is motivated to support you, than wait for a traitor to show their hand. Unfortunately, the apple rarely falls far from the tree and I hold little hope for the fool’s redemption. If you cannot find a way to castrate his ambition and secure his loyalty, put the dog down before his teeth are sharp enough to kill.”
—    Private correspondence between King Loic and Princess Larika.

Larika pulled her cloak about her shoulders, a shiver working up her spine as she waited for the sentry to open the northern gate. It was now late in the afternoon, and the plain beyond the wall was deep in shadow from the adjacent cliffs. She was bone weary and her heart heavy as she readied herself to meet Revarc’s parley. A group of three awaited her in the open ground between the wall and his forces under a white flag of truce. She knew by accepting to speak to him in person, she was opening herself up to huge risk. Then again, so was Revarc. He would be within arrow shot of her soldiers, so if her life was taken, he would soon follow across the bridge of the dead.
The gate creaked, a high-pitched whine of poorly greased metal hinges until a shoulder width gap was created. She stepped through, Torrance and Captain Bryce tailing close behind as she strode quickly to the meeting site. By habit, her hand rested on the pommel of her sword, and as she caught sight of her cousin, she itched to draw the blade.
She stopped half a dozen paces away from the other party, an officer at either shoulder. Despite the hundreds of soldiers watching, it was eerily silent.
“Princess Larika, it’s a pleasure to see you again,” said Revarc, a half-smile tugging at one corner of his mouth.
“Fuck off with your bullshit niceties, Revarc. What’s the meaning of this?” she said, gesturing at his tumen. “I requested aid, and yet you turn up arrayed to commit treason. I could have your balls and head for this.”
Revarc laughed. “That’s rich, coming from the wench that sent an assassin to slit my throat as I slept.”
“Absolute rubbish, you paranoid fool.”
Larika clenched her jaw at the accusation. He was correct of course, but that didn’t mean she had to acknowledge the fact. Revarc had been escalating to a moment like this for years, and if war had taught her anything, it was that it was better to strike first. The only part she regretted was that the attempt had failed. With her depleted force, there was little chance she could successfully defend both south and northern walls.
“We’ve got more at stake than your injured pride. Beyond Beacon Castle’s southern wall is a mixed force of beast and man, and if they manage to pass into Kalech, the slaughter will be unimaginable. Join me in fighting them, and I’ll forget this absurdity.”
Larika watched Revarc closely, searching his face for a tell. As a boy, she’d been able to read his face like a book, and age hadn’t brought control. Petulant anger and contempt twisted his features. The man was about to turn her down.
“Before you answer, you should see what lies on the far side of the castle, because at present, I’m the only thing holding them from attacking your tumen.”
One of the captains attending Revarc leant forward and whispered into his ear. Revarc listened with compressed lips, then straightened. “I’ll come. But, if anything happens to me, my men will slaughter what’s left of your pathetic force without hesitation.”
***
Aeza pushed open the oak-panelled door and stepped across the threshold. Pollux elbowed roughly past and placed a lit oil lamp on the table. Leather-bound books lined shelves on each side of the room until they were lost in the shadows high above.
“I have spent years collecting the books of this library. If you so much as tear a page, I’ll take blood as payment,” growled Pollux.
“Funny how it’s the little dogs that bark the loudest, Mage,” said Jael, a mild look on his face.
Pollux looked like he was about to reply then pursed his lips and walked away, the hem of his cloak swishing a small cloud of dust in his wake.
“I thought you said he was working against Larika? Why haven’t you warned her?” asked Aeza.
“Who’d believe me? He might be out of favour today, but he was still her teacher and mentor for years.”
“You can’t ignore the issue forever. Leave a snake in your garden, and it’ll eventually strike.”
“Don’t worry, Aeza. I’ll be ready if the time comes.” He opened one of the texts on the desk to change the topic. “Check this out, I recognise a few of the symbols.”
Aeza peered over his shoulder, then pushed Jael aside to get a closer a look, running her finger along the lines as she read.
“Well, come on! What does it say?”
“Pollux was right, these are Scalzini texts,” she said excitedly. “This one discusses the breeding cycle of Artemis Horned Boars. While this one,” she said, picking up the text below it, “seems to instruct upon the blacksmithing process for the steel of Scalzini blades.” Aeza looked up at Jael. “There hasn’t been a new Scalzini sword made for over a hundred years. That knowledge was lost generations ago!”
“Well, if we live out the week, it might be useful. Is there more like that book on the boar?”
“Hopefully.” Aeza turned the first text on its side and pointed out an angular rune to Jael. “This means Book of Beasts.”
Jael nodded and set to work. He searched the shelves, and whenever he found a book with the right marking, he’d stack it on the table ready for Aeza to examine. A small handful were written in the common tongue, but most were composed in the ancient Scalzini language. Although he could speak and understand the spoken word, Jael had struggled to read as a boy, the runes seeming to jump about the page until he gave up and focused on the combat aspects of his training.
Jael was halfway up a ladder, a large book of parchment under one arm when Aeza let out a yell of excitement at the table.
“I think I’ve found it!”
He shoved the text under his arm back on a shelf, jumped to the ground and hurried to her side. Aeza leant over a large book, her face mere inches from the page, mouthing words silently as she read. The pages were yellowed and crumbling at the edges. Ornate stylized drawings framed each large block of text, showing Scalzini fighting strange beasts, or conversely engaged in scenes of everyday life. They were beautiful—each and every page a work of art.
“This book has to be hundreds of years old,” she said, gently turning another page. “Here it is!” she looked up at Jael, eyes wide with excitement and a little fear. “Incantation for control of the Nightjaw.”
***
The sun was setting as Larika and Revarc climbed the last steps to the southern battlement.
“Is this a joke? I don’t see a damn thing,” muttered Revarc. “You sent a messenger with only a random fang for proof. For all I know, it was taken from a rogue beast. This proves nothing.”
Larika ground her teeth together but refused to be baited. To get to the southern wall, Revarc had walked past her field hospital. The pile of amputated limbs behind the surgeons’ tent was evidence enough that the fight was real.
She waved one of her sentries closer. “Get a flare, I want you to light up the base of the eastern cliff.”
The soldier returned a short time later carrying a bolt tipped by a clay sphere. A long cotton fuse impregnated with pitch trailed from the object. Once the bolt was carefully loaded on the scorpion crossbow, he touched a burning torch to the fuse. It sputtered to life, smoke pouring. Without wasting another moment, the soldier fired the weapon.
The bolt streaked into the evening sky, the lit fuse a burning meteor as it arced towards the eastern cliff. Revarc flinched as the flare hit, exploding in brilliant white light as the spilt accelerant caught fire.
“By the gods,” said Revarc under his breath.
The flare had exploded in the centre of a swarm of giant spiders and ants. High pitched squeals of pain carried on the breeze as they burnt, jointed legs spasming. Fire streaked up the cliff as lit spiders climbed to escape the inferno.
“And that’s but a fraction of the force awaiting us,” said Larika, taking satisfaction in the look of horror on her cousin’s face. “Now isn’t the time for civil war, not when such a danger is on our doorstep. If you turn on me, you’ll be left to fight them on your own.”
Slowly, the accelerant burnt out, plunging the beasts back into darkness. Revarc swallowed, still staring into the pitch black. “For the good of Kalech,” he said. “We will fight this enemy together.”
“And then?’
He turned to face her, lip curled in anger. “And then I’ll mount your head on a spike. This changes nothing but the timing of your death.”
***
Jael and Aeza stood in a corridor deep within the main tower of Beacon Castle. After an hour pouring over the Nightjaw text, they’d found little reason to rejoice.
“You’re sure this is the only option?” asked Jael.
“Unless you can think of a better plan, I don’t see another way.”
Shit. Jael felt like spitting but his mouth was too damn dry. Any way he looked at the situation, he saw little chance of making it out alive.
A rumble of conversation increased in volume, then a door crashed open further along the corridor. Captains from the Sixth and Eighth Tumens walked from the room, faces tense. Despite the temporary truce, relations between the tumens remained strained.
Torrance hung back, waiting for the other officers to walk on. “Makes me nervous having Revarc’s troops inside Beacon. Feels like we’ve invited the fox into the hen house,” he said with a grimace. “Only a matter of time until feathers begin to fly.”
“What happened in your meeting?” asked Jael.
“We confirmed our basic formations for defence tomorrow. The Sixth and Eighth Tumens will be interspersed along the length of wall. Larika stated it would allow troops experienced in fighting the beasts to seed their knowledge amongst Revarc’s soldiers but I suspect it was more to prevent his men consolidating their forces if they rebel.” Torrance loosened his dagger in its sheath. “I’ve also placed a double guard on the princess, just in case Revarc decides to take a shot at her overnight.”
A guard poked his head around the corner of the doorway, and gestured at Jael and Aeza to come in. “The general is ready to see you.”
Jael nodded a farewell to Torrance and followed Aeza into an antechamber where Larika waited for them. Four veterans of the Eighth, each armed to the hilt stood guard over their leader.
“Did you learn anything useful?” asked Larika. The princess looked distracted, face pale, fingers a rolling drum on the table. Jael knew she was probably running on less than a few of hours sleep in the past week.
“Aye. We found out how the Burdikesh leader is controlling the beast.”
“And?”
“It’s that manacle and chain he was wearing. Although the fitting about his wrist is made from steel, the end that fastens to the Nightjaw is made of something entirely different, something abhorrent that explains why the practice was discarded long ago by the Kalechian Scalzini.” Jael swallowed, still revolted by what they had found. “The creature feeds on blood and fear, hence, the incantation to bind its will is a form of ancient blood magic. A person seeking to control the Nightjaw must offer their child as payment. In a ritualistic slaying, a rope is then made from its skin, binding the beast to the parent.”
Larika’s mouth dropped open in horror. “You’re telling me, the Burdikesh chief killed his own child?”
Jael nodded. “Such power comes at significant price. One that only the most desperate are willing to pay. The secondary cost of disfigurement appears to have been worn by his warriors as a group, and probably accounts for why they are almost uniformly altered in height and strength.”
“If it is only bound by… human skin, why has it not simply ripped free?”
“The incantation makes it near indestructible. It is possible though, but only by a Scalzini blade smithed in the old ways.” Jael unsheathed his sword and laid it on the table. Candlelight sparkled off the steel, lighting etchings of dragons and other beasts along the metal so that they came alive. “My sword is one such blade, passed down from father to son for generations. If I can reach the Nightjaw, there’s a chance I can cut the bond and end the Burdikesh control of their beast army.
“But to do it,” said Aeza. “He’ll first have to make it across a crowded battlefield. We’ll need some sort of diversion.”
“Leave that to me,” said Larika. “Once you make it to the beast, what will you find inside that cloud of mist?”
Jael’s gut squirmed from what he’d read. “Once inside the mist, all light is blocked out. I’ll only be able to see what the Nightjaw wants me to, visions of my deepest fears to break me down. The text advises to enter the mist blind, to ignore what I hear and wait for the beast to attack. Once it attaches to me, I am to fight by feel.”
“And if it chooses to go straight for your throat?”
Jael picked up his sword and sheathed it again. “Then it’ll be a short fight, Ma’am.”
“What makes you think you will possibly survive when it forced a dragon into retreat?”
Jael’s lips tightened. “With all due respect, General, I’m no fool. The chances of me surviving to cut the Burdikesh tie are minimal, but a glimmer of hope is still hope.”
Larika was quiet for a moment, fingers steepled under her chin. “Once the enemy forms for battle, I will send out a force of men in a feint, to distract and clear a path for you to the Nightjaw. Archers will provide additional coverage, but other than that, you will be on your own. Is there anything else you feel would increase your likelihood of success?”
Jael shook his head.
“Then let us roll the dice. May luck be on your side, Captain.”




Chapter Twenty-Seven

“That Pollux has greater skills than the average munitions mage has not gone unnoticed. I have traced his origins, but only to a point. Prior to the dissolution of the Maggi Order, he was the last student of its leader, Unarc the Old. This secretive order focused upon manipulation of life force, primarily for the prolongment of life. A schism opened within the group; however, the exact topic that caused such irreconcilable differences is unclear.
If the princess is seriously injured in battle, having such a skill set at hand may be the difference between her survival or death. As Larika is your only child, I advise Pollux be assigned to the Eighth Tumen.”
— Agent Tarkin, Imperial Secret Service.

Revarc’s lip curled in distaste as he brushed dust off the top of the chair before taking a seat opposite Colonel Morcom. The barracks allocated to his tumen were a disgrace. Dilapidated, filthy, and ridden with vermin, they hadn’t been used in decades. Until now, he’d refused to dirty his clothes by sitting, but the constant hovering and walking was making his thighs ache. His quarters consisted of a room at the end of the barracks hall. Containing a simple cot at one end, the majority was taken up by a meeting table.
He glanced up at the sound of a sharp knock. “Enter.”
Two men slipped into the room. One with a hood over his head, face hidden in shadow. The other in a corporal’s uniform of the Sixth.
Revarc waved them both toward the table. “Corporal Easton and Pollux. Take a seat.”
The mage slipped off his hood, exposing his tattooed head. The marks seemed to writhe as he glanced around the room, lip curled with distaste. “Larika shows contempt by housing you here, my lord.”
Revarc let out a bitter laugh. “If places were reversed, I would have given her the stables where she could’ve mucked down in cow shit.”
Pollux smirked, then hooked a thumb at the corporal. “I don’t recognise this one.”
“Easton has proved his loyalty,” said Morcom. “You can talk freely before him.”
The corporal kept his face blank as Pollux stared at him a few moments longer before grunting acceptance. “I fear my influence over the princess is waning, Lord. Once a close confidant, she now publicly dismisses my advice and keeps her plans hidden. You must allow me to strike before she banishes me from her inner circle.”
“Patience, Mage. I have a plan of attack. Her death is but a matter of time,” said Revarc.
“But her orders? She’s split up the Sixth Tumen.”
“Only one of several possibilities for which we had considered and planned,” said Morcom. “It changes nothing.”
“Then why bring me here?” muttered Pollux. “If I’m caught with you, she’ll throw me to the beasts. Larika might have her mother’s face but she’s as ruthless as her father.”
“Because the future is never certain, and I want her dead. She must be seen to fall in battle. To ensure this happens, I want her mind dulled and sword arm slow,” said Revarc.
Pollux grinned, yellowed canines showing. “Consider it done, Lord.”
“And what of me?” asked Easton.
Revarc glared at the corporal for a moment, eyes flashing with annoyance at the interruption.
“This elbow might be injured,” he said glancing down at his sling. “But I’m still more of a weapon with only one arm than most of the soldiers on that damn wall. Point me in the right direction, and I’ll take out any man you want.”
Like a hound, Easton struggled to contain himself when blood was in the air. And Revarc planned on letting him off the leash. “I’m giving you a chance for revenge. Jael Crowfeeder stole a company of my soldiers and I want his head in payment.”
Easton’s eyes gleamed at the name. “It will be done.”
Revarc turned to the mage. “Pollux, he’ll need both arms functional come the morning. Fix his elbow.”
The mage’s lips thinned. “I’m a munitions mage not a surgeon, my lord. I specialise in destroying the human body not fixing it.”
“Horse shit, Pollux,” growled Revarc. “My sources state you’re over one hundred and forty years old. Without extensive powers of regeneration, you’d be rotting in the ground.”
The mage eyed the corporal in silence but didn’t refute the claim.
Morcom loosened his sword blade in his scabbard. “Your lord has given an order. I suggest you follow it before I lose my patience,” he growled.
“Fine, but fixing this man will mean another is ruined,” muttered Pollux eventually.
“Easy enough,” said Morcom. “I caught one of the new recruits stealing from my bags earlier today. He’ll do.”
The colonel disappeared from the room for a minute before returning, dragging a cuffed and gagged man behind him. The prisoner’s back was a mass of clot and gore, torn to shreds by the lash. Morcom shoved the man onto the ground next the mage. “Get to work then.”
Pollux pursed his lips then looked at Easton. “Not a word of this to another soldier, understand? Now, expose the arm and sit down. I don’t want you collapsing and ruining the process.”
The corporal gingerly took his injured arm from the sling, then slipped his shirt over his head. The elbow was various shades of purple, green and yellow, and swollen as a fat sausage. He grunted as the mage grasped him by the wrist and tried to extend the joint.
“Grow a set and shut your mouth,” growled Pollux. “If you can’t handle a bit of pain, I’m wasting my time.”
Easton clamped his teeth together, breath coming in short pants as the mage levered the joint as far open as the swelling would allow. Pollux held his left hand over the inner aspect of the elbow, fingers wide as he closed his eyes.
“The joint’s a mess. The bone’s fractured, cartilage and ligaments torn.”
“I could have fucking told you that,” muttered Easton between clenched teeth. “Can you fix it or not?”
Pollux ignored the question, brow creased with concentration as he mumbled an incantation beneath his breath. A red glow began to emanate from the palm of his hand, bathing the joint in crimson light. Easton groaned, tried to twist his arm away but the mage kept the wrist clamped to the table.
“It’s burning!”
Pollux continued to mumble in a language Revarc had never heard as the corporal’s skin began to undulate and quiver. It was if the tissue boiled beneath the skin, bone dissolving before reforming and knitting anew. Morcom shoved a strap of leather between Easton’s teeth to stifle his moans. Sweat poured from the corporal’s brow, his eyes wild, pupils dilated until there was almost no colour left of the iris.
Slowly, swelling about the joint began to reduce like air from a leaking bladder, bruises faded as the deformity resolved. The red glow dissipated as Pollux opened his eyes and dropped his grip on the corporal’s wrist.
“It is done.”
Pollux looked exhausted, dark circles beneath his eyes, face more haggard than Revarc had witnessed in the past. Flesh down the left side of his face had bubbled like a hideous burn, while his own arm now appeared deformed and broken. The mage sat heavily on the bench behind him.
“Bring the prisoner closer,” he panted, perspiration breaking across his forehead.
The cuffed man’s eyes rolled wildly as Morcom shoved him forward. Pollux latched his hand onto the nape of the prisoner’s neck and closed his eyes as he began a different chant under his breath. A muffled scream escaped around the gag as red light glowed about the mage’s hand. The burn on his face began to dissolve, the arm deformity undulating down to his hand and then through his fingers to the man’s neck. The man screamed afresh, shuddering as the blisters now appeared on his face. The neck suddenly twisted, a gut churning crunch sounding as the vertebrae fractured. The man’s eyes rolled back into this skull as the body collapsed to the floor.
Pollux wiped his now healed arm on his cloak as he glowered at Easton. “Make my efforts worth it, Corporal,” growled the mage. “All three of us here seek that man’s death.”
Easton flexed his elbow, a vicious smile emerging as the joint moved smoothly for the first time in a week. “As do I, Mage. As do I.”
***
Jael lay back on his simple cot in the barracks allocated to his new company. The second change of sentries on the wall had just turned over, and dawn was only a few hours away. He was exhausted, but still his mind raced, a blur of thoughts and responsibilities blocking the sleep he so desperately needed. Jael forced himself to slow his breathing and focus. The plan was sorted and agreed, there was no point wasting time thinking of the myriad ways it could fail. That was down to fate.
He rolled to his side and opened his eyes a crack. Those soldiers not on sentry duty filled the other cots and bunks. Some lucky bastards slept while others congregated in small groups, playing cards or passing around a bottle of spirits. Most in the room were seasoned veterans of multiple campaigns.
Captain.
He was still unsure how he felt about the whole situation. Part of him wanted to spit the offer back in the face of an army that had rejected him, another revelled in regaining his prior rank. It wasn’t the only thing that had changed. Since the day’s battle, he’d gained a markedly different reaction from the men of his company. Instead of muted indifference, he saw something else in their expressions when he’d entered the barracks. Acceptance, maybe even a degree of pride in their new captain? He shrugged and rolled onto his back again, telling himself that as long as they followed his orders and fought for the man or woman at their shoulder, it didn’t matter squat what they thought of him. The soldiers from the Eighth who had been merged into the company also seemed content with their lot, although the two groups still appeared to keep themselves largely separate in the barracks rooms. Battle and shared danger would change that quick enough.
The door at the end of the long room creaked open, drawing Jael’s eyes.
What the fuck? It was Corporal Easton.
Jael swung his legs off the edge of the bed and stood up as others noticed the man’s return. He strolled in, face grinning, shaking hands with old friends as exclamation and surprise at his return spread. Jael grimaced, he’d been privately relieved when the corporal had been counted as missing in action during the taking of the barbican, and now here he was back from the dead.
Jael waited until the corporal dumped his gear on a spare cot before approaching. “We thought you were killed. Where’ve you been the past week?”
Easton pulled out a flask from his pack and took a swig. “Come on, Boss, surely that’s no way to welcome back a comrade?”
“Answer the question.”
Easton sighed as he screwed the lid back on the flask. “I got knocked out. When I came to, Revarc’s men were already crossing the gorge. I pretended to be one of the injured defenders and then slipped into the crowd once back at Sabrefield. Got lucky I guess.”
Jael glanced down, and realised the corporal was using both arms freely. “Could have sworn I busted that arm.”
Easton laughed, eyes like flint for a moment before dropping his gaze. “Nah, must have just been a sprain. Couple of days rest, and it felt good as new,” he said stretching it over his head. “No hard feelings eh, Boss? You won’t have any trouble from me again, I’m just glad to be back amongst mates.”
Jael grunted and walked away. It sounded like bullshit, but he had no way to disprove him.
Just as he lay back on the cot, a high-pitched horn blasted into the night, making his heart stutter for a second.
The enemy wasn’t waiting for morning.




Chapter Twenty-Eight

“An army surgeon’s key duty is to get salvageable fighters back into battle. Wounded soldiers are triaged to determine their order of treatment. Primary focus is given to the lightly injured, the type of patient whose bleeding wound can be quickly stitched before they re-enter the fray. Next comes significant trauma, such as the mangled limb requiring amputation. These poor bastards face the bone-saw with only a few swallows of whiskey to dull the pain.
Resources are not wasted on those unlikely to survive, but nor are they left to suffer. With practiced efficiency, the surgeon opens a carotid or femoral artery with their scalpel, ensuring the victim bleeds out in quick time. Left where they fall, their bodies will be cleared from the hospital tents when time allows.
Unsurprisingly, most soldiers aren’t keen on attending the field hospital. To the infantryman, the surgeons are known as ‘Limb Cutters’. If you’re unlucky enough to enter our tent, there’s a good chance you’ll be leaving part of your body behind. Better that than dying, but try telling that to the double amputee who’s destined to become a beggar on the street. Most of them would prefer to have a clean death on the battlefield than slowly wasting to a shadow through poverty. Songs might be sung about great military victories, but people prefer to ignore the cost in life and limb to achieve them.”
—    Frincella, field hospital aide.

Larika pounded up the steps to the top of the south wall with sword and shield in hand. Four guards surrounded her, the two in front elbowing a path through the press of other soldiers making for the battlement. The horn’s blast had banished sleep, but the few scarce hours she’d managed had been like an oasis in the desert and enough to help her think clearly once again.
The night was a chaos of movement. Backlit running figures, shouted orders, and thundering footsteps. Burning torches on the stairs provided meagre lighting, small pools of yellow in the pitch black, guiding the path upward. As Larika crested the last step, she found the top of the wall better lit, torches spaced every few paces along the crenulations to bathe the wall and valley below in light. The battlement was wide, at least ten paces from front to back, allowing easy movement of troops. Sections of men and women from both tumens ran in tight groups along the top to their pre-assigned positions on the wall. Faces were masked by shadow, spectres of war, sprinting through the night to inflict death on her foes.
Larika spotted her colonel. “Torrance!”
His head flicked around at her voice, searching the press until he identified her. He waved her over and made room at the front of the battlement. A slight rippling of blue light along the forward edge gave evidence that the barrier installed by the Scalzini beast hunters remained. Black circles hung below Torrance’s eyes, his face haggard as he searched the darkness below.
“Movement was seen near the base of the wall to the west, but they appear to have retreated,” he said. “I’ve ordered flares to be launched.”
As if on cue, burning missiles arched toward the valley floor, exploding in pools of light and fire at intervals on the ground far below.
“Bloody hell,” said Larika under her breath.
Beasts screamed as the flares lit them on fire to the western end of the wall. A horde of writhing creatures massed at its base, stretching back until lost in the gloom. As the light exposed them, they surged forward, a carpet of jointed limbs, exoskeletons, fangs and coarse hair. Giant spiders, ants and other creatures climbed the wall.
The defenders above launched a defence, crossbow bolts streaming down in clouds like angry gnats, punching home with deadly force. Some creatures fell away, horrid screams as they hurtled to the ground, but too many were left unharmed. Soon they hit the barrier at the top, blue fire sparking as the Scalzini magic burnt any beast that came in contact.
Over the noise of battle to the west, a new cry rose from behind. Larika turned around, eyes widening in horror as she saw fighting on the eastern end of the battlement.
By the gods, they’re through the barrier!
She grabbed Torrance’s shoulder and forced him to turn and look. “Send reinforcements!”
***
“Looks like they wanted an early start,” said Pyx in a dry voice.
As part of Tilly’s section, she’d been on last watch at the eastern end of the wall. Jael slowed to a stop next to her while the rest of the company spread out.
“Did you see anything?”
“Nah. Nothing below us but empty ground and darkness. The alarm came from the other end.”
Jael grunted an acknowledgement as Aeza joined them.
“Shit, we should have planned for this. You need to contact the general, make sure she doesn’t send out the distracting force.”
Jael nodded. He’d been thinking exactly the same thing. After the previous two attacks had occurred in daytime, they’d planned for the same to happen. Once the fight started in earnest, his attack was to have taken place shortly afterwards, but a night battle changed everything. In the dark, the Nightjaw was truly invisible and impossible to find. They’d be wandering in the dark, waiting for a talon to cut their throat.
He turned to address the troops. “Keep your eyes peeled and shoot anything climbing the wall. Sergeant Tilly has command until I return.”
At her new title, Tilly let a half-smile slip before growling an order at a nearby warrior. Jael dodged around a few soldiers manoeuvring a large scorpion bow and broke into a run to find Larika.
***
Flares streaked overhead as Jael finally spotted Larika and Torrance. He elbowed his way through the press, finally reaching the two leaders. An array of messengers stood at attention behind them, waiting for orders. Revarc was still nowhere to be seen, although it would be only a matter of time before the bastard showed his face. Cheers sounded as bowmen unloaded on beasts climbing the wall and the first bursts of blue fire sparked from the barrier.
“General?”
She didn’t appear to hear him, absorbed in the conflict to the west. He hesitated to touch her shoulder. No matter the situation, to lay a hand on royalty was the quickest way to an early death.
Screams and the sound of battle now came from both behind and to the front of him. They must have finally started attacking the east end of the wall as well. He needed to get back to his troops.
“Ma’am!”
The princess turned around, but instead of catching her eye, she stared straight past him, her expression changing as she looked and grabbed hold of the colonel’s shoulder.
“Send reinforcements!” she shouted.
Jael spun around now, heart dropping as he realised there was fighting on the battlement itself. Somehow, the bastards had broken through the barrier. Had the Nightjaw itself mounted an attack?
There was no more time to waste. He grabbed hold of Larika, forcing her to look at him. “Ma’am, the attack on the Nightjaw must wait until daybreak, otherwise there’ll be no way to find it in the dark. My company will maintain its position on the wall until the plan can be put in action.”
“Plans change,” muttered Larika. “Get back to your soldiers, Captain, and seal that breach!”
Jael didn’t need to be told twice; he was already turning to leave as she spoke. He broke into a sprint, weaving between soldiers. Bursts of orange arced overhead as flares were launched to light the battlefield. His breath was harsh in his chest, heart racing. Another flare was flung into the night sky by a trebuchet; however, it went wide, flying high towards the eastern cliff. It burst in a brilliant flash of white light, cascading burning liquid down the stone face fifty paces above the wall. Jael’s breath caught. Huge spiders inched down the cliff face, avoiding Aeza’s barrier entirely to reach the defending soldiers. Crawling on thick, black legs covered by coarse hair, a rope of silk trailed behind each one of them, exuded from fat, round abdomens.
Two were on the battlement, right amongst his company. One rose up, front legs splayed in the air, hissing and ready to strike. Fangs like curved scimitar blades clacked together before its mouth, venom oozing from the tips. It struck with lightning speed, attacking a soldier and pinning him face down on the ground. The man screamed as it sunk fangs into his back, punching in either side like giant pincers. He started to seize as venom pumped into his thorax, limbs jerking spasmodically, saliva frothing from his mouth. Victim dead, the spider released the corpse and scuttled about on the spot, picking its next victim.
Jael drove his legs harder, desperate to join his soldiers in the fight.
***
Easton clamped his teeth together, biting back on his terror as the second spider landed on the battlement with a dull thud. The damn things were supposed to be held by the barrier. He was here to bury his knife in a back, not fight bloody spiders!
“Attack!” yelled Easton, using his rank to push others to the fore and create space between himself and the beast.
He grabbed a younger soldier by the shoulder and shoved him forward. The kid didn’t stand a chance, becoming the spider’s first victim. Easton grimaced as fangs sunk into the soldier’s chest and the limbs started twitching. Still, better someone else take the fall than him. He pushed back through the press, keeping a stern expression on his face as he exhorted others to fight.
Now that the initial shock of the spiders had passed, Easton realised he’d been provided with a perfect opportunity. He searched the crowd of soldiers on the battlement, looking for his planned targets. Top of the list was the Scalzini scum, but he’d settle for taking down any of the other officers who had supported the man.
“Form on me! Stay clear of the head and slice open the bastard’s guts!”
Easton’s head flicked towards the voice cutting over the maelstrom. It was Sergeant Tilly. Stupid bitch deserved a spike of steel deep in her own guts—if he couldn’t have the captain, she’d do. Glancing upwards, he saw more of the spiders crawling down the cliff toward them. He needed to get the job done and be away before it became a slaughterhouse.
He pushed through the crowd until he stood within arm’s reach of the sergeant. As the spider spun in the opposite direction and exposed its unguarded abdomen, she darted forward in attack. Tilly swept her sword in an overhead arc, slicing deep into the hairy abdomen. Orange guts spilt from the wound, splashing onto the stone battlement and drenching the sergeant’s face and chest in foul smelling slime. The spider squealed and kicked out with one of its back legs, catching Tilly full in the chest to send her flying backwards. Other soldiers, took her place, driving spears into the beast as it fell to the ground, legs clutched around its leaking belly.
Easton gripped the sergeant’s armpits and dragged her back a few paces from the ongoing fight. He knelt over the top of her now, dagger in hand. Tilly’s eyes blinked open, gaze initially unfocused after smacking her head on the stone in the fall, before centring on his face.
“Get off me, Easton,” she muttered, and spat a mouthful of blood to the side. “The fight’s still going.”
“Not for you it ain’t, love.”
Easton rammed his blade through her windpipe, deep into her neck with a grunt. Tilly’s eyes bulged, mouth gaping in confusion and agony. He gave the blade a vicious twist, then ripped it free. Blood gouted, black in the shadows as he slipped back into the press.
Easton searched the crowd for the captain, his breath coming fast as adrenaline and excitement coursed through his veins. He spotted Jael re-joining the fray and grinned. One more easy kill and he’d be done.
***
Nearing the fight, Jael drew his sword as he ran. The first spider was dead, myriad spears transfixing its abdomen and thorax, however the second was proving harder to bring down. A different species of arachnid, it kept its thin abdomen tucked under the thorax to protect it from attack while using an extra-long pair of forelegs to snatch soldiers from the crowd. One after another, it sunk fangs into necks, abdomen or faces, whatever was closest before tossing the twitching bodies aside.
A hurtling mass of flame streaked down from above, missing the battlement to hit the ground behind the wall with a wet crunch. The initial flare hitting the cliff had set a number of the descending spiders on fire, and those beasts affected were starting to drop. Another slipped off the wall with a metallic screech, a comet tail of flame as it streaked to the ground.
“Make way!”
Jael pushed to the front of the pack and faced the second spider, chest heaving after the run. Immediately, the arachnid zeroed in on him, forelegs jabbing forward to snatch him from the ground. The end of each leg was tipped with vicious hooks. Jael swept his sword up, chopping through the leg to the right, but his back swing was too slow to catch the other leg. Small black hooks snagged the plates of his cuirass and yanked him forward. Instead of resisting, Jael went with it.
Eight glittering eyes crowned the beast’s head, staring with malevolent hatred as he was drawn towards the spider’s mouth. A pair of fangs gaped wide, stained to the hilt with his comrades’ blood. As they were about to plunge into his gut, Jael drove his sword forward with all his strength. His blade punctured one of the larger eyes, crunched through exoskeleton and deep into the spider’s brain.
As if a marionette’s strings had been cut, the arachnid dropped. Jael hit the stone pavement below with a thud, knocking the wind from his chest. His mouth gaped wide as he tried to draw breath, stars dancing before his eyes. He tried to roll to his side but found himself trapped beneath the spider’s carcass. Splayed fangs were poised either side of his hips. He looked up and saw the beast’s remaining seven dead eyes staring accusingly at him, his sword buried nearly to the hilt in the eighth.
“Quick, give me your hand!”
Jael glanced back and saw Corporal Easton extending an arm. Accepting help, he grasped the hand, and let Easton drag him out from between he fangs. He reached down, hands brushing either side of his waist for wounds to suggest either of the fangs had pierced his skin. Nothing.
Easton leaned in from above, blocking his ability to sit up. A bloodied blade was in his right hand.
“Let him get up, you idiot.” It was Pyx.
Easton scowled at the interruption, and dropped a knee onto Jael’s chest, pinning him to the ground. “Stay out of it, girl.”
Without warning, he swung his dagger up at Pyx in a backhand grip. The blade punched through her leather jerkin, sinking into her upper right shoulder. Pyx staggered back, knife still protruding.
“No!” shouted Jael, horrified.
He bucked his hips up and twisted, throwing the corporal’s weight off his chest. The corporal rolled to his feet, sword in hand as Jael stood. Easton attacked, sword a blur as it swept in an arc. Jael lurched to the side and the blade missed his neck to crunch into the armour over his left shoulder, failing to cut through the metal links. Jael grunted in pain and kicked out at the leading foot of the corporal, sweeping it off the ground to send him sprawling.
Jael’s left arm felt numb as he darted back to retrieve his own sword from where it had lodged in the spider’s head. He placed his foot at the base of his blade, mushing another two eyes, and stamped as he wrenched back. The blade gave a high-pitched squeak as it loosened, then it slid free, orange sludge glowing faintly down the length of the blade. The corporal had recovered, and Jael raised his sword just in time to parry another strike, this one coming for his face. Shock at the attack was rapidly turning to ice cold fury. Jael stepped forward into the attack, ignoring the pain from his left shoulder and the chaos behind as further burning spiders began to drop from the wall.
Seeing the accidental success of the first burning flare on the cliff face, the artillery teams launched an all-out strike against the cliff side. Bombs filled with flammable liquid exploded high above. Streams of fire ran down the cliff face, lighting anything with which they came in contact. Spiders trailing ropes of silk became thrashing infernos as they fell from the sky.
Soldiers of his company streamed past Jael and Easton to escape the falling beasts and globs of burning pitch raining indiscriminately. Jael barely registered anything but the man before him. He launched a withering attack, his sword a blur of cuts, slashes, and thrusts that forced Easton onto the back foot. The corporal panted, lips withdrawn in a grimace as he parried and deflected each strike. Jael pressed on, each hit coming closer and closer to fatal contact, until finally, he struck the corporal’s blade clear from his fingers. Jael drew is arm back for the death blow.
Suddenly, a falling spider from the cliff above thumped to the ground beside them, throwing Jael back against the other arachnid’s corpse. The spider carcass blazed, mage-fire burning furnace-hot in a mix of orange, green and yellow flames. Jael’s sword was gone, thrown out of reach a dozen feet away. The corporal had regained his own though, and now stalked around the burning spider. There was no time to scramble for his sword. Jael looked for anything he could use as a weapon. The spider’s right fang had cracked at the mandible when it crashed into the stone. Jael reached a hand behind him and worked the fang free as Easton advanced on him.
Jael held the curved fang tight in his fist by his thigh as Easton towered over him, triumph written over his face. Taking his sword in a double handed grip, he pressed the point against the centre of Jael’s chest, ready to plunge it downwards.
“Any last requests, Captain?”
“Just this,” grunted Jael. He thrust the fang upwards into the corporal’s unprotected groin.
Easton dropped the sword and screamed as blood flooded over Jael’s hand. He gave the fang a brutal twist, then ripped it out, tearing off half of the corporal’s scrotum with it. Easton fell back, clutching at himself. It didn’t take long for the venom to take effect, his body beginning to jerk with seizure.
Jael climbed back to his feet, retrieved his sword and left Easton to die on his own.
“Pyx?!” He ran back to the place he’d seen her fall and found Aeza already at her side.
She glanced up at his approach, mouth tight with worry. “Take an arm, we need to get her away from here.” As she spoke, a small glob of burning liquid landed on her cloak. Jael slapped at it with his gloved hand to put it out then took hold of Pyx’s other shoulder. Between them, they dragged her backward, heels dragging on the stone until they were well clear of the danger zone.
Jael knelt by her, placing his cheek next to her mouth. His heart lurched with hope as he felt airflow against his skin. “She’s breathing.”
The dagger still jutted from the right side of her chest, near the shoulder. Aeza undid the tie holding the front of Pyx’s chainmail hauberk together at her neck. She reached her hand underneath the mail until she had fingers either side of the blade.
“Get ready, I need you to pull the knife out.”
Jael bit his lip; he’d seen many soldiers haemorrhage to death on removal of a blade as pressure was released from a severed artery. “Are you sure?”
“I don’t think it’s struck anything too important. If it was in a lung, she should have blood on her lips, she might have got lucky,” said Aeza.
Jael gripped the handle, then with a sharp tug, drew it free. Aeza pressed firmly on the wound from under the chainmail as Pyx’s eyes flickered open for the first time. She winced in pain.
“Is that your fucking thumb in my chest,” muttered Pyx from between clenched teeth.
Aeza grinned with relief. “Better my thumb than a knife. Good to have you back.”
Pyx’s eyes opened wide suddenly and she tried to sit up. “Easton! Where is he?”
Jael rested a hand on her shoulder. “Dead. Just like I would have been if you hadn’t pushed him aside.”
Pyx gave a faint smile.
The artillery had managed to form a burning barrier of liquid across the cliff face that the spiders refused to cross, and in the light of the fire, they could be seen skittering backward in retreat. At the edge of the battlement, the Scalzini barrier continued to hold, repelling the creatures that attacked up the wall. Now that it became apparent that the arachnid attack had failed, the feint against the wall tailed off, then stopped completely. All along the battlements, soldiers of both the Sixth and Eighth Tumens cheered as the beasts retreated into the darkness.




Chapter Twenty-Nine

“King Loic spent three weeks trying to breach the defences of Beacon Castle without success. It was at this time he tried a different tact. Using a trebuchet, Loic fired bags of gold coin over the wall, each containing a promise of huge reward to whoever helped him gain entrance. After three days of waiting, it seemed his ploy had failed. It was then that a man walked into Loic’s camp from behind their lines.
Unbeknownst to all but a select few, there were several hidden tunnels extending beneath the castle walls. Serving as escape routes for a panicked lord, they stretched over three-hundred paces underground before surfacing through heavily camouflaged exits. A personal guard of the Beacon Castle commander had used one such tunnel to seek Loic’s reward.
The siege was ended within a day. Loic’s troops poured out of the bolt holes, taking the castle defenders unaware from behind. To prevent such a ruse being used against himself in the future, Loic had the tunnels filled with rubble.”
—    Text: Battles of Beacon Castle

As a murky pre-dawn light began to filter over the eastern cliff tops, detritus from the night’s battle slowly emerged from the gloom. The fires on the cliff and wall had burnt out, smoke now sifting upward from charred corpses lending an acrid taste to the air. Jael felt scraped dry and raw inside. It had been so long since he’d rested properly, that his mind and body ached for the oblivion of sleep.
There’ll be time enough for sleep once the battle’s won… Or once I’ve crossed death’s bridge.
Troops from his company sat on the cobblestones behind the curtain wall. Some dozed, others stared mutely into space. Dawn would bring their first opportunity to locate the Nightjaw, and he needed a battle party. As much as he loathed exposing his soldiers to such risk, there would be little chance of him making it to the Nightjaw without help. It didn’t mean he had to like it.
“I need a force of volunteers. I won’t lie, chances of survival will be minimal, but if we fail in our task, Beacon Castle will fall to the horde outside the wall.”
Jael let his gaze roam over the faces of his company. He had all their attentions now, men and women alike meeting his eyes, tired, but undaunted.
“Larika will provide a decoy, however, there’s no certainty on the density of enemies we will have to break through to reach the Nightjaw. As such, I will not be ordering anyone to join me.
“At first light, the attack will begin. If anyone so chooses, I would be proud to have you at my side.” Jael swallowed past his dry throat. For a moment, no one moved, then Aeza shoved off from where she’d been leaning against the wall off to the side of the company.
“I’ll come.” She walked slowly to join him, as if mud sucked at every step.
Jael frowned as she approached. “You’ve sworn no oath to serve, Aeza. You’ve done enough already, there is no need to join me in this fight,” he said quietly.
“The dragon drew me here for a reason,” she shrugged. “My role may not have finished.”
Jael nodded acceptance and turned his attention back to his company. Torc was the next to rise. He stood for a moment, rolled his huge shoulders as if to loosen a stiff muscle then paced over with sword in hand.
“I joined to fight. Ain’t no point hiding behind a bloody wall all day,” he muttered. The lad’s words seemed to break the spell, veterans and recruits alike, beginning to rise.
“They better serve good ale in the halls of the dead,” said one older woman wryly, her arms and face marred by scars of battles past.
Jael clapped a hand onto her shoulder, a grin of relief plastered across his face. “Fuck ale, I’ll be drinking whiskey by the tankard.”
***
With a slight of hand, Pollux upended a small vial of clear, odourless poison into a jug.
“Hey, you, get over here!”
A young boy tasked with carrying water to the troops, ran over. “Yes, Sir?”
The mage handed him the jug. “The general and her guards failed to refill their canteens. Quick, take this to them before they ride out.”
The boy nodded and darted towards the glut of soldiers waiting before the gates. Pollux called out again, making the kid pause for a moment.
“Make sure you save some for yourself at the end, you must be thirsty as well, lad.”
The boy nodded, a serious look on his face before running on again.
Pollux stared after the lad, annoyed at having to trust such a task to a different set of hands, but there would be suspicion if he stepped so far outside his normal behaviour to do the same. If someone drank the water before exiting the wall, he didn’t want to be anywhere nearby. He turned and walked away, hood pulled up over his head again, heading for the north wall. While Larika had taken half the tumen south, he had used the opportunity to clear the rubble from one of the original escape tunnels used by King Loic to take the castle over a decade earlier. He would wait within until he knew which way the battle would fall.
***
Larika sat in the saddle amongst a cavalry unit waiting for Colonel Torrance to return with confirmation that Jael’s company was ready to go. Her own horse, Lightfoot, had recovered sufficiently to carry her into battle again. The horses of the unit milled nervously, feeding off the tension of their riders. Larika’s face was calm, the drumming of her fingers on her saddle the only tell of unsettled nerves.
“Ma’am?”
She glanced down to find one of the water boys holding a large clay jug filled to the brim. Somehow, he’d wormed his way between all the horses without being trampled.
“Can I fill your canteen, General?”
Larika unhooked a leather bladder from her belt, pulled out its cork and passed it down. “Thank you,” she said, accepting it back again. Larika raised her voice so that her guard group could here. “Fill your canteens, lads. Better to have a full one if we get stuck out longer than planned.”
She raised the canteen to her lips for a quick sip.
“General!” It was Torrance.
Desire for a drink forgotten, she plugged the bladder and hooked it back onto her belt. “Are they ready, Colonel?”
Torrance nodded. “Once they see your cavalry enter the field, Jael will make a break for the Nightjaw.” He paused for a moment, as if debating whether or not to continue.
“Out with it,” muttered Larika.
“Will you reconsider leading this attack, General? With Revarc the ranking officer in your absence, you might as well be handing him your head on a plate. I’m worried you’re playing right into his hands, Ma’am.”
Larika already knew it was a huge risk. “I can’t ask my soldiers to do something that I wouldn’t be willing to risk myself.”
The colonel grunted. “Forgive me, Ma’am, but that’s horse shit. You don’t send the king in a Forlorn Hope, you send expendable soldiers. You’re too important to lose.”
“Enough!” snapped Larika. “To step back now would look like cowardice.” Her expression softened to take the sting from her words. “I know that Revarc will likely try to take advantage, but I am leaving you here to prevent that. Keep your eyes open, Colonel, and make sure that gate opens again once our mission is done.”
Torrance sighed, defeated. “Yes, Ma’am.” He straightened, then gave her a stiff salute. “For glory, General. Send those beasts back to hell.”




Chapter Thirty

“Battle and leadership is a game of chess, my dear. Your soldiers must know you to be as capable as they, and that you’re willing to face every danger with them head on. To do so, you will inevitably face risk to life and limb, but this risk must be calculated. If you lead every charge against the enemy, you will not survive a campaign. Always consider the value of what is to be gained by such an act of bravery, and importantly, what may be lost if you fail.”
—    Excerpt from private correspondence between King Loic to Princess Larika.

Larika sat astride Lightfoot in the tunnel beneath the barbican, waiting for the final gate to open. She watched dust motes in a shaft of light from the murder hole above, distracting herself from what was to come. Horses whinnied softly about her, armour clinking lightly as riders soothed their steeds with a gentle word or touch.
A chain clattered loudly as the gate started to move upwards. Larika left her sword sheathed for the moment, gripping instead a nine-foot lance. Tipped with a spike of tempered steel, the shaft was carved from hardwood and felt comfortably heavy in her grip.
As the gate reached head height, Larika touched her heels to her mount, gently urging it forward into the light. It took little to convince Lightfoot to escape the confines of the barbican tunnel, and it trotted thirty paces onto the plain beyond before Larika pulled it to stop. Her unit of cavalry arrayed either side of her, forming up into two rows of fifty lancers.
Larika stared out on the plain beyond, forcing herself to take slow breaths—in through her nose, out through her mouth—calming the spurt of adrenaline that made her limbs buzz. Less than two hundred yards separated her from the enemy that lurked just outside effective crossbow range. Giant horned boar, toothed lizards and myriad other species had noted their arrival. As she watched, a pack of Harland wolves loped around the flank of the beasts to the front, their hackles raised, lips snarled back.
She glanced at the horsemen to her left. “Sound the charge.”
The man nodded and raised a horn to his lips, giving three short blasts. The front line began to trot forward, the second following with a gap left between. With half the distance covered, Larika upped the pace to a canter. There was no controlling her adrenaline now. It surged through muscles, raising her heart rate, making her chest tight and bringing a surge of excitement.
Thirty paces to go.
She kicked her heels, forcing the gallop. Lightfoot lunged ahead of the line, others surging to keep up. Larika was up in her stirrups, leaning close to her horse’s neck. She lowered the point of her lance and picked out her first target. The noise of hooves was thunder in her ears, the whole world a shaking blur.
CONTACT.
Her lance plunged into the neck of a fanged lizard before ripping through the windpipe in a mist of blood. The lizard was lost under Lightfoot’s hooves as it smashed deep into the press. On either side of her, the other cavalrymen hit home with equal force, plunging deep into the mass of beasts. The horses, trained for war, kicked out at anything near, crushing skulls, breaking ribs, even tearing loose chunks of flesh with their teeth. Larika stabbed with her lance, clearing space around her until the blade jammed between the ribs of a scaled leopard, tearing it from her grasp. The animal rolled in agony, snapping the shaft as it went. She drew her sword and kicked Lightfoot onward.
Hot blood. Copper was in her mouth, drenched her face, turning her world to pink as it ran through her eyes. Larika stabbed, picked another target and sunk the blade into flesh once more. A comrade screamed. In her peripheral vision, she saw the man torn from his saddle by a wolf. He had no hope. Set upon from all directions, he was torn to shreds in a welter of blood.
“On me! Close in!” she roared above the maelstrom. If she didn’t consolidate her force, they would be dragged into the melee one at a time.
Five lancers fought their way through the press to reach her, their faces pale and streaked with blood. A giant ant tried to crawl up the back of Larika’s horse. Lightfoot took exception to this, kicking out viciously with both rear legs. The iron-shod hooves fractured the beast’s exoskeleton and left one mandible hanging.
She formed an outward facing circle with her lancers as a howl cut the air, deafening above the raging field. Larika’s gut twisted as four massive Harland wolves drove through the press toward them. Jaws gaped, huge canines snapping at the creatures around them to clear space until it was only the wolves and lancers left in a small clear area, hemmed in by an undulating wall of beast flesh. The four animals separated, loping around the edge of the circle to different points. Beyond the arena of beasts, Larika could see a larger group of her lancers hacking their way towards her, but she knew they wouldn’t make it in time to help. The wolves attacked as one, coming at Larika’s soldiers from the four points of the compass.
Larika’s focus narrowed to the beast coming for her. A glob of bloody drool trailed from the corner of its mouth, jaws wide, ready to lock onto Lightfoot’s face. Larika leant forward in the saddle and stabbed forward with her longsword. The tip disappeared into the wolf’s mouth, momentum skewering it, driving the length of the blade down the beast’s neck and deep into its chest. Larika wrenched her sword back from its flesh sheath, and the injured wolf staggered to the edge of the circle, vomiting blood before it collapsed.
She twisted in her saddle to check on her comrades. One was down, leg trapped beneath his horse. The stricken animal kicked feebly as a wolf closed massive jaws about its throat and crunched. A spider the size of a small dog broke from the edge of the circle, skittering across the open ground to take advantage of the pinned soldier. He screamed, hands slapping ineffectually as the spider jumped onto his face and bit down, fangs pumping venom deep into his flesh.
Larika leant down from her saddle and retrieved a long spear from where it had stabbed into the earth. She turned Lightfoot around, the horse rearing beneath her briefly. There were only two wolves left now. Larika tapped her heel against her mare’s flank and the horse responded, launching forward, lending her spear thrust the strength of a scorpion bow as she drove the steel point deep into a wolf’s chest, pinning it to the ground. The last wolf bolted as the larger group of her lancers broke through the wall of beasts to join her small group.
Larika glanced to the west, looking for sign of Jael’s company. With relief she saw it advancing, a wedge of soldiers streaming across the plain. The job wasn’t done though. She screamed, a wordless battle cry of rage, terror, and exhilaration, and dove into the fight yet again.
***
Jael rested a hand on the lattice of thick iron blocking the end of the tunnel. The iron gate was hinged on one side and fastened close on the other by a thick iron chain.
“Bolt cutters!”
A soldier carrying a large pair of iron bolt cutters waded to the front and fastened the steel blades about a metal link. Jael’s company were knee deep in foul, grey water. The pipe that carried the refuse water from the castle was only shoulder height, forcing the soldiers to hunch over the disgusting liquid about their legs. Brown sludge lined the walls to waist height, and a few poor bastards had slipped, landing face first in the muck. No one had been keen on using the pipe, but it was the only point where they could access the western end of the field while Larika attacked.
The soldier carrying the bolt cutters leant all his weight on the handles, teeth gritted with determination, and just as Jael thought he was about to give in, the metal link parted with a snap. The soldier dropped his cutters and pulled out two pliers. Jael took one set, and together, they levered the link open enough to unfasten the chain. Job done, Jael ripped the chain away, then leant his shoulder into the iron grate and heaved. Rusty hinges squealed in protest as it slowly opened, and then they were through.
A cavalry horn gave three short blasts in the distance, signalling the commencement of Larika’s charge. He needed to get moving.
The drain emptied straight onto the plain, turning the ground before the western end of the wall into a quagmire. The company waded out of the thick muck onto firm ground and stamped the mud clear of their boots. The general’s plan had worked a little too well for Jael’s liking. Drawn by the smell of horse and blood, beasts from across the valley had converged on her cavalry unit en masse. If they weren’t careful, they would soon be enclosed on all sides. He shook his head to clear it. The best thing he could do to help them was to finish his own mission.
“Over there,” said Aeza, pointing straight ahead. In the early dawn light, a patch of darker air seemed to cling to the night farther back in the field. It had to be the Nightjaw. Larika had succeeded in clearing beasts from their way, but the path would not be without bloodshed. Burdikesh warriors stood before the writhing, black mist.
Jael gave a harsh grin. He had fought men on the battlefield his whole adult life, and he stood amongst a company of the best warriors in Kalech. “Let’s teach these bastards a lesson,” he muttered. “On me!”
He broke into a ground-eating double march, the hundred men and women of his company fanning out in a wedge formation to either side of him. For this mission, they had discarded the usual round shields and instead were carrying larger, curved rectangular shields that would protect them shoulder to knee. There would be no one-on-one battles of individual valour today. They would hit the enemy as a block of metal, shields overlapped, and smash them from their feet like a battering ram.
A low horn sounded a single mournful note as a Burdikesh warrior noted the threat. They deployed in a loose line, each warrior holding a long sword in a two-handed grip.
“Stay together!”
The Burdikesh howled and whooped blood curdling battle cries.
Jael’s soldiers locked shields, rims overlapping as they closed the last ten paces, feet thumping in unison. He tightened his grip on sword and shield, readying for contact. Jael hit home with bone crushing force, the impact numbing his shield arm to the elbow. He held on with fierce strength and stabbed around the edge of his shield. The blade felt resistance, then slipped into tissue. A warrior screamed, then fell. The soldier behind Jael stabbed down into the fallen enemy to finish the job, allowing Jael to concentrate on the next threat.
“On two, heave!” shouted Jael, his voice cutting over the clamour like a foghorn.
He braced his back foot, shoulder up against his own shield, the second line of soldiers pressing on his back, then on count of two drove forward two steps. Not expecting the brutal surge, Burdikesh warriors either fell or were crushed against their own comrades, blocking their use of longswords in the press.
Jael’s soldiers in the front line stabbed around the edges of their shields, while the second row finished those on the ground with callous efficiency. Boots stamped on skulls and throats, spears stabbed downwards, and soon the company were marching on an undulating mass of the enemy.
Heave, stab, push on again.
There was no thought anymore. Jael fell back into the work of the infantryman, reacting on instinct, his mind blank of anything but the next target for his blade or shield. The enemy were tall, at least another head of height over his force, and yet, in the crush of battle, their greater strength and reach proved of little use.
At the point of the wedge, Jael could sense they were nearing the back of the Burdikesh unit, having cleaved it nearly in two. The black mass that was the Nightjaw rose into the air beyond them, a roiling serpent of darkness, contorting into different shapes at the edges. Grimacing faces and demons from hell screamed wordless curses from the mist. And it was where he needed to go.
“Heave!”
The soldiers echoed his cry in unison, shields punching like a battering ram, their faces running with blood.
And he was through.
Twenty paces separated him from the edge of the Nightjaw. Twenty paces of free ground that no creature dared enter. Snakes of mist undulated on the ground in all directions, blind eels feeling for prey. There was no time for thinking. Only time to act. Jael gritted his teeth, lips in an animalistic snarl as he roared a battle cry and ran into the darkness.




Chapter Thirty-One

“What is in your soul? Are you proud of your deeds, of how you’ve treated family and friends? Are there past actions that your mind returns to in the middle of the night, failures that you would erase if given the opportunity?
I can see by the way you look away from me that you are guilty in some way, as are we all. This is the reality of life, and there is no old soldier without regrets. All people fail at some point, but it is what we do with the time afterwards that matters.
Your redemption will come via acts of selflessness. Breed courage through sheer stubbornness and a refusal to leave your comrades behind. Take on a danger so that your mate may be saved from it and stand firm so that others might take solace in your strength.
It doesn’t matter if you fall. The only thing that truly matters for a warrior is the manner in which we meet our end.”
—    Veteran to a recruit after his first battle. Words overheard in the barracks.

Larika’s horse screamed, body shivering with pain underneath her. She glanced down and saw some sort of snake rip a chunk of tissue from its foreleg. Thick as her thigh, its mouth held serrated, triangular teeth reminiscent of a shark. Larika chopped down into the beast, carving a fist sized piece of meat from the snake’s neck in payment. It coiled back on itself, hissing at her. Lightfoot was struggling from the wound and stumbled to her knees, throwing Larika over its head.
She landed heavily but managed to keep hold of her sword. A Harland wolf darted in from the side, latching on to Lightfoot’s exposed neck with finger-length incisors. The horse’s eyes rolled in terror and agony as the massive wolf began to drag it away in short, muscular tugs.
“No!” screamed Larika, but there was nothing she could do to save it while the snake lived.
She climbed to her knees. The serpent was less than a pace away; coiled in on itself, it lifted its head to stand over six feet off the ground. Blood ran freely from the wound she’d inflicted, coating its length in gore. She climbed to her feet, eyes fixed on the snake as it began a slight sway, readying to strike. From behind, something small with pointed legs climbed her trousers and back until she could feel coarse hair against her neck. Reflexively, she grabbed hold of it with her free hand and threw it at the snake. Larika cringed as a hairy scorpion the size of her foot landed square in the snake’s jaw. The snake crunched down on small beast as Larika darted forward, stabbing her sword deep, until it punched out the other side. She ripped the blade to the left, partially decapitating the beast.
She turned, desperately searching the battlefield for a riderless horse. Her unit was beginning to struggle against the sheer volume of beasts. To stay was madness.
“General, give me your hand!”
She glanced to the side and saw one of her house guard closing in. Larika stretched her arm up and caught hold of his, then used the momentum of his horse to swing up behind him. With the greater height, she was able to see more of the battlefield. The princess stared to the west and saw with relief that Jael’s company had reached the Nightjaw. Although they were locked in battle with Burdikesh troops, the captain must have been able to access the mist by now.
The cavalry’s job was done.
Larika unhooked a signals horn from the side of the rider’s saddle and blew two long notes to signal the retreat.
***
“Wine, Colonel?” asked Revarc. The lord sat in a cleared area on the battlement, watching the fight unfold.
“At a time like this?” spat Torrance. “Your general is locked in battle, and yet you lounge up here drinking as if watching a court show.”
Revarc snorted a laugh and continued to pour himself another cup of Tarathon red wine before passing the jug to Morcom. “And a grand show it is, Torrance. A tragedy if you will,” he said with an expansive wave. “The princess leads the cavalry into battle, a heroic lost cause of foolishness. Her own noble bravery—a flaw that brings her to an untimely death. A minstrel couldn’t ask for a better tale to sing.”
“She’s not bloody dead yet,” muttered Torrance.
“Give it time,” said Revarc with a hint of a smile. “Just give it time.”
Two long horn blasts sounded from the cavalry on the plain.
“They retreat! Thank the gods,” muttered Torrance. He rose to leave but was stopped by Colonel Morcom.
“Where do you think you’re going?”
“To the barbican, the gate needs to be raised at the right moment to let the general and survivors back in.”
“I don’t think that’ll be necessary. She made her choice, let her stay out and continue the fight,” said Revarc with a shrug.
“The soldiers of the Eighth won’t stand for this, Revarc. They’ll raise the gates without an order.”
Revarc tipped his head back and finished his glass of wine. “I think you’ll find it’s my men that hold the barbican now, Colonel, and they most definitely will not open that gate unless I order them to.”
Morcom grabbed Torrance’s wrists and bound them behind his back. “I suggest you take a seat and watch the end of the show.”
***
Larika burst through the rear wall of beasts into open space again. She slapped the flat of her sword against her horse’s rump, urging it faster again. Finding a riderless horse on the retreat, she had slipped onto it from the back of her rescuer. The poor thing was bloodied, chest torn to ribbons and nearing the end of its strength. She glanced behind, heart dropping as she realised less than twenty riders remained. How she hated the numbers game. Eighty men lost, sacrificed to save the lives of thousands upon the walls of Beacon Castle. Their lives weighed heavy on her soul.
As she drew closer to the southern barbican, her horse began to slow. It was blowing pink froth from its nostrils, a harsh rattle with every breath. Larika managed to slip her feet from the stirrups just before it fell. She launched to the side, hit the ground with a thump before rolling to her feet again. Larika scrambled back to the horse’s side. It whinnied as she came to its head, the eye tracking her mournfully as she drew a small blade and felt for the throbbing artery on its neck.
“Thank you for saving my life, beautiful one,” she said, giving the animal one last rub behind its ear. A swift merciful slice, and blood flowed from the cut vessel in a hot flood, soaking the dirt below.
The remaining horsemen had now caught her up, and she grabbed hold of a stirrup to help with a loping run over the remaining hundred yards.
“Open the damn gate!” shouted one of her men. “The general has returned!”
Nothing.
A sick feeling twisted Larika’s gut. Where was Torrance? He was supposed to be at the barbican to ensure her entry.
“Open the fucking gate!” shouted another horseman, as he smashed the hilt of his sword against the wooden panels.
“Not going to happen.”
Larika looked up and saw a soldier wearing the colours of Revarc’s Sixth Tumen hanging over the barbican battlement.
“Lord Revarc don’t want this gate open, so it’s staying closed,” he said. “Why don’t you be a good lad, go make yourself useful and kill a few more beasties.”
Larika glared up at the soldier. “Open the gate or I’ll take every damn one of your heads,” she snarled. “This is your last chance.”
The soldier just laughed, hawked a gob of phlegm and spat over the edge before disappearing from view.
Fuck!
They were on their own again. Larika forced a deep breath to still her rising panic. Behind them, the pack of beasts was closing the gap. Within minutes, they’d be fighting for their lives.
She looked about her remaining fighters. As a group, they were exhausted, cut up and blood soaked. Few of them had water, and now would be their last chance to steal a drink. Larika unhooked the water bladder from her waist and threw it to the nearest rider.
“Wash the dust from your mouth, our work isn’t done.”
The woman caught the water bladder in one hand, uncorked it and drank deeply. She stretched out a hand to pass it back. “Thanks, Ma’am—”
The rider’s face contorted, a grimace of agony as she dropped the bladder and clutched at her gut as if stabbed. She groaned and began to slip sideways from her saddle. Larika caught her under the armpits and eased her to the ground.
“Are you wounded?” asked Larika. With so much blood covering each of them, it was possible to miss a grievous injury until the adrenaline tapered.
The woman shook her head. “The… the water,” she panted. “Don’t drink it.” She vomited a glut of fresh blood.
“Damn it!” Larika punched the ground in frustration. As far as she knew, Revarc didn’t have knowledge of poisons, it had to be Pollux aiding the bastard as well now.
She stood and drew her sword, anger fuelling muscles and stoking her determination to win. Failure was not an option, not when she had an ever-growing list of enemies to kill.




Chapter Thirty-Two

“Guilt. If left unresolved, it will seep like gangrene through your mind, poisoning every happiness until all turns to ash.”
—    Anonymous

Jael closed his eyes as he entered the black mist.
What a fucking joke. I’m attacking one of the most dangerous creatures in the world and doing it with my eyes closed.
As he entered the black aura surrounding the Nightjaw, all sound from the outside world dropped away. The smothering silence of a crypt assailed him like a physical force. Jael could feel the Nightjaw’s presence. Whereas the dragon had been a firm guiding hand, this one was different. It cut against his mind like a razor parting skin, an exquisite pain that stood the hairs on his neck on end. He held his sword at the ready, shield tight in his left hand as he turned slowly on the spot, trying to work out in which direction the Nightjaw’s presence felt stronger.
A high-pitched cry tore the silence, making his heart stutter. He spun towards the sound, eyes opening despite himself. A baby was on the ground, tiny and naked. Its mother lay nearby; naked, defiled, and dismembered. Jael turned on the spot and found himself surround by corpses. A man whimpered and vomited blood as he slowly slid down a spear skewering him from anus to throat. Women and children were amongst the dead. A pile of babies lay in a jumbled mass, tossed aside like garbage after having their heads bashed in.
Jael had seen this before, knew it to be a memory from his second year of service in the Eighth Tumen. The Nightjaw was in his head. When they’d finally relieved the siege of Barados, there had been nothing left to save. Attempts at an escalade on the town’s wall had been repulsed. It wasn’t until they’d undermined part of the defences to bring them down that the Eighth finally overcame the enemy. Jael had led the initial failed escalade. If he’d succeeded, those poor broken babies would still be alive. Maybe.
Get out of my head, you prick!
He grit his teeth and strode further into the darkness.
“Captain!” The voice cracked halfway through the word. It belonged to a girl with close cropped hair. Jael remembered her like a stab in the guts. Thirteen years old, the kid had lied about her age to enlist, but by the time Jael had realised the mistake, they’d left the child’s hometown far behind.
“Did I do good, Sir?”
Jael swallowed, mouth uncomfortably dry. The girl lay sprawled in battlefield mud, guts sliced open, intestines in a jumble over her legs. An arrow jutted from her chest while one ear was missing, cut off as an enemy souvenir. She stared at Jael, eyes pleading.
“Yes, Justine, you did well, mate. Close your eyes, your duty’s done.”
Killed in her first battle. A young soldier that he’d failed miserably. He gulped, emotion welling at the back of his throat.
Memories of failure, horror and regret were being drawn out of his mind by the Nightjaw and shoved back in his face. He needed a drink. Jael turned away, desperate to escape them.
“Jael!”
No, please, no.
He turned to see his mother dangling from a tree branch, a hangman’s noose around her neck. Her face was purple, tongue swollen and protruding past her lips. She reached out a hand, pleading. Jael had been just shy of his fourteenth birthday the last time he’d seen her. While away hunting, his entire family had been killed.
“Jael, why do you fight for King Loic? He did nothing while our people were slaughtered across Kalech.” Tears ran down her cheeks, but when she looked up again, there was nothing but anger and scorn.
“You are a traitor to your own kind, Jael. A traitor to the Scalzini, and you are no son of mine!”
“Give me my sword back, boy.”
Father? Jael spun around, saw his father propped against a wall, a spear buried deep in his gut. Blood and bowel contents leaked around the blade, covering his lap in shit-stained gore.
“You’re not worthy to carry a Scalzini blade. Passed down four generations from father to son it was, and I’d rather snap it in half than see it in your hands. Traitor!”
Jael fell to his knees, dropping the sword to cover his ears.
Stop! Get out of my head!
***
Dragging a chain from its ankle, a shape towered behind him in the darkness. Vaguely ape-like, it stood four times the height of a man. With elongated, double-jointed limbs, it had talons for fingers and obsidian skin. Mucous glistened on its face, dribbling from nasal slits and mouth. The eyes were black and heartless. The Nightjaw sniffed the air, mouth opening impossibly wide to expose a jaw full of needle-sharp teeth. A tongue flicked out, tasting Jael’s failures, lapping up his grief. It was almost ready to feast.
***
Jael’s form disappeared from sight within two steps, enveloped by the black mist as if he had ceased to exist.
“He’s in!” shouted Aeza.
At an order from one of the corporals, the company closed in on itself, changing formation from wedge to defensive square with a supreme discipline. The front line of the square took a knee, shields on the ground while the second placed their shields at a back-sloping angle above the first, creating a barricade against the surrounding warriors. The rear edge of the formation bordered the empty ground surrounding the Nightjaw.
The Burdikesh hammered at the shield wall, howling in frustration at the tactic. The soldiers ignored the sound, dug their feet into the dirt and held their ground with grim determination. Short swords darted out from between the shields, stabbing unprotected Burdikesh guts, slicing tendons and lacerating groins with gruesome efficiency.
Aeza couldn’t help but be in awe of their discipline as she searched the mist for signs of Jael. Behind her, a man screamed. She turned to see one of the soldiers fall, blood spurting from a spear thrust to his throat. The line immediately contracted to fill the gap left by his shield. No matter the professionalism of the company, they couldn’t hold out forever. Exhaustion and slow attrition would wear them down until the square eventually imploded.
She stared back at the Nightjaw’s impenetrable fog not twenty paces beyond the back of the square. Heart in her mouth, Aeza made her decision and darted towards the edge of the formation.
“Let me through!”
Aeza slipped past a confused soldier, his shield slamming back into place as soon as she was past. Refusing to look back, she ran onwards. Light disappeared as she breached the edge of the Nightjaw’s aura, sound of the battle falling away. The presence of the creature scraped against her mind, seeming to come from all directions at once. She could sense its excitement, a vicious pleasure as it played with a victim.
She knew she should shut her eyes, but how was she supposed to find Jael and help him while blind? Aeza stumbled forward, hands outstretched, slowly losing sense of direction in the darkness.
Then she heard him. A low muttering in the darkness.
“Jael?”
She hurried towards the sound until his figure emerged from the shadows. Jael was on his knees, hands clamped about his ears. Aeza grabbed him by his shoulder, and as she made contact, the visions he saw came into stark relief. Hair rose on the back of her neck, her mouth dry as she snatched her hand back in shock. At the break in contact, the scene of murder and torture disappeared again.
They’re not real.
She grabbed hold of his shoulder again, ignoring the gut churning sights that came with it and shook him hard.
“Jael! Snap out of it! None of this is real. It’s just the beast playing with your mind!”
***
Jael opened his eyes at Aeza’s voice. There was a different quality to it than everything else, a true human sound, not the mimic of the Nightjaw. When matched one against the other, the difference became clear.
He shook his head, as if the movement might shake the visions from his eyes and climbed back to his feet. Aeza passed his sword back to him, the hilt firm and solid in his palm.
“None of this is real,” said Aeza. “Remember the book, it said the Nightjaw would invade your mind, find something to break you down. It must be close.”
Jael nodded, knowing the truth of her words. He lunged forward, slicing his sword through his screaming mother. His blade passed through the hallucination cleanly, leaving no mark on her body.
Abruptly, the visions disappeared as a low growl emanated from the dark. The feeling of the beast amplified in Jael’s mind, tearing upon his brain agonisingly.
“Aeza, he’s here.”
A figure materialised from the gloom. Muscles rippled beneath its coal-black skin. Jael’s gut clenched at the enormous size of the creature, his sword feeling useless as a toothpick.
“How the hell am I supposed to kill it?” asked Jael in disbelief. “It’s fucking huge.”
“You can’t! Not even the dragon could take this bastard down. We just have to cut through the connection to the Burdikesh king, break his control of the beast army.”
Jael clenched his teeth. Cut the chain, and then get the fuck out. Fine. He could do that.
The Nightjaw dropped onto all fours, causing the ground under their feet to tremble. It opened its jaws and roared, a metallic sound that made his eardrums crackle painfully. Without warning, it dived forward, talons reaching to cut Jael in two. He threw himself to the side, felt wind as a claw missed his face by a hair’s breadth.
Where’s the god damned chain?
Jael rolled to his feet, darted in behind the creature and chopped down on the thick tendon behind its ankle. His blade might as well have been made of wood for all the good it did. Not even a scratch.
Something caught his feet, sweeping them out from beneath him. Jael landed hard on his back. Winded, he climbed back to his feet, mouth gasping for air. Then he saw what had tripped him up—it was the Burdikesh chain! Links of iron snaked to the Nightjaw’s right ankle where a band of tanned human skin wrapped around the limb. Angular runes were inscribed on the strip of flesh, glowing faintly in the dark.
The beast spun to face him again. Sniffing at the air, it seemed to smell rather than actually see him. Jael ran in an arc, trying to circle behind, but it merely turned on the spot.
“Aeza! I need your help.” Keeping his eyes on the beast, he slid his sword to her. “I’ll distract it, you cut the binding.”
Aeza gave a stiff nod, her face pale.
Jael slipped a small dagger from his belt, weighed it in his hand for a moment, then threw it overhand at the beast’s head. The blade spun, point striking perfectly in one of its black eyes. Instead of plunging hilt deep into its brain, the blade bounced off as if striking stone.
Fuck.
From the corner of his eye, he saw Aeza circling behind the beast, his sword in a two-handed grip. She needed time.
“All right, you ugly bastard,” Jael bellowed. “You wanted a meal, come and get it.”
He edged closer, eyes focused on the creature’s gleaming teeth. Jael drew the last dagger from his belt. Surely the beast had to have some sort of weak spot?  Drawing the strike, he feinted to the right, then lunged in the opposite direction as the Nightjaw punched down with two extended talons to skewer him. The claws, long and curved, stabbed deep into the earth, Jael using the opportunity to get closer to the beast’s head. He stamped onto the Nightjaw’s elbow and reached up for its shoulder, pulling himself higher. It wrenched its hand free of the soil and stood, roaring with anger, jaws snapping at him. Jael scrambled for purchase as the beast shifted beneath. He stabbed at the side into its head. Failing to puncture the skin, the dagger instead wedged fast in the beast’s ear canal. Jael maintained his grip on the knife handle, swinging around onto the Nightjaw’s back. He ducked as a clawed hand slapped over its shoulder, attempting to rip him free.
Jael drew a ragged breath, silently praying he could give Aeza enough time. The Nightjaw shook its body, trying to dislodge him, then reached around to the side. This time Jael was unable to avoid it.
Long talons wrapped around his body, pinning his arms to his ribs with crushing force as it drew him back around to the front. Razor sharp, the talons grated against the iron of his cuirass, threatening to punch through the metal. Jael grunted as it drew him close to its mouth.
The jaw opened, ringed by hundreds of narrow spiked teeth, it gaped wide enough to fit his upper body in one go. A forked tongue snaked out, slathered over this cheeks and nose, leaving a burning sensation of acid wherever it touched. Decay, rotting meat, and the stench of corruption all gusted from its mouth.
Past the Nightjaw’s shoulder, he saw Aeza silently raise the sword above her head. Jael held his breath as the creature began to put him inside its mouth. Aeza slashed down with the Scalzini blade at the binding about the Nightjaw’s leg. Light flashed, the scream of a dying baby tearing at Jael’s ears as the incantation was destroyed.
The Nightjaw staggered, threw Jael aside as it reached for its leg. It picked up the chain and sniffed at the sliced ring of human leather. Lips snarled back with rage as the beast began wrenching in the chain, arm over arm. Another scream sounded in the darkness, this one of a man as the Nightjaw dragged the Burdikesh king closer. The chain that had once bound the creature to the king’s will, was now his downfall. The king came into view, manacle of chain clamped to his wrist, he scrabbled at the ground with both hands, powerless against the strength of the beast.
The Nightjaw snatched the king off the ground and screamed in rage at him. Saliva, grots of half-rotted meat and sputum rained over the king’s face. It took one of his legs and tore it off at the hip as if he was nothing more than a fly. As it took the second leg, Jael grabbed Aeza by the hand.
“We need to get out of here!”
A gut curdling scream of agony gave strength to their legs as they sprinted blindly into the dark. Suddenly, light began to filter into the gloom, and they were outside again, stepping into the clear space outside the Nightjaw’s aura. The tearing sensation of the creature on Jael’s mind eased to a mild ache as he saw his soldiers ahead.
The defensive formation was being battered by Burdikesh warriors from three sides, and as Jael and Aeza slipped back inside its structure, he found the centre of the square littered with the bodies of the fallen. They had to break out or be taken down one at a time.
A familiar heavy pressure pushed at the back of Jael’s mind, and as he looked to the sky, he saw Aeza doing the same. The dragon was back.
From above the western cliffs came a deafening roar, the sound vibrating the very organs in Jael’s chest. It swept into view, wing healed, scales of burnt crimson, and flame billowing from its jaws. It had come to lay waste to the beast army, and Jael’s soldiers lay right in its path.




Chapter Thirty-Three

“Fairy-tales of the common tongue have frequently painted dragons as the villain, abducting princesses, stealing riches and laying waste to cities. In reality, they give the human characters a much larger part than they deserve in any story concerning a dragon. In truth, dragons largely ignore our race. To such a creature, we are of no more consequence than an ant. If a dragon hoards treasure, it is because some of their kind collect beautiful things. If it kills a person, it is because the dragon was hungry—and they were the first prey at hand. There is no evil in a dragon, nor what we would understand as good. It does, however, seek balance in its surrounds and humans have been slow to learn this lesson. Encroach on its territory, and the dragon will restore its boundaries with fire and teeth.”  
—    Scalzini text

“General Larika! Over here, quick!”
Fifty paces away, a rope ladder unfurled down the front of the wall. Troops wearing the Eighth’s colours stood on the battlement above, waving at them to hurry.
Larika took the horse of the recently poisoned soldier and galloped with her remaining horsemen to the escape point on the wall. Reaching the ladder, she pushed one of the younger riders onto it first. The young man climbed quicker than a shithouse rat, cresting the top within moments.
A deep growl turned her head, and she saw Harland wolves leading the charge of beasts coming for them. They were too close, and she knew in her heart there was no way that all twenty of them would make it up the ladder before they were attacked.
Damn it!
A deafening roar rocked her forward, making her almost stumble to her knees. From the west, a huge, winged shadow glided across the ground of the valley. She glanced up, and saw the dragon silhouetted against the sun as it swooped down over the highest tower of Beacon Castle, towards the southern wall. It opened its jaws and roared again, this time loosing a gout of flame that first hit the wall before carrying on into the massed beasts swarming the valley floor beyond.
Where the dragon-fire hit the wall was pure chaos, the flame so hot that the stones exploded, shattered, and melted, punching a hole right through the defence. A slope of burning rubble was all that now stood in the way of beasts.
All was lost. She blinked tears of frustration from her eyes, gripped her sword and turned around, readying herself to fight one last time.
***
Jael watched dumbfounded as the dragon brought down a section of the western wall before continuing onwards to incinerate swathes of beasts on the plain. It didn’t care that the humans were in the way of its true target.
Behind Jael, the Nightjaw roared again. The chain that had once held it captive whipped out of the darkness at immense speed, slicing into the Burdikesh warriors like razor wire, separating legs from hips in a welter of blood. The black cloud roiled, the surface bubbling, manifesting the rage of the creature within. It advanced on the Burdikesh force, ploughing over the enemy in an irrepressible front. Warriors were plucked into the darkness and spat out again in bloody pieces. Screams echoed from within, the black expanse a hell on Earth. Burdikesh warriors abandoned their attack on Jael’s soldiers, eyes wide with terror as their comrades were minced before them.
“Disengage!” yelled Jael.
While the Nightjaw took its revenge on the race that had enslaved it, Jael had his chance to make for the safety of the wall.
“On me!”
A swathe of beasts lay in their way, but there was nothing for it, they’d have to break their way through. Jael ran in the first line, keeping the soldiers in a rough rectangle to enable the rapid construction of a defensive formation. With the sound of rolling thunder and splitting mountains, the dragon criss-crossed the plain, leaving a path of burnt devastation in its wake. Twice it came close to Jael’s troops, the gout of flame missing them by less than a hundred feet, close enough to singe hair.
Behind him, the Nightjaw shrieked again, a sound that reverberated around the plain. Responding to the summons, beasts at the wall broke off their attack, and instead began to stream toward the Burdikesh army to join in the massacre. And to get there, they would be going straight through his company.
Shit!
“Form square!” shouted Jael. He skidded to a halt and rammed the bottom of his shield into the dirt. As the rest of the company did likewise, he shoved his shoulder into the back of his shield and braced for impact. The ground trembled underfoot at the stampede bearing down on them, but instead of smashing their way through the square, the beasts split apart, swerving around the outside like a rock in a stream.
As the last beasts sprinted past, Jael stood and stared after them, not believing their luck. The swarm of beasts slammed into the other flank of Burdikesh warriors, blood misting the air above as slaughter turned to a feeding frenzy.
Jael turned away from the carnage with little pity in his heart. War always meant death for soldiers, and if the majority walking across the Bridge of the Dead belonged to the opposing force, he would not complain.
A few minutes at double march brought the survivors of his company to the destroyed section of wall where Larika stood at the base. The general gave him a short nod of acknowledgement as he joined the remaining members of her cavalry unit. Every muscle ached as Jael turned to face the valley once again, sword hanging by his side. If the beasts attacked the shattered wall again, they would be all that stood in their way.
With the Burdikesh slaughter complete, the field belonged solely to Dragon, Nightjaw and beasts. As the dragon turned its focus onto the Nightjaw, its grip on the surrounding beasts shattered. In a flood, the creatures bolted south, wolves and horned boar sprinting for the distance, while other creatures of segmented legs and carapace made for the shadows beneath the cliffs.
The dragon dived, wings tucked close to its body, flame roaring into the dark cloud. At the last possible second, it opened its wings slightly, and smashed home with talons outstretched. It disappeared, bursts of flame billowing in the darkness like lightning in a thunder cloud. A brittle scream of rage sounded, and then the two massive dragon wings pumped above the cloud. It lifted, body and head emerging from the darkness, dragging something of tremendous weight beneath. A taloned limb emerged from the darkness, the dragon’s claws gripping it like a vice, and suddenly, the cloud of pitch black began to separate from the earth as the Nightjaw was lifted into the air.
It's trying a different tactic this time.
The Nightjaw writhed in the dragon’s grip, talons from the other limb raking the dragon’s chest and belly, but the beast seemed not to care. The dragon soared, high over the western cliffs and into the sky until it was no more than a speck. It dropped the Nightjaw from on high, the beast of nightmare and fear plummeting with ever greater speed until it disappeared from sight behind the cliff.
For a moment, there was stunned silence as they stared over the battlefield. Torn bodies of human and beast covered the plain in a swathe of blood, trauma, and ash. Of the vast Burdikesh army, nothing remained. Jael turned to his commander, a stunned grin slowly stretching across his face.
“Congratulations, Ma’am, I believe the battle is yours.”
Larika slapped a bloody hand on Jael’s shoulder, her eyes bright as she surveyed the plain. Above them on the wall, cries of victory began to spread along the battlement, her name chanted over and again by the soldiers who’d watched her fight.
With Larika at their head, Jael’s company climbed the mound of rubble back into the grounds of Beacon Castle. The warrior princess was covered in gore, dust, and mud. As she raised her sword above her head on the battlement, Jael joined soldiers of both tumens to roar for her triumph.




Chapter Thirty-Four

“Never forgive a traitor. It will only show weakness and do nothing to bind them to your cause. There is only one appropriate response to treachery—execution.”
—    Private correspondence between King Loic and Princess Larika.

Lord Revarc clenched a white knuckled fist and turned to Colonel Morcom.
“The field is won, time for us to wipe our gentle princess from history’s page. Call the attack.”
Torrance laughed, his eyes blazing with pride from where he sat tied to the chair. “You don’t get it, do you, you weak bastard? After what they witnessed, they’re not your soldiers anymore. She risked everything and won their hearts as the prize. That cheer? You can’t order that sort of shit to happen. She earnt it.”
Lips retracted in a snarl, Revarc grabbed hold of the colonel’s fringe and ripped his head backwards. “Is that so?” He touched the edge of his dagger to Torrance’s throat. “Well, if she’s got so many new soldiers, she won’t miss her lap-dog.”
Revarc cut deep, sawing through major vessels and windpipe. With hands tied behind his back, Torrance was powerless to stop him. Blood spurted from his throat, feet drumming as the life flowed out of him. Finished, he pushed the colonel’s body away, the head hanging at an unnatural angle.
To either side, furious soldiers from Larika’s Eighth began to push their way through, unhampered by Revarc’s men who stepped aside without fuss.
Morcom drew his sword and grabbed Revarc by the arm. “The day is lost, Lord. We need to leave, now.”
Revarc wiped his blade on Torrance’s uniform before letting his colonel lead him away.




Chapter Thirty-Five

“Be sure to honour the dead, but do not wallow in grief. It is a soldier’s lot to die, and we will all meet again on the other side of death’s bridge.”
—    Private correspondence between King Loic and Princess Larika.

On the seventh day after the battle, Jael walked out through the southern barbican. Buried in a common grave a short walk beyond, were those soldiers killed in the battles. It was time that he paid his respects, especially as the tumens would soon be leaving to join King Loic in the Northern Mountains. There was one person already there as he approached, standing with a simple brown blanket about her shoulders.
Jael was still sore and stiff, muscles complaining with each step like old hags at the village well. After the battle, he’d slept for near twenty-four hours until hunger forced him from bed. The bruises across his face were beginning to fade, turning a sickly mix of yellow and green. He itched at a line of horsehair stitches in his forehead.
“For the gods’ sake, man, leave them alone,” muttered Aeza. “If you ruin my sewing, I won’t be doing it again.”
Jael dropped his hand. He had much to be thankful to the Scalzini woman. Not only had she joined him in the fight of his life but she had cleaned and fixed his wounds, along with Pyx’s as well.
“How long until Pyx is up and about?”
Aeza shrugged. “Not long. Her nausea and headaches are beginning to improve.” After Easton had stabbed her, Pyx had fallen and cracked her head on the ground. The resulting concussion had done more damage than the knife wound, leaving her initially weak and nauseated.
“If I could kill that bastard five times over, I would,” growled Jael. Pyx was as close to family as he had.
Aeza nodded, then glanced to the right. “She’s not one for idle threats, eh?”
Twenty men and women hung from makeshift gallows, bodies slowly swaying in the breeze. Each of Revarc’s soldiers involved with the taking of the barbican and refusing Larika entry during the battle had met the fate she’d threatened.
A woman of her word.
“She’s a future queen. Her people need to know that her word is law.”
“And what of Lord Revarc, Pollux and Morcom? Is it only the common man who gets the noose, or will those bastards meet the same fate?”
“They’ll hang. You have my word.”
Aeza started as the person standing at the grave mound with the brown blanket about her shoulders turned around.
Aeza dropped to one knee, her head bent. “Forgive me Princess Larika, I didn’t realise it was you.”
Larika motioned for her to rise. It was the first time Jael had seen her without armour and uniform. She wore a simple linen tunic over grey trousers, a narrow band of silver resting on her forehead, the only symbol of her station. The grey smudges of sleep deprivation had cleared on her face, but her eyes still burned ferociously at the mention of the traitors.
“They’ll hang, but I have to find them first,” she said. “The cowards ran.”
“Pollux chained his fate to Revarc long ago, Ma’am. When I found correspondence between him and the young lord, Pollux tried to have me killed. It was only Colonel Torrance’s intercession that turned it to a banishment from the tumens instead.
“If I had to bet, I’d say that all three are in the same place. Pollux would have had every secret tunnel and passage throughout Beacon Castle mapped and ready for use.”
“Yes. Torrance,” said Larika, her voice sad as she looked back down to the star shaped stone at her feet, carved with the same name in simple letters. The colonel had been honoured with a separate marked grave. “For his death alone, I’ll ensure Revarc suffers before he crosses the Bridge of the Dead.”
The sound of thundering hooves drew their attention. A messenger wearing the colour of the First, the king’s own tumen, approached. He pulled up, horse frothing saliva around its mouth bit, sides lathered in sweat. The messenger slid to the ground, removed his hat and took a knee.
“Princess Larika, I have urgent news.”
Larika motioned for the man to rise. “Speak, quickly.”
“It concerns the king.” The messenger’s face was pale, lips thin. “King Loic has been injured. He’s called for you to attend him as soon as possible.”
“The king has been injured many times, but he has always regained his feet within days. This will be no different.” Larika’s voice had a slight quaver to it. “The Sixth and Eighth Tumens will be ready to leave in the morning. Tell the king we will make all haste for the Northern Mountains as planned.”
“Ma’am, you don’t understand. He is gravely injured. During the siege he was hit by an arrow, and the surgeons feared it could not be removed. In truth, I don’t even know if he still lives. The crown must pass unimpeded to you.”
Colour dropped from Larika’s face. “Return and say that I’m coming with all possible speed.”
The messenger nodded, climbed back into the saddle and kicked his poor horse back into a gallop toward the castle walls.
Larika turned to Jael and Aeza. “The two of you have proved useful in past days. I will leave within the hour with a small force, a personal guard of thirty soldiers. I require you as part of this group.”
Jael nodded. “What of the remaining soldiers?”
Larika grimaced. “There will be no time to travel with an entire tumen. They will follow in our wake.” The princess strode for the barbican gate. “Be at the north gate within the hour.”
Jael glanced at Aeza. “Will you come? If you decide to avoid her order and return to Dragonspine Chasm, I can cover for you. They have no idea which Scalzini keep you belong to.”
Aeza bit her lip. “If the king dies, Kalech will be plunged into turmoil. Larika is strong, but even she will face opposition from recalcitrant lords. I’ve removed many arrow heads, and after seeing the work of the army surgeons of this tumen, I may be able to succeed where they have failed.”
“So, you’re coming?”
Aeza gave a tight nod.
“Good.” Jael stared to the north, brow creasing with determination. There was a good chance Revarc and Pollux would have fled to join the rebel forces in the Northern Mountains. If so, he might also have an opportunity for retribution. With less than an hour to prepare, there was much to be done.
END BOOK ONE
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