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The Story So Far…

In a world once lush and green, a god’s rage has turned the continent of Kalech into a desert steeped in death and betrayal.

Jael Crowfeeder is the last of the Scalzini beast hunters, his clan slaughtered during a brutal pogrom. Hiding his lineage to survive, he joins the army of King Loic, a leader that did nothing to protect the Scalzini people during their darkest hour. Despite nineteen years of service, a mage named Pollux contrives to have him banished from the tumens, using his Scalzini heritage as an excuse. Mentally and physically scarred, he survives as a beast hunter through the arid plains and mountains of Kalech.

After completing a contract, Jael is cheated of payment and thrown in gaol. Faced with execution or enlistment, he finds himself back on the front line, fighting for a king he swore he’d never serve again, all just as a freakish alliance of man and beast attack the border.

A Burdikesh king has used magic to bind a Nightjaw to his will. Through this unholy creature, he harnesses other beasts to fight as an army. Standing in their way is General Larika; warrior princess and heir to the throne. However, she soon faces an enemy on two fronts as her treacherous cousin, Lord Revarc, plots to replace her as heir to Kalech.

Jael’s skill as a beast hunter proves crucial to overcoming the invading force. However, whispering conflicting counsel in Larika’s ear, is the mage Pollux—who secretly conspires with Revarc for her downfall. Overcoming the odds, Jael tips the battle in Larika’s favour when he creates a barrier with Scalzini magic atop the battlement of Beacon Castle to repel the swarming beasts. Larika subsequently leads a cavalry attack as a diversion, enabling Jael to sever the Nightjaw’s binding. Freed of the Burdikesh king’s control, the beasts turn on the king and his army, wiping them from the field to hand Larika victory.

Revarc ultimately loses control of his tumen after they witness Larika’s bravery and subsequent victory. He flees in the company of Pollux before Larika can arrest him.

In the following days, news arrives that Larika’s father, King Loic, has been seriously wounded whilst campaigning in the Northern Mountains. Larika is requested to attend urgently to ensure the line of succession, and orders Jael to accompany her.


Chapter One

“Troop casualties cannot be estimated without knowledge of the city’s layout. Worst case, our troops will fight in absolute darkness while negotiating a maze.”

-                Colonel Bernice

Extract: Northern Mountains Reconnaissance Report.

Carried in spinning dervishes of wind, grey dust swept the battlefield and gathered at the windward side of bodies. Powder-like in quality, it softened lines and muted colour, lending the faces of the fallen an appearance of stone, as if the carnage was a sculptor’s mad creation. Lying in swathes of bloodied armour and mangled flesh, the density of frozen corpses increased closer to the wall, cruel evidence of Loic’s failed attacks.

Jael Crowfeeder lay on his belly in the dirt, peering over the ridge at the devastation wrought upon his comrades. A brittle, light-blue sky arced above, the sun a cold white orb over the winter mountains. Jael kept his head down and movements slow, decades of scouting craft minimising his presence. Groundcover was sparse at this altitude; fierce alpine storms having stripped the landscape to a desolation of rock and soil. Grit whipped past his shoulders in the wind, needling his cheeks painfully and blurring the ground. Below was their target, the Northern Mountains’ famous capital, Ruan. Ignoring the chill seeping into his bones, Jael bit his lip and searched for weaknesses to exploit in the coming battle, anything to avoid the fate of the warriors below.

Carved from midnight stone, Ruan’s streets plunged deep beneath the mountain in a maze of tunnels and giant halls. Two iron-plated doors offered the only entrance to the underground metropolis, which were in turn protected by a semi-circular defensive wall, bristling with soldiers. Five wooden towers soared above its ramparts, each manned by teams of bowmen that would rain steel-tipped death upon an attacking force.

Losses would be high. Had been high.

Jael dropped his gaze to the open ground before the wall and grit his teeth, wishing Larika had waited for reinforcements. There was little in their favour, and sending tired troops back into the fray only increased the chance of another failure. Hypothermia would be almost as dangerous as the enemy on the wall, giving them little time to succeed before the cold sapped strength. His lamellar cuirass was like a second skin to Jael, but the metal sucked body-heat like a parasite in the sub-zero temperatures.

Jael crawled back from the ridge and jogged down the slope to his unit. The rest of the tumen was arrayed to either side. Grim eyes stared from the shadowed depths of helmeted heads, a professional force of killers ready to do their general’s bidding no matter the cost. Princess Larika had wasted no time in seeking vengeance for her father’s mortal wound. Issuing orders within moments of entering Loic’s camp, she’d set the king’s First Tumen into motion, preparing for an attack the following morning. With Larika’s own Eighth Tumen still days behind them, Jael had been allocated a squad of Loic’s warriors to captain.

Jael reached his soldiers and crouched to pick up the shield he’d left in their care. Long and rectangular, iron-wood panels provided protection in the battle line from neck to shin. Below the shield was a small hessian sack that he carefully retrieved and tied to his weapons belt. Jael reached a hand over his shoulder and loosened the blade of his sword in its scabbard, not wanting the steel to jam in the cold.

Jael slipped off his gloves and blew in cupped hands to warm his fingers. He pulled a battered metal flask from inside his jerkin and took a deep pull of whisky, the harsh spirit spreading a warmth down his throat, all the way to his gut, before handing it to the next man. The grey-haired veteran took a swig and nodded thanks before giving a questioning look to see if he could pass it along.

“Go ahead, the lot of you look like you need it.” Jael glanced over his shoulder at the ridgeline. “How many attempts have there been on the wall?”

The old veteran held up two fingers. “The king took an arrow in the chest during the second attack,” he grunted. “If we fail to eliminate the archer towers, it’ll end in the same way—with our dead littering the ground, and the enemy laughing as we run for cover.”

Jael had come to the same conclusion. The five archer towers allowed the defenders to direct precision fire on any part of the wall at risk.

“The colonel said we’d have a better chance this time, that General Larika had some munitions? But I’ve seen nothing hauled from camp. Starting to worry he was talking out of his arse, Cap.”

Normally, Loic’s tumen would have had its own cache of explosives, but after the supply train carrying them plunged into a ravine earlier in the campaign, they’d been forced to fight without.

Jael shrugged. “There’s no breach-makers, but we do have something that might solve our main problem.” Jael fished a cigar-shaped munition from the hessian sack at his waist.

“By the gods, I haven’t seen one of those in years, is that what I think it is?”

Jael gave a nod. “A ‘Hell Fire’ munition.” He pulled a special crossbow bolt from the sack and screwed the bomb to its end. “It’ll explode on impact, spraying burning accelerant hotter than a pit of lava.” Jael grimaced as he gingerly placed the munition back in the sack. “I’ve seen soldiers covered in this shit cut their own throats to escape the pain. If we score a direct hit, those towers will be reduced to ash. Mark my words.”

The veteran barked a humourless laugh. “I lost a lot of mates in the last attack, they won’t be getting any sympathy from me.”

***

Jael stood amongst the soldiers of Loic’s First Tumen, cresting the ridgeline in a tide of burnished steel. Adrenaline surged as he watched a burst of activity amongst defenders on the wall, banishing exhaustion and flooding his muscles with energy. It was always the same before a fight, a mixture of terror and excitement, knowing he would soon walk with death at his shoulder. Battle: it was something he loved and hated in equal measure. As all warriors did, he supposed.   

Once they descended to the plain below, they would be within reach of the enemy’s arrows, a whispering hail of death that stabbed indiscriminately into flesh or soil. Stoic faces squinted into the bitter wind, waiting for the order to attack. Many of the warriors surrounding Jael had fought a lifetime for their king; decades of brutality and war, honing skill and hardening hearts until they were the most feared soldiers in all Kalech.

A horn sounded the attack, tearing a roar of animalistic fury from the massed soldiers. The line surged as one, descending the slope to the killing field at a controlled double march. Jael half stumbled as he hit the flat plain, a hornet’s buzz of fletching drilling through the air where his head had been a split-second earlier. The soldier behind him gurgled as the arrow caught her in the throat instead. Jael glanced over his shoulder to see her vomit blood and collapse with her hands gripping the shaft. Other screams sounded as more arrows hit their mark in the press.

“Move to the right!” shouted Jael, raising his shield overhead. “We have to get close enough to guarantee our strike!”

He’d split his team into five pairs; one soldier to provide cover with an iron-wood shield, the other to work a large crossbow to shoot the munitions. Each pair had only two bombs, which left little room for error. As the rest of the tumen streamed forward, Jael’s unit angled sideways until they were less than fifty paces from the wall. An arrow thumped into Jael’s shield, the steel point penetrating a finger’s width through the near side.

“Here will do. Take this,” he said, handing the shield to his partner, a wiry fighter named Felice. She grunted acceptance and raised the heavy shield as if it weighed no more than a feather pillow. Jael unslung the crossbow from his shoulder. Larger than most, it was built to launch a weighted arrow. Jael worked the rachet to wind the string back before fitting a dummy shaft. The first shot would help aiming of the live munition. With so few, there could be no wastage.

Jael raised the crossbow to his shoulder, Felice sheltering them both beneath the long rectangular shield. An archer tower soared above the wall straight ahead. Longbowmen fired from its top, sowing death at each ladder thrown up to scale the wall. Jael aimed high and a touch to the right, compensating for the weight of the bomb and wind. He squeezed the trigger, releasing the bowstring with a hollow thwack. The arrow flew just wide, missing an archer leaning over the edge of the tower by a hand’s breadth.

Jael swore to himself and dropped the end of the bow to the ground to ratchet the string back again. With a steady hand, he loaded a munition tipped arrow and raised the weapon to his shoulder.

“Fly straight, you little bastard.”

He saw an officer on the tower pointing him out from the press, and at the last second he changed aim and squeezed the trigger. The arrow launched into the sky, a grey blur as it streaked toward the top of the tower, catching the officer in the face. Blue flame exploded on impact, blowing the man’s head to blood and gristle, and showering the surrounding archers in accelerant. Within a heartbeat, howling wind transformed the wooden platform to a blinding inferno. Flaming bodies began to drop, soldiers throwing themselves over the edge for a quicker death.

Jael swallowed and turned his focus to the next target. Arrows thumped into the ground around him, archers in the adjacent tower identifying him as a mortal threat. Jael madly wound back the string and loaded the next projectile, every second expecting the cold agony of steel to punch through his body. Felice screamed and dropped the shield, staggering back with an arrow jutting from her lower back. Providing cover for Jael, she’d neglected her own safety to protect the mission.

Jael ignored Felice’s grunts of pain as he raised the crossbow. An arrow whipped past his face, fletching tearing a strip of skin from his cheek as another shaft punched into the ground between his feet. Jael kept his aim, released his breath and depressed the trigger. The arrow flew true, sowing flame and terror across the second tower. Further along the wall, the remaining towers exploded in blue flame as other members of his squad made good on their targets.

The commanding officer to the rear sought to take advantage. A horn blasted above the din of battle, ordering a change of focus to the eastern end of the battlement. Soldiers obeyed, streaming toward the section of wall below the burning towers.

Jael dropped the heavy crossbow and knelt beside Felice. The woman’s contorted face had a pallor of approaching death, her breath coming quick and shallow. Jael scooped a fingertip of poppy gum from a small pocket at his waist and stuck it inside Felice’s cheek to dull her pain. Knowing there was little more he could do, he gave her one last pitying glance and joined the surge in troops.

Soldiers passed long ladders overhead to the base of the wall, jabbed their spiked legs into the chalky ground before swinging the top of the ladder up and over. Again and again, ladders crashed home less than a pace apart upon the wall. Other soldiers threw large grappling hooks trailing knotted ropes in high arcs to snag upon the battlement edge. A man to Jael’s left gave one such rope a sharp tug to dig the hook deeper, then climbed it arm over arm with a dagger clenched between his teeth. Unused to failure, Jael knew the First Tumen would not be refused again. They would force a way to the top through sheer press of numbers and bloody-mindedness.

Jael drew his sword from the scabbard across his back and pushed his way into line. A falchion blade, acid etched beasts writhed across the elegantly crafted steel, flashing bright in the sun as he mounted a ladder. Jael kept his focus closed, concentrating on each hold as he climbed at speed. A boulder streaked past his right shoulder, followed a split second later by a dull thud as it caved in the top of a soldier’s helmet below, blood and brains spurting from his visor.

Jael neared the top, his legs burning from the climb. The soldier above him on the ladder reached the battlement and swung a long-handled axe overhead at the enemy. The blade missed, chipping a handful of stone instead. The defender took his chance and stabbed down with his spear. The leaf-shaped blade plunged into the hollow at the base of the soldier’s neck and onwards into his chest cavity and heart.

Hot blood spattered over Jael’s face as the soldier fell with the spear still wedged in his torso. Jael braced as the corpse smashed into him. A heel thumped into his helmet sending a burst of stars before his eyes, then the body crunched hard on his left shoulder as it cartwheeled to the ground. Someone below yelled at him to move. Jael forced himself onwards, snarling frustration.

To pause was to die.

Jael glanced up just in time to see a sword stabbing down. He jerked to the side and chopped at the exposed wrist with his own blade. The defender screamed, weapon dropping from nerveless fingers as he staggered backward. Two more rungs, then Jael was at the top of the wall. He stabbed again, clearing space. Jael caught his foot as he stumbled onto the battlement and fell forward. He went with the momentum, smashing into the legs of the men ahead, sending two sprawling. Sparks flew as an axe bit stone next to Jael’s face, and then he was on his feet again.

Jael roared, a battle-cry of pure rage and bloodlust. There was no fear. No conscious thought. In the middle of the fight where every breath might be his last, there was only time for action and reaction. He parried a thrust and cut his way out of the press, clearing room at the top of the ladder for others to follow. Another soldier spilled onto the battlement and within a few heartbeats, Jael stood within a group of attackers. He roared and they surged forward as one. Jael buried his sword in the belly of the man ahead, then drove his shoulder into the chest of the next soldier, shoving him off the battlement with arms flailing.

Their section of the wall cleared, Jael leant forward with hand on knee to catch his breath. Ash and burning embers swirled in the air. Jael forced himself to stand again, his face streaked with blood, dirt, and sweat. The flesh around his left eye swelled from the heel strike as he jogged to catch up with the flow of battle. Unable to stand against Loic’s warriors, the Ruan defenders were forced back. Fighting moved from the stairways, down to the semi-circle of courtyard between the wall and great doors of the mountain city.

A Ruan horn sounded the retreat, and the huge iron doors began to slowly inch closed. Once shut, Ruan would be protected by the very mountain itself. Sensing a definitive victory was about to slip from their grasp, Loic’s soldiers surged onward, hacking at the defenders with desperate energy.

Jael descended the inner staircase at speed, feet skidding on gore covered steps. Hitting the stone courtyard, he sprinted to join the advancing line. Those with shields had taken the front position, edges overlapped to create a battering ram. In unison, Loic’s soldiers shoved forward to create space before swords stabbed through gaps between the shields, plunging deep into bellies, thighs, or necks. The fallen were stamped to the ground as the line advanced, hobnailed boots crushing skulls and throats before those behind dealt a final mercy strike.

The twin doors were less than fifteen paces away with a mere thirty defenders protecting them. It was now or never.

“One more push!” shouted an officer.

Jael grit his teeth, leant his shoulder into the back of a shield and drove ahead with all his strength.

To either side of the doors, slits opened in the rock wall with a grinding of stone. Suddenly, a black viscous mixture hosed from the gaps. Drenching the nearest soldiers, it spread across the ground in a tide of midnight. A noxious stench of oil soon assaulted Jael’s nose. Along the line, soldiers broke contact as they realised the danger, desperate to avoid the accelerant. The defenders took the chance to retreat, slipping through the gap as a priest in long grey robes pushed past them holding a blazing torch. He held it aloft for a moment, taunting the soldiers.

“Get an archer!” shouted Jael. But it was too late.

The priest threw the torch, igniting the oil with an audible whump. Orange flame licked across its surface, climbing the limbs of those doused in the thick fluid, melting flesh and tearing screams of agony from their throats. Comrades dragged those affected back and rolled them on the ground, smothering the flames with handfuls of dirt.

With a last jeer of derision, the priest retreated before the doors closed with a metallic clang. Smoke curled up in acrid black clouds as Jael turned away, swearing frustration. Their chance to secure entry to the city of Ruan was at an end for the day.

Dead men from both sides lay where they’d fallen, limbs stiffening in the sub-zero temperature. Bodies covered the battlement, stairways, and courtyard in depressing numbers. A tithe of blood to the hungry gods of war. In weather such as this, there would be few survivors amongst the wounded. If life had not been stolen outright by a mortal wound, hypothermia would finish the job with cool efficiency.

Jael wiped the blade of his sword on a rag before sliding it into the scabbard on his back. Already the wind had cooled the sweat on his brow to an icy slick. A set of thick timber doors and portcullis at the base of the wall creaked open as he watched, allowing movement of fresh soldiers to take possession and guard the structure. Jael shouldered his way through the crowd and began the trek home to camp. Larika had ordered him to report at the battle’s completion and would be impatient for his account.


Chapter Two

“After months of searching, I’ve finally made contact with the Order of Magi. It has been a frustrating process, sire. They exist like a shadow in the darkness, deliberately hiding from those in power. Their leader, a mage named Xares Unarc finally deigned to meet with me. To the eye he was a man of thirty summers, his body strong. And yet if he’s to be believed, his life has spanned centuries.

Such skill would be invaluable to our healers. Too many leaders have succumbed to simple wounds and disease. If nothing else, we should negotiate for your personal surgeon to study and gain a measure of their knowledge. It may prove the difference between life and death in years to come.”

-                Agent Tarkin

Extract: Imperial investigation - Order of Magi

A gust of freezing air chilled the king’s tent, making the candles flicker as a messenger twitched the door flap aside. Constructed of thick oilskin, the structure was large, comprising Loic’s bed and sleeping quarters at one end and a long trestle table surrounded by camp chairs at the other. The walls billowed in the wind, fabric slapping violently against the tent posts on the larger gusts. Woollen rugs decorated with complex geometric designs covered the frozen dirt. A few officers who’d not taken part in the battle huddled around the table in quiet discussion. One wore a bloodied sling, a wound in his upper arm from the previous assault oozing haemoserous fluid between its sutures.

The messenger took two paces inside and dropped to a knee, waiting to be addressed. Larika took a last look at her father’s pale face, then stood and walked over. Sweat-plastered hair stuck against the soldier’s forehead while his chest heaved, sucking in deep breaths to recover. Despite a bloody head wound and dark circles of exhaustion below his eyes, the messenger wore a victor’s grin.

“The wall is yours, General.”

“And Ruan’s gate? Do we have the city?” asked Larika.

The soldier’s smile faltered as his eyes dropped to the ground. “Sorry, ma’am. The doors are sealed. We didn’t have materials at hand to force a breach.”

Larika clenched her fist in frustration. After a breath, she forced calm to her features, knowing she was lucky at the outcome. Throwing the First Tumen back at a wall they’d failed twice to capture was rooted in distress at seeing her father’s condition. She was lucky to emerge with a partial victory given the hideous conditions.

“No matter. We have the rats trapped in their hole and the First Tumen have avenged their king.”

The soldier stared past her, looking at Loic. “How does he fair, ma’am? Different rumours are whispered amongst the troops, we don’t know what to believe.”

Larika followed the soldier’s gaze. The king lay on his back, arms at his sides, the pallor of his face in stark relief to a beard of steel-grey. He was still alive, somehow clinging on by a thread despite the arrow transfixing his chest.

Larika had learned of the king’s wound at Beacon Castle a week earlier. She’d barely slept since, crossing four provinces at speed with no more than a personal guard, for if the worst came to pass and the king died, Larika needed to claim her birthright as queen. As Loic’s only child, the crown was rightfully hers, but only if she was strong enough hold it. Larika knew some lords would prefer she fail. Loic had forced many to take the knee and swear fealty, lords who would seek to regain their independence if they thought it possible. The slightest sign of weakness from Larika could plunge the continent into civil war.

She rested a hand on the messenger’s shoulder, projecting a confidence that was absent in her heart. “The injury may be severe, but King Loic is strong. He’ll pull through to fight again.”

The soldier nodded at her words. “Aye, ma’am. The troops will be glad to hear it.”

Larika picked up a bottle of red wine from the middle of the table and gave it to the surprised messenger. “Here, drink to the king’s health with your tent mates. I thank you for your efforts today.” The man dipped his head in thanks and took his leave.

Larika was about to return to her father’s side when the tent flap flicked aside to admit the king’s personal surgeon, Li. He wore a brown robe over his clothes, the front stained dark in random patches with dried blood from past operations and procedures. Unlike many of the tumen’s soldiers who were growing beards for added warmth, the surgeon’s cheeks were shaved and his hair neatly brushed. He pulled leather gloves from his hands with sharp, irritated movements and tucked them into a pocket beneath his robe. Only now did he look up.

“Princess Larika—”

“General.”

The surgeon stared at her, mouth slightly open in surprised confusion. Larika grit her teeth for a moment. “Does this look like a ballroom? Am I wearing a bloody dress?”

Li’s eyes flitted over her travel-stained clothes, the mail shirt and sword hanging at her waist before meeting her gaze. His tongue darted out, nervously licking his lower lip. “No, ma’am.”

Larika’s eyes narrowed. Earlier in the day, the surgeon had been abrupt to the point of rudeness and she was damned if it would continue. “When I’m in the field, you will address me by my military rank.”

“Yes, ma’am…I mean, General. My apologies.”

“You have something to report?”

The surgeon looked at Loic’s motionless body. “A Scalzini woman claims your sponsorship to examine the king. Surely this can’t be right?”

“Her name is Aeza and she speaks the truth.”

“But the king’s life hangs by a thread! I wouldn’t trust his care to another surgeon, let alone a Scalzini ranger.”

Larika fixed the man with a flat stare. “I do not seek your permission, nor is this up for discussion.” The general turned away and walked back to the king’s bed. “Bring Aeza in, I’ve waited long enough for a second opinion.”

The surgeon’s face flushed red as he stalked back to the tent’s entrance. He stuck his head through the flap and hooked a curt finger at someone outside. A few moments later, a woman slipped inside. Her green cloak was pale with dust, matching a streak of white hair at her temple. She paused at the entrance, allowing her eyes to adjust to the comparative gloom of the tent before crossing the floor.

“Sorry for my delay, General. I would have come sooner,” she said, eyes flicking toward the glowering surgeon, “But there were unexpected barriers. Li, I’d appreciate a summary of the king’s injury and treatment to date?”

The surgeon pulled a privacy curtain across the middle of the tent before crossing to the other side of the bed.

“The king suffered a grievous wound, taking an arrow in the left side of his chest. In absence of other options, I plunged him into a state of hibernation. He is still dying, but more slowly than before, stretching meagre hours to a month or so.”

One of Loic’s arms lay atop the covers and Aeza took a deft grip of the wrist, feeling for his radial pulse. She counted under her breath, head slowly shaking in apparent amazement. “I haven’t seen anything of it’s like, his heart beats but twice a minute!”

“And he breathes just ten times an hour,” said the surgeon. “There was no other way to ensure he lived long enough for you to arrive, General.”

Li drew back the blanket, exposing Loic’s chest and abdomen. Despite his age, there was little softness to the king’s physique. A life of campaign and war had kept him lean, but not without cost. Larika traced a scar that stretched from collar bone to navel in a thick line of bubbled flesh. Just one of many that marred his skin. Leading from the front came with risk, but it was a willingness to face the same danger as his soldiers that created fanatical loyalty.

“That was caused by an axe,” said Li. “Swung by a brute of a man, it parted his armour like butter before the king gutted him. The blade cut a deep groove down the outside of his ribs before spreading his abdominal muscles like a scalpel. A hair deeper and it would have spilt his guts.” The surgeon sighed. “But that’s not the wound we’re here to discuss.”

Larika swallowed as she stared at the arrow shaft penetrating her father’s chest. Li had neatly sawn off the fletching, leaving a handspan of wooden shaft poking out from beneath his left pectoral muscle.

“The arrow has pierced his left lung and damaged the pericardial sac,” said Li.

Aeza turned Loic’s head to the side, noting congested jugular veins that supported Li’s conclusion. Unless blood was drained from the sac about the heart, the king’s blood pressure would soon plummet. She looked up at Li. “Have you tried aspirating the space with a needle?”

He shook his head. “It would only delay the inevitable.”

Larika swallowed, a sick feeling in her stomach as she looked upon her father’s body. Strangely, she didn’t feel sadness, but rather shock that a man who’d loomed so large in her life might die. When she was little, Loic had farmed her off to different people for academic, political, and military training. Despite this, he’d taken a keen interest in Larika’s development, exchanging letters weekly. Once she entered the tumens, he’d been her commander-in-chief, her inspiration to fight for family and birth-right, and the general upon whom she’d modelled her leadership style. Whether she liked it or not, her whole life had revolved around Loic. He may have been a lion on the battlefield, but to kill him now would take little more than a pillow over his mouth. Larika glanced up, praying Aeza could suggest a plan of treatment that Li had somehow missed.

“Is there a way to remove the arrow and save his life?”

Aeza stared at the wood shaft sticking from between the king’s ribs, chewing on her bottom lip. “I could withdraw the arrowhead without causing further damage.” The Scalzini woman withdrew a leather bundle from the bag on her shoulder and unrolled it on the bed. It contained a series of different spoon-like implements. She removed two and connected them together. “With the right set, I can enclose the arrowhead and barbs within, allowing me to pull it out. However, strange as it seems, removing it might hasten his death. The arrow may be applying pressure to lacerated blood vessels. When it’s removed, they will begin to haemorrhage freely; and if that happens, the chances of him surviving more than a few minutes are virtually nil.”

Aeza pulled the sheet and blanket back over the king’s chest. “I’d hoped to provide a different prognosis, General, but…”

Larika gave a curt nod, not trusting herself to speak. She’d played the emotionally detached leader for so long it had become the norm. Should she let herself cry and display her grief as a loving daughter? But she was also heir to the throne, expected to retain control in the most difficult of circumstances. Either option would be judged. Weak if she cried, heartless if she kept her emotion contained.

Damn them all. The choice was out of her hands. Her eyes were dry and Larika knew herself to be a poor actor. Callous, unloving daughter it is.

“Keep my father comfortable while he sleeps. If he dies, it’s imperative we maintain his legacy. Civil war must be avoided.”

Muffled by the tent walls, she heard Jael requesting admission outside. She pulled back the curtain separating Loic’s bed and stepped into the common area. “Captain Crowfeeder is expected, let him in.”

Jael twitched aside the door and entered. Despite grey smudges of exhaustion beneath the captain’s eyes, he walked with a sure gait. Blood matted his hair and dribbled over his grimy his face in red streaks, his uniform little better. Gore-soaked and filthy, the man looked as though he’d waded through hell and back. And yet, the intensity of his gaze hinted he could fight again at a heartbeat’s notice.

On spotting his general, he gave a short bow. “Congratulations, ma’am. Once the towers were removed from the equation, we took the wall with little fuss. The First Tumen lived up to their reputation and it was an honour to fight at their side. Unfortunately, the doors to the city were barred before we could enter.”

Larika nodded. “I’ve heard the gates of Ruan are,” she paused, searching for the right word, “Significant. Can they be breached?”

Jael shrugged. “Of course, but…”

“Not easily?”

“The First Tumen have fought for weeks in hellish conditions, ma’am. They are tired and grieving not only for their general and king, but also the many friends lost in the campaign. They will fight to the death for you, but I think their effectiveness could be enhanced by waiting for your tumen to bolster numbers and take their place on the front line.

“And as much as I hate that traitorous arsewipe, Pollux, we need the munitions the mage left behind. Until they arrive with the Eighth Tumen’s supply train, any attempt on the gate may fail.” Jael paused and stepped close to a brazier, holding his hands out over the flames to warm. He glanced at the few officers around the meeting table before continuing with a lowered voice. “You already have a victory today, ma’am, and gods know soldiers love to follow a general who wins battles. Better to wait a few days, get your ducks in a row and create a winning streak.”

“Time is in short supply,” said Larika. “Every day spent here gifts Revarc time, time he’ll undoubtedly use to gather support for his claim to the throne. But if I pursue him, I leave the killers of my father unpunished and appear weak—hardly a precedent I wish to establish.”

Larika took a few slow breaths to think. With brutal self-discipline, she pushed emotions to the back of her brain. Grieving would have to wait. Larika needed to examine the situation in the cold light of day and assess the options at hand. Her fate balanced on the edge of a blade. One misstep, and she could lose it all.

She flicked a finger to a waiting messenger boy. “Summon the captains of the First Tumen. We have a campaign to plan.”

***

“What do we know about Ruan’s layout?” asked Larika. “If projected troop losses to invade the city are untenable, it may be better to starve the churls out.”

Sitting at the head of the table in Loic’s command tent, ten captains and the colonel of the First Tumen lined its sides. Jael stood quietly behind them, leaning against the tent’s central pole.

Colonel Zhane Trenech of the First Tumen sat to Larika’s right hand. Aged somewhere in his fifties, a purple scar carved a line from his left eyebrow to the angle of his jaw. The scar pulled slightly on the tissue of his eye, everting the lower lid and affecting drainage of tears into his nose.

The colonel dabbed a napkin at the corner of his eye and cleared his throat. “Despite a lengthy reconnaissance, we gleaned little information regarding Ruan’s design. Heavily influenced by a sect of priests, Ruan has always been insular and suspicious of outsiders. However, since becoming Kalech’s last independent province, they have totally closed their doors. Non-citizens have been banned from entering the city proper for over ten years now.”

“Surely there must be a map of the interior, something from which to plan our attack?” said Larika. “There must be an archive somewhere, no?”

Zhane shook his head. “No, your father knew this campaign would be difficult, hence why it was deferred until now. Once we penetrate the outer door, we’ll face a labyrinth of tunnels and halls.” The colonel touched the cloth to the corner of his eye again. “Every campaign has its challenges, ma’am. The simultaneous mapping of the city as we push inwards will be but one of the difficulties to overcome this time around.”

Larika kept her face blank despite the colonel’s mildly patronising tone. “Too true, Colonel. My tumen has never backed away from a fight, however, I prefer to walk into a battle with my eyes open and all possible advantages in hand.”

“Then ask yourself, is this even the battle to fight?”

Larika looked over her shoulder. A man of middle height emerged from the shadows at the tent’s entrance. With short brown hair, a face neither handsome nor ugly, he was dressed simply with a brown cloak wrapped about his shoulders. If she’d been asked to describe him, Larika knew she’d find trouble grasping a single detail of note. The man gazed mildly at her, waiting for her to respond with a confidence few men could own convincingly in such company.

Larika was about to open her mouth to respond before her mind clicked, finally putting the picture together. “Agent Tarkin, I was not aware you were in camp.” As lead agent of the Imperial Secret Service, the man’s forgettable appearance was deliberately crafted, allowing him to pass unnoticed in plain sight. A master of his craft, intelligence gained by Tarkin and his agents had prevented numerous conflicts over the years.

The agent gave the merest hint of a bow. “I’ve watched your development with great interest, ma’am. It is an honour to finally meet you in person.” He stepped closer to the table, ignoring the looks of displeasure upon some of the officers. “There are two campaigns to consider. Should you stay here and attack a city so heavily defended that the king ignored it until there was no one else left to fight, or do you chase down the traitor, Revarc?”

Zhane leant forward. “Revarc is scum and will amount to nothing. However, if you abandon this attack, Ruan will go unpunished for the king’s wounding. Revarc is not worthy of your attention, he’s an incompetent weakling, General. Crush him when time allows.”

“Revarc might not be a warrior to the standard of the First Tumen,” said Tarkin. “But he’s played the game of politics better than most. While the king subdued the last recalcitrant provinces of Kalech, Revarc courted key lords and built relationships. In short, he’s been preparing an attempt on the throne for years. If a large province throws support behind his claim, we face a civil war that might escalate exponentially.”

Larika grabbed her cup and took a sip of wine, stalling as she considered the ramifications of either option.

“And then there is the question of what to do about the king.”

Larika’s attention flicked back to the agent as one of her eyelids began to twitch.

“I thank the gods he breathes; however, the state of hibernation delays inevitable death and complicates the transfer of power.”

“How so?” asked Larika, her voice dangerously calm. “And before you answer, I suggest you tread carefully. One less spy would be nothing to mourn.” Satisfyingly, she saw the agent blanch, if only slightly.

“While the king lies before Death’s Bridge, Kalech remains leaderless. Such a state invites disaster. Even if Revarc fails to gain allies, another lord will eventually challenge.”

Larika sighed, rapidly losing patience with the man. “Would you have me draw a blade across his throat? Don’t waste my time.”

“No, ma’am. Order his surgeon to remove the hibernation spell and allow nature to take its course. The situation would be no different if he died on the battlefield. Loic is the greatest king Kalech has known, having him waste away as a living corpse is disgraceful.”

Tarkin gestured at Loic’s bed. “Can you not hear his fallen comrades? They crowd the shadows, calling for their king to join them in the Halls of the Dead where he can be honoured and celebrated. The sooner he is allowed to cross Death’s Bridge, the sooner you can finish his quest with the authority of a true queen.”

“Enough!” said Larika, thumping her cup on the table. “You’ve made your point abundantly clear.”

Tarkin went silent for a moment before finally nodding. “As you wish, ma’am. I did not seek to offend.” He glanced towards the tent’s entrance. “I have field agents pinpointing Revarc’s location. Once confirmed, I will send word.” Tarkin gave a stiff bow and left the tent.

As the flap closed behind him, Colonel Zhane stared at the spot with a lip curled in disgust. “Agents may have their use, but I find it hard to trust a man so practiced at deception.”

One of the captains, a woman with a raised scar across her forehead, smirked at Zhane. “You only hate Tarkin for the dirt he has on your mistress. I swear, upsetting your wife is the only thing that scares you.”

“Fuck off, Evla. Your wife might not care about indiscretions on campaign, but mine does. I’d prefer not to find myself divorced and homeless.”

“So, keep your dick in your pants,” said Evla, shrugging. “Simple.”

As her captains poked fun at each other, Larika pondered Tarkin’s advice, knowing the agent’s concerns were valid. She needed to determine the best path forward, and soon. Larika cleared her throat to draw the group’s attention.

“Neither pursuit of Revarc or conquest of the Northern Mountains will go unfinished. A battle is rarely fought on one front, and this is no different. Revarc has little more than his house guard protecting him. Once Tarkin learns his location, I’ll send a company in pursuit.”

“What of the king?” asked Jael from behind.

Larika composed herself, refusing to answer with a catch in her voice. “The situation cannot remain as it stands, however it is not a decision to rush.” She stood up slowly from the table. “Let me think overnight and I’ll have an answer by morning.”


Chapter Three

“To survive in the desert, take heed from the creatures who call it home. The humble sand hare is a species that rarely succumbs to predator or heat. Why? Sand hares conserve water and energy, only venturing from their cool burrow at night. Naturally wary, they work in a team above ground. As one feeds and licks dew from foliage, another will stand guard for predators.

What lessons can we learn from the hare? Preserve your body water by travelling at night and find shade to rest during daytime. Also, cooperation is key. Two sets of eyes are better than one to spot danger, and a cohesive group is always stronger than an individual.”

-                Scalzini text

Pyx lay on the sand, holding a crossbow in prone position. Dawn neared, a haze of grey smudging the horizon as she waited for her prey to emerge. Desiccated scrub plants dotted the red dust of the plain, their branches thin and pale under the moon. Pyx exhaled, her breath creating a small cloud of steam in the air. She tried to ignore the cold, knowing it wouldn’t last for long. By the time the sun rose two hands above the horizon, heat would cook the land like an oven, burning away dew and sending the few animals hardy enough to survive in the hostile environment for respite underground.

Her stomach rumbled in the silence. Shut up, will you? I’m trying to get us some breakfast. Rations in the Eighth Tumen kept hunger at bay, but the monotony of dried beef and hard biscuit became depressing after a while. Pyx had spotted the burrow toward the end of the previous day’s march and the thought of roasted desert hare had driven her from sleep. Now she lay under the cover of an arrow-spine bush twenty paces back from the burrow, her crossbow ready for the hare to appear.

A leather band encircled the top of her head, holding an eyepatch in place. Pyx itched at the back of her scalp where it had rubbed away a strip of hair. Not for the first time, she silently cursed her eye. When Jael, Aeza, and Pyx had repelled the beast attack at Beacon Castle by creating an invisible barrier, the magic had come at a physical cost. As all magic does. Pyx didn’t regret the action, just wished she’d paid in a different way. The spell had altered her left eye, colouring the iris flame-red. She would have owned the colour change like a battle scar, however, the eye was useless in the daytime, finding natural light unbearably bright. At night it fared better. Where others saw nought but darkness, her eye perceived the surrounds clearly, albeit in tones of grey.

Pyx flicked up the eye-patch. Grey light flooded her brain, bringing previously hidden features of the desert floor into stark relief. Wiry grass grew in clumps, the leaves edged by sharp serrations. Only goats and wild desert horses could tolerate such coarse grass, the tough skin of their lips preventing painful lacerations.

Pyx’s heartbeat skipped as a twitching nose appeared in the shadows of the burrow. The desert hare was a shy breed, an animal who knew the world was out to kill it. From her position, she watched as it slowly emerged, sniffing the morning air for evidence of predators before finally nibbling at the wiry leaves of a nearby bush. The creature’s long, narrow ears were in constant action, turning left and right, attending every tiny sound. Dirty red fur covered its body, blending almost perfectly with the sand. A second hare emerged from the burrow with furtive movements. Instead of feeding with its sibling, it sat on its haunches with head held high, nostrils wide as it sniffed the night air. The small beasts had an uncanny sense of smell and even though Pyx lay down wind, she knew it wouldn’t be long before they detected her scent.

Slowing her breathing, Pyx lined the crossbow upon the hare’s throat and squeezed her trigger. The bolt streaked forward, punching into the flesh below the creature’s chin, flipping it backward. Startled, the other hare bolted back down into its burrow as Pyx leapt to her feet, leaving the crossbow behind. She darted forward and scooped the dying animal off the ground. A rough twist and the neck snapped in her grip, ending the animal’s pain. Pyx cut the barbed quarrel from the hare’s neck before shoving it in a sack at her waist and retrieving her weapon.

Pyx slung the crossbow across her shoulder and brushed the worst of the sand from her clothes, happy with the outcome. There was no point waiting for a second kill. It would be hours before the other hare ventured from its burrow again, and by that time she and her tumen would be climbing into the foothills of the Northern Mountains. She began her walk back to camp, stomach rumbling with hunger.

***

Torc leant over the cook pot, grumbling something under his breath as he scraped the last skerrick of burnt meat from the bottom. He sat beside Pyx and stared at the meagre portion in disappointment.

“Check out your face, sadder than an empty bottle of whiskey,” said Pyx.

“First bit of fresh meat in days and I bloody missed it,” muttered Torc.

“Good thing I kept this for you then.” Pyx bent down and lifted a blackened lid off the ground, revealing a mess-tin full of stew underneath.

Torc grabbed Pyx’s head between two huge paws and gave her forehead a wet kiss before snatching up the offering.

“I think the word you’re looking for was ‘thanks’,” said Pyx, a wry smile on her face. “Better eat fast, we need to pack and get on the road.”

“Not much to do,” said Torc between mouthfuls. “We just have to roll up the sleep mats.”

Pyx shrugged. “That’ll soon change.” While traversing the desert wastelands of Lord Triborne’s province, the Eighth Tumen had saved time by leaving their tents stowed on the pack animals, sleeping about the cook fires instead. But their time sleeping under the stars would shortly be at an end. “Corporal reckons the temperature drops pretty sharply in the foothills, we’ll probably need to pitch the tent from here on.”

“Great.”

After a week in the field, none of them smelt pretty. Cram that stink into the confines of a tent, and the odour became thick enough to cut. It might be better than freezing to death, but not by much. Pyx stared up at the mountains dominating the northern horizon. They climbed steeply into the sky, iron grey and brutal.

Torc reached a hand underneath his shirt to scratch at an armpit. “Gotcha, you little whoreson,” he muttered under his breath, withdrawing a fat louse in a pincer grip. Torc cracked its back on his nail before flicking it into the embers. Wiping insect guts off his fingers with a faint look of disgust, he glanced up at Pyx.

“I hear the people of Ruan are a little odd.”

“Religious freaks is more accurate,” said Pyx.

“What, do they tend a house shrine or something?” Active worship of the many gods was uncommon. The occasional family honoured Kal, the patron god of Kalech, with a small statue in their home. However, most preferred to stay beneath notice of the gods. The citizens of Ruan had chosen a very different path of conspicuous worship.

“No, they venerate a god named Aranax. Each day, citizens pay him a blood tithe by pricking their finger. And now their cult sends missionaries to nearby provinces.”

Torc scoffed. “Really? How come I’ve never seen them?”

“They avoid large settlements to target isolated families, those that are on the edge of starvation and desperate. They offer food, security, and happiness. In exchange, the convert pledges allegiance to Aranax, handing all material possessions over to the priests.”

“Fuck that,” muttered Torc. “Why would a god be interested in humans? I’m no genius, but even I can spot a scam. Those priests are tricking idiots into slavery, nothing more.” Torc stood and tipped dregs from his tin mug into the dirt. “Any fool stupid enough to fall for that shit deserves what they get.”

Pyx bit her tongue and glared at the dirt between her boots. Her father had been one such fool. She closed her eyes and forced a deep breath. After a moment, she felt a light hand on her shoulder and looked up to find Torc at her side, brows drawn together as he studied her face.

“I didn’t mean to give offence,” he said, voice quiet. “You never talk of your family. Did these priests cause them harm?”

Pyx saw genuine concern in her friend’s eyes. Words hammered at the back of her throat, ready to finally spew forth in a torrent of grief, rage, and fear. No. She had locked that part of her mind down for a reason, had not talked to another soul about what happened since she ran into the dark as a girl with nothing but the clothes on her back.

“I’m fine, Torc, just hungry and tired like everyone else.”

The blacksmith’s son let his hand drop from her shoulder as she stood and shrugged on her pack, ready for the day’s march.

“You’re a shit liar, and that’s okay—so am I.” Torc’s hand fell to his sword grip as he looked up at the towering mountains. “But when the time comes to wet our blades in Ruan, I’ll be at your side. Whatever was taken, your time for revenge is close.”

Pyx said nothing, not trusting her voice to reply. Instead, she surprised herself by wrapping her arms around Torc and giving him a tight hug in thanks. A horn sounded two long blasts, calling the tumen into formation and saving Pyx from further discussion. Her unit fell in with the others and moments later the column lurched into motion. Pyx let her mind go blank, thinking on nothing more than putting one foot in front of the next.

***

“In Kal’s name, I’m glad we didn’t have to fight here,” said Torc, eyeing the broken battlement arching across the valley.

Pyx was inclined to agree. Splashes of blood had dried to a dull brown on the stonework, silent testament to lost life and pain. With only a narrow path of approach and vertical cliffs hemming either side, Loic’s tumen must have suffered horrific losses to take the defensive structure.

After three days marching ever higher into the Northern Mountains, their tumen had reached the final barbican guarding the road to Ruan. The mountains were unforgiving to the ill-prepared traveller, gale force winds and sudden drops in visibility making every step treacherous. Aside from the road they walked, there was no other way unless you could climb the cliffs like a spider. In many places sheer walls of granite towered above deep ravines, the far edge of the road plunging hundreds of feet.

The daytime heat of the plains now seemed a distant memory. In the mountains, cold was a constant companion. Ice-laden wind howled through the narrow valleys, day and night, leaching body heat until Pyx’s bones ached. Soldiers in her section had taken to wrapping their feet in layers of cloth to protect toes from frostbite inside their boots. They marched in stoic silence, face’s wrapped against the cold with only a narrow strip left open for their eyes.

Pyx no longer resented the stench of the tent. She knew that without the structure they would have succumbed to hypothermia and a permanent sleep. The deathly cold had required the section to share body heat through the night, and it had taken little encouragement for Pyx to become the small spoon to Torc’s larger frame. Although he stood of a height with the men, Torc was barely a year older than Pyx and the pair shared the dubious honour of being the youngest soldiers in the section. In the absence of Jael and Aeza, she’d spent more time in the lad’s company. He seemed unfazed by her reserved nature, and she was content with his deep voice to distract her mind from their destination.

“Hey Corporal, how did they take it?” asked Torc. “Couldn’t have been an escalade. Throw a ladder against a wall like that and they’d have been slaughtered to a man.”

“See if you can work it out first,” said the corporal. “I want you to use your brain and be able to act independently—there won’t always be an officer to give directions during a fight.” Promoted after the battle of Beacon Castle, Saelim had settled into the role quickly. Aged somewhere in his early thirties, the man had entered the tumens as a teen himself.

Saelim looked over his shoulder at the steep road they’d climbed before glancing up at the battlement. “There are enough clues to guess how the battle was fought.”

Torc shrugged. “I don’t know, they got lucky and found the enemy asleep?”

The corporal barked a laugh. “I doubt they were that fortunate. Come on, Torc, there’s a big damn hole in the battlement. Constructing a trebuchet to launch boulders would’ve taken too much time.” His eyes flicked towards Pyx. “How else do you think Loic could’ve destroyed the wall?”

Pyx glanced back down the road and noted a series of iron pegs hammered into a vertical crack in the cliff. At the end of each peg was a ring, large enough to thread a rope. “My father used to collect eggs from eagle nests. Only problem was they nested in inaccessible ledges. He used ropes and metal pegs like those to help him climb up the cliffs.” Pyx followed the line of metal pins up the rock face until she spotted a narrow ledge high above.

“That ledge stretches past the wall and is high enough to be outside arrow reach. If they…” Her voice trailed off as she scanned forward, then she pointed up at a fresh scar upon the cliff face. “There’s the rockfall that smashed the battlement. Engineers must have climbed up onto that ledge, then used a mine to dislodge boulders onto the wall below. Once the breach was created, our soldiers attacked.”

Saelim nodded, a brief smile appearing as he clapped a hand to her shoulder. “Willingness to think creatively may help outwit your enemy—a lesson worth remembering.”

The column continued onwards, marching feet echoing off the cliffs in a rolling thunder. Soon they neared the wall’s barbican. A portcullis gate lay broken on the ground, iron twisted and scorched. Such a valuable piece of metal wouldn’t lie discarded for long. Soon blacksmiths of the tumen would return to salvage the iron for future use in construction of armour, weaponry, and a thousand other items.

Pyx’s gaze was drawn to the peak of the arch, her breath catching as she spied a detailed face glaring down at her. Painted in stark colours, a cluster of eight eyes protruded from a bulbous forehead, while two curved fangs arced either side of a toothed jaw. A circle encompassed the head preventing any detail of a body, however multiple jointed legs arced outwards from the circle’s border.

Torc followed her line of sight and grimaced. “He’s a pretty fellow. Is that their god, Aranax?”

Pyx gave a sharp nod as she passed beneath it. Her hand fell to her sword hilt, taking comfort in the weapon. This time, instead of running from the memory, she allowed fear of the priests and their god to wash through her mind until it receded, spent. Pyx would cower no longer.

She wasn’t a powerless girl anymore. Her mentor, Jael, had changed that. She was a blooded warrior. Someone that accepted fear, used it to feed adrenaline, sharpen her wits and banish tiredness until the job was done. Her time for vengeance would come and the priests would pay in blood.

The tumen passed through the gloomy interior of the wall, the tunnel unlit and cold until they emerged into the light once more. The valley opened up on the far side and camped on the expanse of dust was the king’s own tumen.

The mood subtly shifted amongst the soldiers of the Eighth. Backs straightened, exhaustion ignored as they sought to live up to the expectations of their comrades. Despite the trials to come, the evening would bring a rare meeting between old mates, a night of tall tales, and stories between old warriors and greenhorns alike.

A sergeant rose from a sentry post and waited for the column to reach the edge of camp. His words carried well, voice raised for all to hear.

“The king’s First Tumen welcomes their brothers and sisters-in-arms, the respected warriors of the Eighth. I have news; although badly wounded, King Loic still lives.”

A murmur of relief spread through the tumen.

“With the Eighth at our side, we will bring Ruan to its knees and have revenge for our king. But first, you must rest.” He pointed off the left of the road where posts were hammered into the dirt in a grid, signifying locations for tents to be raised. “Make camp and stow your gear, then come warm your hands at a fire and regain your strength. For tonight—we drink!”

A ragged cheer tore from the throats of the Eighth. Pyx searched the markers until her eye fell on the simple red and black pennant of Jael’s company. She grabbed Torc’s arm. “Let’s find Jael and Aeza.”


Chapter Four

Report Summary: Approach to Ruan requires the crossing of heavily fortified alpine ravines. The city itself lies deep under the mountain, protected by hundreds of feet of dense midnight stone.

Intelligence regarding the layout and defences of Ruan is entirely absent. Citizens are incredibly insular and prone to religious zealotry. The merchant class have failed to provide useful information, being unable to proceed deeper than the trade hall. Agents tasked with infiltration have gone silent, suspected captured and executed.

-                Agent Tarkin

Extract: Northern Mountains Reconnaissance Report.

The falconer knelt and raised the blanket on one side of a wicker cage. The hawk inside turned at the sudden change in light, bright eyes fixing upon his face. Dark-brown plumage covered the raptor’s back, while the feathers on breast and belly held the colour of freshly whipped cream. When flying in overcast conditions, the hawk became near invisible against the clouds. The creature stared at its master, letting out an inquiring chirp.

“I know you’re hungry, my love. But if you want to eat, you’ll have to catch yourself a carrier pigeon.”

He covered the cage back up with felt blankets to insulate against the cold, picked up the cage by its handle and exited the tent. The merest hint of dawn lit the eastern ridgeline, casting the camp in tones of grey. Reveille would sound any minute, calling the soldiers to begin their morning routines. Quiet grunts and rustling could be heard within the tents as some beat the horn to wakefulness.

The meeting of tumens had proved a somewhat muted affair. With the enemy in hailing distance, the general required one in two warriors to stay sober. Those free to drink had made the most of the opportunity though, the falconer swearing as his boot crunched into a partially frozen puddle of vomit. After that he kept his eye open, dodging around two other piles of half-digested food.

Half their bloody luck.

Scoring a pre-dawn shift, the falconer had been of the sober contingent. He passed the last row of tents and approached a sentry fire, receiving a weary nod of welcome as he settled the wicker cage on the ground. The hawk within gave a sharp chirp of complaint at the jolt then fell quiet again. The sentry faced away from the fire, staring into the dark to preserve his night vision.

“Anything to report?”

“Nothing,” yawned the sentry. The man stretched his neck one way then the other, releasing two dull cracks.

The falconer stared down the valley, searching for movement. His role was to stop winged correspondence between Loic’s enemies and the mountain rebels. Overnight, any carrier pigeons would have sought shelter, however with first light they would take to the air and finish their journey.

“I think I see something,” murmured the sentry. “Skirting close to the cliff face, you see it?”

A small black shape flitted through the shadow, barely perceptible against the dark stone. The falconer nodded and bent to uncover the cage. “Time to eat, my lovely.”

The raptor squawked as he withdrew it from its enclosure. Ruffling feathers, it took in the surrounds, head turning this way and that. The falconer faced down the valley and raised the bird toward the incoming pigeon. The hawk identified the target almost immediately and launched into the air, powerful wings lifting it high into the sky above its prey.

Suddenly, it tucked wings and dived. The falconer held his breath, sending a silent prayer that his bird wouldn’t be injured. The hawk thumped into the pigeon with a puff of feathers before disengaging. The injured pigeon plummeted to the ground, one wing broken, the other desperately trying to keep it aloft. As it hit the dirt, the falcon attacked once more, landing on the pigeon’s back with a set of talons about the smaller bird’s neck.

The falconer ran toward the birds. The hawk ignored its master and ripped a beak full of feathers and flesh from the pigeon’s throat.

“Well done, my love. What a clever bird you are,” cooed the falconer as he deftly unwrapped a tiny leather tube affixed to the pigeon’s right leg, careful to not disturb the hawk’s feast.

“Another one incoming,” shouted a guard.

The falconer looked up knowing he was helpless to intervene. His bird would refuse to fly now that it had meat in its belly, even if he took away its prize. His stomach sunk as he saw not just one, but two pigeons streaking up the valley.

Someone had a message they were determined to deliver.

The sentry quickly strung a bow, the first arrow launching within seconds. One of the shafts struck true, skewering a wing to bring down the pigeon in a bloody mess of feathers. But the other escaped, disappearing around the next valley bend unhurt.

Without reading the message, the falconer handed the leather carrier-tubes from both birds to a young soldier with fuzz on his upper lip. “Quick boy, get these messages to the general. Something important is happening, I can feel it in my bones.”

With a deft nod, the boy took off at a sprint, heels kicking dust as he ran for the command tent.

***
 

An artery pulsed at Larika’s temple as she read the note. She scanned it a second time before passing it to one of the officers, her jaw clenched.

Fucking bastard.

“What did they say?” asked Colonel Zhane.

Larika forced her voice to remain calm. “Both messages were the same,” she said. “Once king, Revarc offers Lord Cathrite and the city of Ruan autonomy on the proviso they don’t surrender to me.”

Once he is king. The gall of the turncoat was astounding.

“You said there was a third pigeon?” asked the colonel, his eyes intent as he stared at the young soldier. “If this message reaches Ruan, they’ll fight to the last man.”

The boy nodded. “Yes, sir.”

The tent flap twitched aside, Jael ducking through the gap before bending his neck in deference.

“Out with it,” muttered Larika. She knew the captain was experienced enough to not intrude without good reason.

“There’s been a change, ma’am. The flag high above the city gates—it was altered ten minutes past. A second flag joins the colours of Ruan, emblazoned with—”

“Let me guess,” said Larika, her voice tight with anger. “The coiled death adder of House Revarc?”

Jael gave a tight nod. The last rebels of Kalech had just declared support for Revarc’s claim. The first trickle over the dam would become a torrent if allowed to expand. Larika had to ensure no other provinces followed Ruan’s example.

“Colonel Zhane, it appears we have another reason to crush these obdurate fucks. To avenge my father, and to show the other provinces what will happen to those who back my cousin. By the time I’m finished with Ruan, only scorched rock will remain.”


Chapter Five

“Use of magic comes with risk, increasing in magnitude with the level of energy expended. Remember, for all the violence and terror of which our species is capable, we are but field mice compared to the gods. A drop of blood in the ocean may or may not attract a shark, but a haemorrhaging laceration is a different matter. Release enough blood, and it is only a matter of time before a feeding frenzy ensues.”

-                Magi Xares

Extract: Transcript of meeting between King Loic and the Magi Xares.

Colonel Morcom kicked hard, the toe of his boot connecting with the soldier’s cheek in a sickening crunch. The man’s lips were a bloody ruin, teeth shattered from the prolonged beating, his eyes swollen to mere slits. Revarc rubbed at his neck as he watched, a red abraded ring below his thyroid cartilage showing how close he’d come to death. If Morcom hadn’t intervened, the garrotte wire would have finished him.

“String him up, Colonel. The men need an example of what happens to traitors,” said Revarc, his lip twisted with anger.

He surveyed the reactions of his guard, careful to keep his face a mask of arrogant confidence. On the inside, however, his gut was a coiled snake of fear. One of them had made an attempt on his life. How long would it be until the next tried? Revarc was on the run, wanted by King Loic for attempting to assassinate Larika. By remaining in his service, the lives of his men were forfeit in the eyes of the crown. The only way back to a predictable life in the tumens was to kill their lord, an option each would have considered by now.

Pollux stood at Revarc’s left shoulder, his eyes fixed on the prisoner. “My lord, instead of wasting this man, give him to me.”

“For what?” snapped Revarc. “He’s a traitor and needs to die. Painfully.”

“Oh, he’ll die,” Pollux chuckled. “And the pain will be immense, for him and I.”

Revarc finally turned to stare at the mage. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“The weapon I proposed earlier. Life-force is stripped from the body and cast in a beam of pure energy. Whatever it hits is destroyed on contact, burnt with the power of a lightning strike.”

Revarc recalled the mage mumbling something like that a week earlier but had paid little attention. After weeks on the run, exhaustion sapped his ability to concentrate on anything outside survival.

“You have perfected this technique?”

Pollux’s lips compressed with annoyance. “All spells take effort to master, my lord, but I have achieved success with smaller animals. It’s time I progressed to larger sources of energy.”

“Fine,” muttered Revarc. He would’ve preferred to open the man’s belly but was willing to compromise to keep the mage onside.

Pollux smiled, a shark’s grin slicing his face as he approached the bound prisoner and took a grip about the nape of his neck. The mage raised his other hand with the wrist cocked, palm facing at a plant twenty paces distant. Pollux’s lips moved in a silent incantation and suddenly the prisoner screamed in agony, his back arched, tendons standing proud from his neck.

Orange light burst from the mage’s palm, writhing through the air in forked lightning to hit the scrub. Burnt to a crisp in an instant, the stream of raw energy ploughed into the ground, turning sand to molten glass. The prisoner shuddered under the mage’s hand, body sucking in on itself, flesh drying and shrinking in the space of seconds.

By Kal, this energy would reduce an army to ash!  Revarc’s mind leaped to the possibilities, imagining Larika brought to her knees, her tumens decimated in an instant. Pollux dropped the corpse as the burst of energy ceased. The mage gasped in pain, sweat beading as he clutched the hand to his chest.

“What’s wrong?” asked Revarc.

Pollux reluctantly held up his hand. The palm was blistered and blackened, muscle showing. “It is difficult to control such energy,” said the mage through gritted teeth. “I need more practice.”

Revarc flinched as the corpse groaned on the dirt. “By the gods, how is he still alive?” The head seemed smaller, tissue dried to leather about the skull, eyeballs sunken and flat.

Pollux crouched by the body and took hold again, this time keeping the stolen energy for himself. As he stood, the burnt ruin of his palm was rejuvenated to unmarred skin. Revarc turned in time to see one of his guards vomit.

Good. Let a touch of fear stay their hand. “Morcom, get the men moving. I want to reach Lord Triborne by the morning. The degenerate owes me an army.”

***

Revarc drained the last of his cup and slapped it down on the table, grimacing at the sour wine. The vintage wasn’t fit for a whorehouse, let alone a future king. He glared at the simple pottery jug, wanting to smash it against the wall. His guards hadn’t complained, downing their jugs before stretching out on the benches to sleep.

Fucking thugs.

Their willingness to follow orders decreased by the day, becoming taciturn and in some cases, outright insolent. They’d sworn him an oath of service, but such a pledge meant little to soldiers with an empty belly. Revarc rubbed at the abrasion about his throat, wincing at the memory of the garrotte wire cutting into his skin. If his claim to the crown didn’t progress soon, it was only a matter of time before he felt the bite of a traitor’s blade.

Since arriving at Boarsmouth Castle, Lord Triborne had subjected him to one subtle insult after another. Given time, Revarc would pay the affront back in full, but for the moment, he needed the arrogant prick’s support. He picked up the jug with a growl, poured another cup and glugged the foul liquid down. If Revarc was to maintain civility in the coming negotiations, he needed alcohol to dull the edge.  

Revarc had entered Boarsmouth Castle at daybreak to the echo of a rooster in the stables. Now the shadows of evening stretched long, and still Triborne delayed an audience. Escorted straight to their current room, they had spent the day waiting, the minutes creeping by like years. Although furnished with bread and wine, they were enclosed in a stone lined room without any windows, oil lamps providing a feeble yellow light. Revarc was no fool, he knew a cell when he saw one.

Acid reflux rumbled up his throat from the wine. Revarc rubbed at the discomfort in his belly, wondering if Triborne had already sent word to Larika. If so, come the morning his head would join those already spiked above the castle wall. Revarc pushed the thought away. Gambles didn’t just happen on the battlefield. He might not have the sort of bravery required to face down a bloodied mace, but if he ran now, he might as well open a vein and have it over with. The empire was his and he’d rather burn in hell than see his bitch of a cousin rule.

“Why are you drinking that swill, my lord?” asked Pollux.

“Because it’s there.”

“Lord Triborne may have spiked the jug.” The mage picked up a cup and took a sniff, his nose wrinkling in distaste before placing it back on the table. “Poison free or not, it would be safer to enter negotiations sober.”

“I don’t recall employing a nursemaid.” Revarc glared at Pollux and drained the rancid wine from his cup in one swallow just to make a point. “How long until your weapon is ready? One strike of lightning and you charred the flesh of your hand—hardly a demonstration I’d risk before Triborne.”

“Have faith, my lord, I’m at the last hurdle. Soon I’ll have the power to wipe a battlefield clean of our enemies, all for the measly price of a few prisoners’ lives.”

Revarc grabbed Pollux by his shirtfront, wrenched him across the table and leant close to his ear. “Have a look about you, I’ve barely any soldiers left,” he said in a harsh whisper. “Take much longer to perfect your art and it’ll be too late.”

Revarc shoved him back across the table. Legs trapped by his bench seat, Pollux fell in an ungainly mess. One of his braver soldiers chuckled at the mage’s expense. Pollux untangled his robe and stalked into the shadows at the far end of the room.

Colonel Morcom watched with heavy lidded eyes while cleaning his fingernails with the tip of his dagger. “If you’ll allow, I’ve been itching to bury a knife in his arrogant gut. Pollux promises the world, but delivers shit drenched in perfume and claims it a flower.”

Revarc hacked a chunk of phlegm and spat onto the floor. “Leave him for now.” He would have loved to see the mage’s neck opened in a crimson smile, but the man had value. If Pollux could harness the energy displayed, rebel lords would flock to his banner. In the meantime, he needed to keep other paths open. “How long until we hear from Lord Cathrite at Ruan? Surely one of the birds would have made it through?”

Morcom shrugged. “We released eight pigeons with the same message. I would expect losses from natural predators, but those birds must also evade Larika’s troops. As much as I detest the woman, she’s no fool. Larika will have watchers ready to intercept.”

“Come on, man,” spluttered Revarc. “Eight pigeons? There’s no way she’d catch every damn bird.”

Morcom gave a slight nod. “It should only be a matter of time until word filters through. With the terms offered, I’d wager my thumbs that Ruan will declare for you. Even if for no other reason than to make Larika fume—”

A key grated in the lock behind, stopping the colonel dead. Revarc turned as the door creaked open, careful to keep his face blank. An aging servant with grey hair executed a stiff bow.

“Lord Triborne apologises for the delay, sir.” The servant smiled politely. However, the expression didn’t reach his eyes. “I’m pleased to inform he’s ready to meet with you, Lord Revarc. Your men-at-arms may relax here in the meantime.”

Revarc stood, glancing to the end of the chamber where the mage had retreated. “Pollux, you and Morcom are coming with me.”

“The invitation was to you alone, sir,” said the servant, his brow creasing.

“Rubbish.” Morcom drained his cup, shoved the bench back and rose. “I’ve known Triborne for thirty years. Men who spend time alone with him rarely come out the same person. He would expect my lord’s trusted advisors to attend.”

The servant startled, noticing the mage at his shoulder for the first time. Pollux had approached as one with the shadows, feet barely making a sound. Black tattoos over the mage’s scalp seemed to writhe like worms in the half-light.

“The colonel is right. Where Lord Revarc goes, so do we.”

Face a shade lighter than before, the man gave a slight nod. “Then your weapons stay here.”

Morcom and Pollux made a show of removing their sword belts before following the servant into the hallway beyond. Revarc trailed a step behind as the servant led them through a maze of corridors and stairways, deep into the castle. The servant stopped at a seemingly random doorway and knocked three times against the palmwood panels. A peep hole slid open at chest height, two suspicious eyes observing them for a moment before it was slammed shut again. A key turned in the lock and the door was wrenched open, revealing a soldier of Triborne’s house guard.

“Stand still with arms out.”

Revarc rolled his eyes but complied, allowing the man to pat him down and remove a concealed blade from the inside of his boot. The pile of sharpened steel removed subsequently from Morcom and Pollux was somewhat larger.

“I’ll be wanting that back,” snapped Revarc.

The soldier ignored the statement, stood to the side of the door and stared straight ahead, heels clacking together at attention. “Lord Triborne will see you now.”

About fucking time.

Revarc gave a sharp nod, affected a good-natured expression and strode through the doorway. The room at the other side was unexpectedly large. Huge paintings depicting various battles hung from white-washed walls, interspersed by tapestries and swathes of lilac silk, Triborne’s house colour. Revarc spotted the lord at one of the far windows. Aged somewhere in his early seventies, Triborne was old enough to personally recall when his lands had been the jewel of Kalech. After losing a disastrous campaign against Loic’s tumens, he’d weathered the embarrassment of ceding control of his ancestral lands and bent the knee. Over time Triborne had perfected the act of a loyal vassal, but Revarc knew if he scratched the surface, he’d find a man itching to tear a chunk from Loic’s throat. Or if not Loic, then his spawn, Larika.

“Ah, Lord Triborne, it has been too long!” said Revarc.

The last time he’d walked the stone halls of Boarsmouth, he’d been a teenager sent to learn the political arts of court. It had not been a pleasant experience. A squirm passed through Revarc’s guts as a series of blurred memories suddenly vied for attention. Giving his head a slight shake, Revarc focused his attention on the present. The lord turned a cold gaze upon him, eyes flicking head to foot with a lip-curl of disdain.

“Yes, Lord Revarc,” said Triborne in a measured tone. Although aged, there was nothing senile about the man. His hair may have been white, but Triborne’s back was straight, his body that of a man twenty years his junior. “Or I hear you prefer the title prince now?”

Revarc worked to keep a grimace from his face. “I seek my birthright, nothing more.”

Triborne tilted his head as if considering Revarc’s statement, then waved a hand to a nearby table. Constructed of palmwood, it was long and narrow with enough seats for a war council. Revarc and his men took a seat at the near end while Triborne leant against a stone windowsill.

“Birthright may help, but neither of us are fools. When it comes to a kingship, only those who can hold the title through force of arms are taken seriously.”

Revarc’s cheeks flushed hot at the barb.

“And you lead how many soldiers now?” Triborne coughed into his sleeve, failing to cover his smile completely. “Once the general of an experienced tumen, you have less than ten warriors at your side. Why, at the snap of my fingers, I could order you arrested for treason and present your head as a gift to Larika.”

Morcom growled on the other side of the table, half rising from his seat with clenched fists.

Triborne’s eyes flicked toward the colonel. “Don’t be a fool. We might appear alone, but I have men with crossbows trained on you this very moment. I haven’t survived to my age by taking unnecessary chances.”

Morcom exhaled slowly and sat backwards, eyes searching the walls and tapestries for the hidden murder holes.

“Betray me, and you’ll die with Larika’s boot on your neck,” said Revarc. “But support my claim, and I’ll see the prestige of your province restored.”

Lord Triborne leant forward, eyes intense. “You would reinstate our independence?”

“Now it’s you playing the fool. Of course not. But I would see your crippling annual tribute lessened and yourself elevated to king’s advisor.”

“Not enough,” spat Triborne.

“My offer should be considered. I noted the poor maintenance of Boarsmouth’s walls, not to mention the state of your villages. Loic does not trust you. He taxes you more heavily than any other province to keep you weak. With tributes slashed, however, your province would grow in wealth. Your people would have food in their bellies and meat on their bones.”

“These are hollow offers. With ten men at your side, you’ll achieve nothing but your own death. I may despise Loic and his daughter, but I’ll not sacrifice my army on a lost cause. Have a look about you,” spat Triborne as he waved a hand at the many paintings.

Revarc glanced at the nearest and saw on closer inspection, it depicted troops carrying the lilac Triborne standard falling beneath the First Tumen’s blades.

“Each of these masterpieces depict key battles that I lost. First against Loic’s father, and then himself when I rebelled. My pride cost countless lives, emptied my coffers, and beggared the province, a price I swore to never pay again unless—”

“Victory could be assured?” said Revarc.

Triborne nodded. “I will emerge on the winning side, no matter what. If you want my resources at your back, I first need to see victory on the battlefield.”

Revarc tipped his head toward Pollux. “My mage is on the cusp of a great weapon, one that will burn Larika’s tumen to ash.”

For the first time, Triborne openly laughed. “Battles are won by hard men and women holding blades. Mages are good for fireworks and artillery, nothing more.”

Pollux stiffened as if in pain before turning to face Triborne. He raised his hands from beneath the table and placed them on the wooden surface. “You know nothing of what I’m capable, my lord. For Prince Revarc, I will make the battlefield run with blood!”

Triborne flinched backward, and Revarc followed the man’s line of sight to Pollux’s hand on the table. Clenched in a fist, crimson streamed from the mage’s sleeve, over his fingers and onto the table. Pollux rolled the sleeve above the elbow, exposing a rent in the skin of his forearm. Triborne gasped as another slash appeared forming one letter, then another until three words spoke a bloody order:

JOIN US NOW

A grin split Revarc’s face at the sight. “See that, Lord Triborne? What more evidence of my mage’s power do you require? Soon Larika’s blood will flow as she follows her father into the grave. I will take you at your word; once I have shown the campaign is achievable, I will wait for you to join my men.”

***

Revarc’s soldiers stowed the remaining food from the table into their packs, readying to leave. Triborne’s feeble commitment would allow Revarc to occupy a lesser castle on the border of his province—one he could claim Revarc had taken by force. It would serve as a mustering point for blades to join his cause.

Revarc glanced towards the mage. Leant over his pack, Pollux grimaced and flicked blood from his fingers before doing up a strap and standing. Despite the success of his ruse, the mage had looked somewhat pained ever since.

Revarc slapped a hand on his shoulder. “That was a well-timed trick. My thanks, Pollux.”

The mage grunted. “Well timed, I agree, but it wasn’t my doing.”

Revarc raised an eyebrow in confusion. “Then what was it?”

“I’ve sought a meeting with the Order of Magi since our retreat from Beacon Castle. They have finally granted my request and issued a summons. Unless I comply immediately, this wound will go unhealed until it is a festering mass of pus. I’m sorry, but we will have to part ways for a short time.”

Revarc swore in frustration. With every step forward came another damn hurdle. “When should I expect your return?”

Pollux shrugged. “A fortnight, give or take a few days. With some luck, I may bring the magi to our side in the coming fight. You have witnessed my powers, and I’m but a novice compared to the leaders of the order. Wish me luck, sir, and I’ll return with a force more powerful than Loic’s tumens.”


Chapter Six

“Killing is easier once your opponent is depersonalised. Imagine the enemy as faceless soldiers, puppets without lives or loves of their own.”

-                Conversation overheard between a sergeant and new recruit.

“Open it.”

Lord Cathrite stood aside as one of his soldiers unlatched a wooden shutter and swung it wide, exposing a windowsill of bare stone. Blocking the gap was a grill of fine grey material, its colour matching the rockface perfectly. From outside, the cloth blended seamlessly into the cliff, allowing the dwellers of Ruan to observe the area below in secret.

The freezing night air spiked gooseflesh along Cathrite’s arms as he leant close and stared down. Larika’s soldiers manned his outer fortification, sentry fires glimmering like hot coals in the darkness. Cathrite’s gaze tracked up and over the walls to a glow on the ridgeline emitted by their main camp.

“Why has she not moved her troops closer?” rasped Cathrite. The fine dust of the mines had damaged his vocal cords early in life, an unavoidable side effect of living in the mountain fortress. To hear a clear voice inside Ruan, was to know you were in the presence of a foreigner.

“She balances risk, sir,” volunteered a senior officer from behind. “Revarc bites at her heels. If she keeps to the high ground, she can better repel an attack from her cousin while keeping us under guard.”

“Revarc?” Cathrite gave a humourless laugh. “Pigs will shit gold before he gains an army to back his cause. No, it’s up to us to destroy Larika.”

Cathrite backed away from the window, mind turning to the next task at hand. He spoke like victory was possible, but in his heart, Cathrite knew it was a lie. At best, they could weather a siege until food stores gave out. If it came to a choice of death in battle or from starvation, he’d rather go down with sword in hand. In reality, however, it was not that simple. He needed to find a solution that kept his city alive and honour intact.

Cathrite left the observation post, beginning his nightly circuit. He glanced up at the ceiling of the corridor as he paced forward, counting light crystals to distract his thoughts. Most foreigners thought his people lived in perpetual darkness, stumbling through a dimly lit subterranean world, starved of light. The reality was far different.

Using a crystal found only in the Northern Mountains, Ruan banished darkness from its tunnels and streets. Known as flame crystals, their internal structure glowed bright orange when a light beam was pointed at its core, multiplying the strength of the beam tenfold. By altering the crystal’s shape, light could be directed in a beam to the next crystal, and then onward again. As such, the common areas of Ruan were bathed in a warm orange glow, light beams crisscrossing ceilings and walls like living rods of energy. With such technology, a single candle could light an entire hall, reducing smoke haze and minimising cost.

Cathrite grit his teeth as a scream cut the air, a sound of agony that had become all too familiar. His feet had taken him to the city infirmary tending the battlefield wounded. A mixed stench of sweat, vomit, piss, and rotting flesh assaulted his nose. The smell of corruption had sunk deep into the raw timber beds, resisting the orderlies’ every cleaning effort. The infirmary consisted of a long narrow room, beds protruding from the walls like ribs.

The room had been filled to bursting after the last battle, however, time had whittled numbers. Despite the best efforts of Ruan’s healers, Death had walked the hall, claiming a grisly tithe. At this late date, the soldiers who clung to life would probably survive unless cheated by infection. That Ruan had such a large infirmary to begin with was due to the mines. Horrific injuries had once been common, second only to childbirth as a cause of death beneath the mountain.

A healer looked up from his work and gave a weary nod of welcome. “Lord Cathrite, it is good to see you.” With quick efficient tugs of needle and thread, he finished sewing skin over an amputated knee. Unconscious, the patient breathed in shallow gasps, his face a sheen of cold sweat.

“Infected wound?” asked Cathrite, rolling up his sleeves. He took hold of the thigh, lifting it so the surgeon could bandage the stump.

The healer grunted in the affirmative. “An arrow wound in his calf went septic. I cut the tract open yesterday and washed out the pus, but it wasn’t enough. By this morning gangrene had set in, leaving amputation the only option.”

Finished, the healer packed his bloody surgical equipment into a leather satchel; bone saws, forceps, and cutting blades fitting into neat slots for future use. The amputated leg went into a different bin to the stained wads of cotton. The dressings would be boiled and washed for re-use. The limb would not go to waste either; saved as feed for the pigs who would eat whatever was slopped into their trough.  

Cathrite rubbed his hands clean on a towel and glanced down the length of the infirmary. At a rough guess there were sixty soldiers under care.

“How many will fight again?”

“Only Aranax knows that my lord.”

Cathrite’s lips tightened with irritation at the religious reference. The power of the priesthood had always been strong, but over the previous ten years they had gained influence in all parts of society, so much that a conversation rarely passed without mention of the god.

“Then give me an estimate. I need to know how many are in a state to fight.”

The healer shrugged, unperturbed by Cathrite’s tone. “Maybe a third will return to their previous strength and function. A further third could hold a weapon in a last stand situation.”

“And the rest?” asked Cathrite, already knowing the answer.

“They will live, but with extreme challenges. Not much work for a person who can’t walk or hold a tool.”

Cathrite grimaced then rested his hand briefly upon the healer’s shoulder. “Keep up the good work, your efforts are invaluable to our city.”

The healer sighed, his face downcast as he stared at the patient below. “Ruan may thank me, but few of these poor creatures would do the same.”

“True. They will grieve for lost abilities, but life is an ever-changing thing. Eventually they will adjust and carry on. Without you, their chance at life would not exist.”

The patient woke, a low groan of agony exiting his lips. Cathrite left the healer to administer analgesia to dull the man’s pain.

Escaping the oppressive smell of the infirmary, Cathrite descended three floors via a spiralling staircase to the same level as the entrance to the city. Work progressed to create a series of mantraps and defendable positions in the great hall, ready for when the mighty gates of Ruan were breached. In contrast to the monstrosities of war defiling the room, the great hall itself was a wonder of engineering. The ceiling criss-crossed by flame crystal soared high above, while intricately carved murals spiralled around pillars and across the walls in bas-relief.

He strode through the site, giving encouragement to the weary and talking to officers, soldiers, and tradesmen alike. Another few days and the drafted plans of defence would be complete.

A sharp horn blast called for a change in shift. Cathrite looked toward a candle clock hanging from a wall and swore at the time under his breath. Contained within a wood framed box with three glass panelled sides, a special candle burnt at a predictable rate within. As it melted past marked lines on the rear wall of the container, it displayed the passage of time in the absence of the sun overhead. Cathrite turned on his heel, knowing he was late for a critical meeting.

***

Cathrite strode into the war room to find his captains waiting. Twelve men and women surrounded a square table. Made of midnight stone, it was polished smooth by countless generations of hands, having existed since the first lord of Ruan had cut into the mountain depths.

“Lord, a drink to warm your belly?”

Cathrite pulled out a tall-backed chair and accepted the glass of nightflare with a nod of thanks. Dark blue with a tart flavour, the liquid infused his belly with heat. Low in alcohol, nightflare contained stimulants to sharpen the mind and sight. Commonly used by miners to help see in dimly lit tunnels, it caused dilation of the pupils for maximal use of available light.

Cathrite placed the glass down and slowly looked about the table. “Ruan stands alone, defiant to the last. Proudly refusing to bend the knee, we have remained independent whilst the rest fell. The men and women of the Northern Mountains have earnt their place in history.”

A cough sounded. Cathrite glanced to the captain on his right, a grizzled old soldier. “Out with it Longtooth. You’ve earnt the right to speak freely.”

“You sound like someone preparing for defeat,” grunted the warrior, an eyebrow raised with concern. “Have you not seen the efforts in the great hall? Your men and women have not given up, their backs are straight and hearts brave. They would walk into the fires of hell for you and Ruan.”

“And I love them for it. But I do not wish my people to die to the last man and woman. It’s time to find a path out of this conflict.”

“The words of a coward.”

Cathrite’s eyes narrowed at the voice, and he glanced over his shoulder to see the high priest, Sarpeh, standing at the door.

“You overstep your boundaries, priest,” growled Longtooth. “Show some respect to the Lord of the Northern Mountains, or I’ll take your bald scalp for my collection.”

The priest’s face remained cold and flat, but a smirk twitched the lips of an acolyte trailing in his shadow. Sarpeh had long worked in the shadows to harm Cathrite’s standing, but this was the first insult voiced in public. In matters of everyday life, the priesthood near equalled Cathrite in power. However, war remained the sole preserve of the nobility and warrior class.

What was it one of the elders in an outer village once told him? A serpent may be ignored if it sticks to eating mice in the roof, but when it begins raiding the chicken coop, it must be slaughtered.

“This is a war meeting, priest. Stick to your prayers and don’t meddle in things of which you have no knowledge.”

Sarpeh ignored Cathrite. “I need no invite. I’ll go where my god directs.” Leaving his acolyte at the door, he paced forward and took an empty seat at the table. “And he wishes me here for a reason. The Northern Mountains belong to Aranax. We shall never bend the knee to a false king…or queen.”

Cathrite bit back the harsh words forming on the tip of his tongue. He knew he was being bated, invited to look the fool by losing control like a child. Cathrite considered having the priest forcibly removed before quickly discarding the option. Kicking him out would only delay Sarpeh discovering the meeting’s outcome by a few hours at most. That, and composure, was key in such a situation.

“This one time only, you may stay. But keep that black tongue of yours silent.”

The priest bristled, giving Cathrite a small measure of satisfaction. He closed his eyes briefly, recentering his thoughts after the interruption.

“Although our larders are full, they will not last six months. For the Northern Mountains to be free, we must exercise control of not just the mountain interior, but also the outer defences and farmlands surrounding.” Cathrite let that sink in for a second, stopping to take a swallow of his drink. “Our losses are not sustainable. Each death extinguishes the lifeblood of our province, the very men and women needed to support our economy, sustain our culture, and raise the next generation. If we lose many more, I fear our way of life will be doomed to whither and disappear. If any have a plan that is more than a suicide mission for retaking what was ours, speak now.”

Silence.

Cathrite scanned his captains’ faces, many of whom had suddenly found interest in their cups. Finally, one spoke up. The youngest at the meeting stood, a captain named Yarla, her gaze staring just above Cathrite’s head as she spoke.

“There is no strategy to reverse our situation without huge loss. Even if we regained the outer battlements and valley defences, we couldn’t hold them for long in their current disrepair.” She paused, taking a breath as she finally lowered her gaze to Cathrite. “Ruan is a different matter. We can either hold them indefinitely outside or invite them into the mountain to have a battle from which only one emerges.”

“Larika has more than double our numbers. If we’re to win such a fight, do you truly believe there would be enough people left to then rebuild?”

Yarla shrugged. “You asked me if there was a way we could win, and that is the only way I see possible. Rebuilding? That is a problem for a day I may not see. I will let my sword drink from a thousand throats, and if I happen to live at the end, I will deal with secondary problems as they arise, my lord.”

“Such fearlessness is why our soldiers are respected across the continent, Yarla.” Cathrite couldn’t help smiling with pride at her courage. “But there is another way. I would draw Larika into the mountain and bleed her troops in the great hall before seeking a parley. We will present her with a choice; a fight to the death where she loses troops that she can ill afford with a coup nipping at her heels. Or she could sign a treaty with the Northern Mountains that ensures our independence in all but name.

“What say you all?” rasped Cathrite. “Is this an end to the war with which you could live?”

“I’d rather die sword in hand,” muttered Longtooth.

“As would I,” said Cathrite, his voice low. “But…”

“I know. It is not just us older warriors at risk, it is our people and way of life.” Longtooth hung his head for a moment before straightening. “I support you, lord. It has been a good fight, but it must come to an end.”

Reluctant murmurs of agreement sounded from around the table. Eyes grew bright with emotion, but none challenged.    

The high priest stood up suddenly, tipping his chair to smash on the stone floor. “You will not surrender! If your army’s too weak, I will wake Aranax to scourge our enemies from Kalech.” An artery pulsed at Sarpeh’s forehead, his face scarlet with rage.

“I told you to be silent,” growled Cathrite. “Enough of this rubbish. The gods don’t care about humans. We are like ants beneath their feet, something to be squashed and forgotten. Your endless prayers to Aranax invite ruin upon us all.” Cathrite summoned a guard from the corner of the room. “Take the priest and his underling from the room. He is no longer welcome.”

Sarpeh slapped the hand of the soldier away. Glaring at Cathrite, he turned on his heel and strode from the room. After such a public rebuke, the high priest would escalate his campaign to destabilise Cathrite’s leadership unless he found a way to silence the man. Cathrite sighed and turned back to his captains.

“How much longer until preparations are complete in the great hall?”

“At least a day or two,” said Longtooth.

He needed to buy his soldiers time. Cathrite came to a decision and hooked a finger at a waiting scribe to bring paper and ink. He would kill two birds with one stone.

“Address a message to Sarpeh. I request he leads a delegation to Larika’s camp. They are to negotiate a week’s truce while we tend our wounded. If he is able to convince the invaders to leave, I will see him rewarded accordingly.” Cathrite glanced toward captain Yarla. “You will join the delegation to gauge their troop numbers. We need every bit of information available before the coming fight.”

With any luck the young captain would make it back unharmed with useful intelligence. But as for the high priest? He could only hope Larika practiced her father’s style of negotiation.


Chapter Seven

“It is no mean feat to erase yourself from history. But when you are responsible for a catastrophe of world threatening proportions, you either disappear or be killed. Written reference to the order was burnt or altered, and false accounts added to the histories. Within two generations we were forgotten, no more than a discredited myth.”

-                Xares Unarc

Pollux pulled a woollen hat over his ears as he scanned the rockface ahead. He’d left the main path to Ruan an hour before, scrambling over rock piles and fallen debris to reach the doorway. It had been decades since he’d last confronted his teacher and the memory still caused heat to rise at his cheeks. Long stuck in their ways, the Order of Magi had little patience for change or the outside world. Preferring to keep out of sight and to themselves, Pollux doubted the people of the Northern Mountains even knew the order existed.

“For Kal’s sake, where is the damned door?” muttered Pollux, running his fingers over the stone wall, searching for a certain pattern of cracks. There was a time when he had known every path through and over the Northern Mountains. Pollux stared over his shoulder, ensuring he’d lined up the appropriate landmarks. Yes, he was certain this was the right spot. Pollux turned back to the stone, squatted, and counted five hand-widths from the ground.

There you are.

The angle of light may have hidden the location from sight, but not touch. He followed a spidery crack to the right until it met a vertical defect. At this point, he pushed his palm firmly for five heartbeats until he felt an almost imperceptible click. Slowly, the stone began to move, a man-sized door opening in the cliff face where none had been a minute before.

Pollux took off his hat, shoved it in a pocket and straightened his clothes. After weeks on the road, there wasn’t a part of his kit that was clean. Running a hand over his bald pate, he took a deep breath and strode into the mountain.

***

After walking for a time, the bitter cold of the alpine passes began to fade, the temperature rising slowly until a sweat broke on his forehead. The tunnel exited into a verdant glade at odds with the surrounding mountains. A hidden oasis preceding the spiteful battles between the gods Maritz and Kal. The surrounding forest emitted a protective gas that hovered at the top of the chasm, magnifying the sun’s weak rays to create a tropical temperature that stimulated growth. Pollux turned on the spot, taking in the change of scenery. Since men had colonised the Northern Mountains, Xares had prevented discovery of their home with a cloaking charm over all access points.

“Sit.”

Pollux stared at the dais above. The last time he’d visited there had been six men and women, now only two mages remained. Pollux glanced at the small three-legged stool provided for him, a chair that would place him even further below their level. “I’m happy to stand,” he said evenly.

“Suit yourself,” said the man on the left. Xares was the eldest, his age unknown to Pollux. And yet, such longevity did not show on his face, his black skin smooth as a man in his prime. “You sought a meeting, a request I was loath to grant.”

Pollux gave a half bow. “Thank you, Xares. I will endeavour to be brief—”

“Traitor!” bellowed a female mage named Shreya. Unlike Xares, her eyes narrowed in anger. “You thumbed your nose at all we offered simply to chase war and the bickering of lords. And now you dare to return, tail between your legs?”

“I but chose to explore their potential, it was you who locked the door behind me,” growled Pollux. “However, I’m willing to let past grievances lie to discuss an opportunity from which we could all benefit.”

“Explore their potential?” said Xares. “If you’re going to lie, at least do it convincingly.”

Pollux bumped the stool over as he stepped back. He had to stop himself from kicking the damn thing in irritation. Before the old mage’s patronising smile, he felt naked as a babe.

“Oh, come on, Pollux,” Xares laughed. “As ever, you wear emotions like clothes. I’m sure you went for many reasons, but an altruistic mission to help men reach their potential was not among them.”

Pollux grit his teeth, muscles bunched hard at the corners of his jaw. He’d spent too many years around people he could manipulate with half-truths. “Fine. You want it in black and white?”

Xares nodded, any display of amusement vanishing from his expression.

“King Loic’s father created a vision for Kalech I had not thought remotely possible. Once I understood he sought to bring the disparate provinces of Kalech under the control of one ruler, I saw the possibilities it presented. One king to control the various jealousies, weaknesses, and inadequacies of the provincial rulers!”

“So what?” said Shreya dismissively. “Compared to us, they live and die at the speed of mice.” Absently, she reached a hand towards a green fern to her right. As her fingers touched the plant, the foliage began to shrivel, drying until nothing but a brown, dead husk remained, its lifeforce absorbed by the mage. Before Pollux’s eyes, he watched the effect upon her body, cheeks flushing with a healthy glow, the slight wrinkles at the corners of her eyes smoothing and disappearing. “Any achievement of theirs will be short lived and destined for decay.”

How could they be so blind?

“Not with us in command. I sit at the right hand of an easily manipulated man, who could soon hold the reigns of a continent. After the last battle is won and structures implemented to ensure ongoing control, the time will be right to simply push him aside and take our rightful place as overlords of Kalech.”

“Revarc? You bet on the wrong horse,” said Xares. “We may stay out of sight, but we are far from uninformed. Larika will destroy him without breaking a sweat. The man couldn’t win a game of chess against a drunkard in a tavern, let alone a battle for the throne.”

“Hence why it’s time to change our practices and ensure this opportunity does not slip by.” Pollux strode up to Shreya and ripped the dead plant beside her from its roots, crumbling the dry leaves into dust between his fingers. “We already have the ability to strip life from another creature to prolong our own. I propose we weaponize the process. Instead of absorbing the energy, I would cast it at my enemies.”

“Taking the lifeforce from a plant is one thing,” said Xares. “But the power residing in an animal the size of a human is enormous. It would tear you apart.”

Pollux smirked. “You still see me as a novice, Xares, but I’ve practiced and expanded my skills since we last met. I have perfected the manipulation of energy to fix an injury in one man and transfer the cost to another. This is but the next step.

“You already know it’s possible. My question to you is, will you join me? Lend your powers to Revarc for our combined good in the future?” Pollux stared at his old colleagues, breath tight in his chest as he awaited their answer.

“No,” said Xares, standing to emphasis his point.

Pollux’s stomach dropped as he heard the finality in the mage’s voice.

“Such an act is an affront to the gods. You risk drawing their attention. You risk waking them from their slumber.”

Shreya flinched, colour dropping from her face at Xares’ words.

“For the prize at stake, it is a risk worth taking!” Pollux could feel the moment slipping through his fingers.

“Only a fool who’d never experienced a god’s wrath could utter such words.” Xares sat heavily, his expression showing the weariness of millennia. “But we have. Long before you were accepted as a trainee, a minor god emerged from his slumber deep beneath the earth. When he burst through the soil to the land above, he decimated all before him. We were lucky it was not one as powerful as Kal—with the power to raise mountains or carve valleys at the flick of her finger! And yet, this god easily turned armies into a slurry of blood and gore.”

“You fought and killed a god?” asked Pollux, mouth lax with surprise.

“A god cannot be killed, you fool,” muttered Shreya. “But we fought him all the same. There was no other choice if we wanted to survive. We threw all our power at him, pushed him back to these very mountains…and at great cost.”

“If you couldn’t kill him, how did you end the battle? Did Kal intervene?”

“The great god didn’t show her face,” said Xares. “Perhaps she was still too tired from her battles with Maritz, for she slept through the atrocities wrought across her lands. No, it was our order of mages who drove the fiend into hibernation deep beneath the Northern Mountains.”

Pollux’s hand fell instinctively to the pommel of his sword. A violent god that could be put to sleep? With such a weapon to destroy Larika’s tumens, he would have no need of the mages. Pollux concentrated at keeping the excitement from his face. “What is the name of this god, you never spoke of it during my training.”

“Some traumas leave scars that don’t heal,” said Shreya, eyes narrowed. “I find no joy in picking at scabs for your listening pleasure.”

“Enough Shreya,” said Xares gently before fixing his attention upon Pollux again. “I will discuss this topic once only, and I do it to stress the importance of not doing anything that might wake the gods.”

Xares’ hand gripped the armrest of his chair as he leant forward. “The god is named Aranax. The men we enlisted to watch over his slumber failed us like all fools will in the end. As Ruan’s mines reached deeper into the mountain rock, the men began to worship their charge, twisting our warnings into a prophecy.”

“Are you not concerned that these priests might wake him?” asked Pollux.

Xares sneered. “They are deluded men without the necessary power. They may posture and curse, but I have no doubt Aranax will sleep through their entreaties. And thankfully, Princess Larika will shortly make an end of their order.”  

“Have you not heard a word I’ve said? We have a chance to rule Kalech only if Revarc’s installed as king. This is an opportunity we cannot waste!”

Xares face hardened. “My answer remains no, and this discussion is at an end.”

“If you proceed with these plans of stripping lifeforce to use as a weapon, we will come for you, Pollux,” said Shreya. “Gods or none, such an activity is repulsive.”

“For an ancient, you have the sensibilities of a child,” said Pollux. “If I ran through two men with my sword, you’d barely flutter your beautiful eyelashes. And yet if I take one man’s life and use it as a weapon to kill another, it upsets you? Grow up.”

“We raised you from the muddy fields, boy. Have some damn respect,” growled Xares.

“Yes, and neither of you have ever let me forget.” Pollux glowered at his old mentors for a long moment before stalking away. With his preferred option off the table, he needed to make contact with the priests of Ruan before Larika exterminated the sect.


Chapter Eight

“Reserved for serious indiscretions, flogging can only be authorised by the rank of colonel or general. Known by soldiers as the ‘devil’s tongue’, the whip consists of a handle attached to several hardened thongs of rawhide interwoven with sharpened wire. Unsurprisingly, such a tool can inflict severe lacerations and on some occasions, death.”

-                Excerpt: Review of corporal punishment in the tumens

Jael wedged a metal pin into a crack, looped his rope around it and turned his face upwards, searching for his next hold. Joined by another soldier with climbing experience, Jael had volunteered to seek an alternative entrance to Ruan by scaling the vertical cliff. The night before, a scout swore on his life he’d seen a faint square of light roughly one hundred paces above the ground. If it hadn’t been the boy’s sleep addled imagination, then there had to be a disguised observation post watching their every move. One that could serve as a secondary route into the mountain city.

Jael risked a brief look down and regretted it immediately, the sentry fires of his troops looking like pinpricks of light far below. For ease of movement, he’d chosen a slim-fit jacket and trousers of flexible material. His heavy boots were back at camp in his tent, ditched in favour of a pair of tight leather moccasins. When hunting off the ground, whether in trees or on cliffs, the special climbing shoes were favoured by Scalzini to aid dexterity, allowing toes to gain purchase in the tiniest of gaps. He’d left his armour behind. As for weapons, he carried only a narrow blade strapped to his ankle.

A freezing wind tugged at his clothes, sapping heat from Jael’s arms and legs. After ensuring a firm grip with his left hand, he breathed hot air over the fingers of his other hand and rubbed it on his thigh, trying to force blood into the fingertips. Although his body was hot from exertion, his fingers and toes felt like blocks of ice.

“See anything?”

Jael glanced down. A rope trailed from his waist to the engineer two body-lengths below. “Nothing yet. How are you holding up?”

The engineer grunted. “I’m alright.”

Stubborn son of a bitch. Jael heard the exhaustion in his voice and knew the man would rather fall than admit failure. Although they had a rope between them and metal pins as anchor points, Jael had little trust in their set-up in case of an accident. Better they get down before strength disappeared in the cold.

“If we don’t find anything soon, we’ll have to turn back—”

The engineer gasped as his hand slipped, tipping his weight backwards. He snapped a hand forward, fingers just missing the metal pin lodged into the crack. Professional to the last, not a sound exited his mouth as he fell, arms pinwheeling in the darkness.

Fuck.

Jael flattened himself against the cliff, digging fingers and toes into their holds, bracing himself for the moment the rope pulled taught. Suddenly the rope snapped against his waist, a vicious tug that ripped his fingers into thin air. He fell less than a pace before swinging into the rock, stars bursting in front of his eyes as his head clashed painfully, the rope held fast by the last pin he’d wedged into the narrow crack.  

Relief flooded his chest, adrenaline belatedly kicking Jael’s heart into a gallop.

“Are you okay?”

The engineer hung limp, arched backwards from his waist, unconscious. Jael pushed out against the rockface, turning his body around to find a handhold. The pin holding the rope shifted slightly, a high-pitched screech sounding as it began to angle down. Jael scrambled for a grip, fingernails splitting as he dragged them roughly over the rock, searching for a lip, a crack, even the slightest imperfection upon which to hold.

And then he was in free fall.

The rockface sped past him, a blur of grey and black under the moon’s pale light. Jael grabbed the rope at his waist and pulled a loop up before him, hoping for a miracle. The rope snagged upon one of their previous pins, wrenching at his waist so hard he thought his spine might snap. The speed was too much though, ripping the pin from the wall. They dropped another pace before the rope caught on the next pin down. This time it held.

Jael was swung to the side like a pendulum by the force of the stop. Putting a hand out, he tried to stop his face from hitting into the cliff. He was surprised to feel a soft surface deform under his fingers.

The observation post!

Jael caught hold of the window’s lip with both hands and pulled himself up until he had both forearms on the narrow ledge. Trying to control his breathing, he stared through the sheer material to the room beyond, a room that was thankfully empty. This would be their entry into the city.

A grunt came from his right as the engineer regained consciousness. The man shook his head and found a grip on the cliff, immediately lessening the pull on Jael’s waist. Jael carefully climbed back over to the main crack they had followed up the cliff face.

“We’ve found it.” White teeth shone in the darkness as Jael smiled despite a throbbing headache and nausea. His head blow had been nothing compared to the engineer, and he pitied the other man’s task to reach the ground again. “Time to head back to base.”

***

Jael stood in Larika’s command tent, waiting for the general to speak. Whilst relaying his discovery, Larika had sat at the meeting table, a crease of concentration on her brow as she listened. Already in uniform with mail shirt on, the general had clearly been awake for hours. Zhane was a different matter. With dishevelled hair, pale skin and three days growth on his cheeks, the colonel nursed a vicious hangover. Zhane pulled a steel hipflask from the inside of his jacket and tipped a measure of whiskey into his steaming mug of coffee.

“Even if this window’s utilised in some way, the main path of attack won’t change,” said the colonel. “Our soldiers are good, but they’re not fucking monkeys.”

Abruptly, Larika stood and walked past Jael to the entrance of the tent. The door flap was folded back, framing a view of the cliffs towering above Ruan.

“Where was it?” asked Larika.

Jael pointed toward the location. “Roughly eighty paces above the ground. We followed a vertical crack, making the climb relatively straight forward.” Jael paused at an odd expression on the general’s face.

“A crack?”

“Yes ma’am, a fissure in the rock. Narrow, but wide enough to stuff your fingertips into for a hold.”

Larika chewed at a cheek, staring at the cliff. “An easy grip for an experienced climber may not be enough for a novice. You proposed taking soldiers? How will you guarantee they make it to the top?”

“I’ll do the initial climb, then fasten a knotted rope and throw it down. It’ll still be a hard climb, ma’am, but certainly doable. Best case: we open the main gate, worst case, we’ll be a distracting nuisance fighting behind their lines.”

Larika nodded. “Make it happen.”

“Yes, General.” Jael rubbed absently at a painful lump on the back of his skull. “How’s the king? Has there been any change?”

Larika glared at him for a moment before relenting. “No. He continues in the same state as before, neither dead nor really alive…at least in a meaningful way. I will have to decide—”

“General!”

A messenger skidded to a halt in the tent entrance. A girl of no more than fourteen years, her hair had the short cut of a new conscript. She snuck a look at Larika’s face, cheeks flushing as she snapped to attention. Larika leant back against the meeting table and waited for the girl to speak.

“Sergeant Riley sent me from the northern gate, ma’am. A delegation from Ruan approaches carrying a flag of parley.”

“Why now?” growled Colonel Zhane. “Cathrite’s in no position to demand terms, nor will a man like that bend the knee.”

“I don’t think they’re soldiers, sir,” said the messenger. “They’ve got shaved heads, no armour and they were…chanting.”

“Did one have a stripe of crimson painted along the middle of his scalp?”  asked Larika.

The girl nodded. “It narrowed to a point between his eyebrows.”

“Priests. They worship the god, Aranax.” Larika stood and wrapped a woollen cloak about her shoulders. “Hurry back to your sergeant and make sure he doesn’t let them into camp. I’ll not have their poisoned tongues sow dissent.”

The girl nodded and slipped back through the tent flap, her feet lifting puffs of dust from the ground as she took off at a sprint.

“Zhane, you’ve dealt with the Ruan priests before?”

He grunted an affirmative. “Stubborn bunch of god-botherers. The meetings were rather dull, not a drop of ale or wine offered during negotiations.”

A hint of a smile tugged one corner of the general’s mouth as she stared at the older soldier. “If seeing a man drink will set them on edge, feel free to take a bottle of wine with you, Zhane.”

“Gods no,” said the colonel, his face an unhealthy shade of grey. Zhane rubbed a hand over his face and pushed off the table to standing. “I drank half a tumen under the table last night, ma’am, and I’m still paying for the victory.”

“You’ll get scant sympathy for a self-inflicted wound, Colonel,” said Larika. All humour disappeared from her face as she turned for the exit. “Let’s see what these cultists want.”

***

A small crowd of soldiers had gathered at the northern sentry post, staring at the delegation of priests. Jael had heard increasing talk around the tumen’s campfires about the strange sect. For people who’d spent a lifetime avoiding the gods, to meet a group who deliberately courted their attention was a morbid curiosity. Like watching a boy who teased a sleeping snake, waiting for the fool to be bitten.

As the crowd parted to allow Larika and the colonel through, Jael tailed her bodyguards to the camp border. In the absence of a timber source, the tumens had created a temporary barricade of soil and rock. Using nothing more than bare hands and small spades, the tumen had carved a dry moat three paces wide from the frozen ground, piling the excavated soil on the camp side to create a chest-high barricade. For attackers however, the combined wall and moat created a formidable obstacle twice the height of an average soldier.  

Such defensive measures around a temporary camp were not unusual, but rather a key tactic to ward off night raids. A soldier may have marched twelve hours through hostile territory, but until they created a barricade about the tumen’s camp, there was no time for rest. Having a series of such defensive structures within a day’s march also provided overnight shelter for supply trains, and a rally point to flip a tactical retreat into an attack.

Upon reaching the sentry point, Larika ordered the gate swung open. With two bodyguards and Colonel Zhane standing a pace behind, she stared out at the waiting delegation. From the priest’s perspective, there was little to differentiate the princess from her soldiers. She wore the same armour as any infantryman. Her rank was denoted only by a thin circlet of steel about her forehead. But by her manner and the respect shown by her soldiers, it would have taken a fool not to recognise her position.

Four priests stood within hailing distance of the moat. Three wore long grey robes with hoods pulled overhead, burying their faces in shadow. The remaining priest held himself separate from the group. Carrying a staff of polished ebony wood, he wore a heavy black robe of coarse wool. A thin wedge of crimson tattooed his bald scalp, the mark of a high priest. Starting at the top of his neck, it travelled over his head, finishing in a spike of red between his eyebrows.

The high priest glared at the sentry who’d forced him to wait, his lip curled with disdain. Abruptly, he left his underlings and strode forward. As he neared the far side of the moat, Larika gave a slight nod to the sentry crossbowman. The woman squeezed her trigger, releasing a spiked quarrel with a twang. The feathered missile thumped into the soil before the priest’s toes, making him flinch backwards.

“That’s close enough, priest,” said Larika.

The high priest straightened his robes, eyes flicking down to the shaft that had missed his foot by the barest of margins. “My name is Sarpeh, spiritual leader of Ruan and High Priest of Aranax. I seek an audience with the princess.”

“You have it.”

“My apologies.” Sarpeh paused, his eyes travelling over Larika’s body from head to foot. “I’ve heard tales of your exquisite beauty and I did not expect to find such a form wasted under the trappings of war.”

Jael coughed a laugh into his fist. If the fool thought flattery would aid his negotiations with the general, he’d failed to research his opponent.

Larika’s jaw clenched, eyes flinty as she stared down the priest. “Then it’s my pleasure to disappoint. If we are discussing incompatibility, I’d vouch dresses and warfare are matched only by priests and state negotiations.”

Sarpeh’s lip twitched, knuckles whitening about his grip on the staff.

“In fact,” continued Larika, “I’m at a loss as to why Lord Cathrite would waste my time by sending you to represent his interests. If King Loic was shown such insolence, he would answer it by taking your head.” Larika partly drew her sword, a glint of mischievousness in her eyes before slamming it home again. “But I believe I’ve siphoned enough blood from the people of Ruan. If you come to offer terms of surrender, spit them out, or be on your way.”

“Surrender?” Sarpeh drew himself to full height, chest puffed out like a cockerel. “The people of the Northern Mountains will never kneel in submission. We are protected by our god, the great and fierce, Aranax.” Sarpeh spread his arms wide and threw back his head. “I offer you one last chance to leave before I summon Aranax to erase your diseased presence.”

Colonel Zhane laughed out loud as he fished a hip flask from inside his jacket and stepped forward. “By Kal, I’d sworn off the drink today, but you’ve driven me straight back to it with this rubbish.”

Sarpeh ignored the colonel, keeping his gaze locked upon Larika. The high priest had abandoned any attempt to regulate his expression, lips drawn back in a rictus, eyes wide with rage. “Aranax will rise at the time of Ruan’s greatest need. If you remain, your soldiers will be slaughtered in terror. His body is vast and strong, his many limbs tipped with claws large enough to cleave an ox in two. All who stand against him will fall unless you kneel to me now.”

Sarpeh tore his gaze from the general, eyes probing the watching soldiers. “Who among you will turn your face to righteousness and see reason?”

“Enough,” growled Larika. “I have—”

Movement amongst the watching crowd raised a murmur. Jael’s heart dropped as he saw the face of the young soldier easing her way to the front. Pyx. Her face was pale but calm, a spear clasped in a loose grip at her side.

You’ve got to be kidding me.    

Jael stepped forward to intercept, but Pyx knocked away his hand, refusing to meet her mentor’s concerned face as she slipped between Larika and the colonel. Five paces and she had crossed the dry moat and climbed out to the other side. At her arrival, Sarpeh’s three acolytes hurried forward, placing themselves between Pyx and the high priest.

A gloating smirk of triumph cracked Sarpeh’s face. “One life spared is better than nothing.” He turned to Pyx. “Kneel and prepare to receive our god’s blessing.”

A low growl rose from the watching troops, anger quickly rising at her apparent defection. If Pyx abandoned her comrades in arms, she wouldn’t make two steps towards Ruan before being skewered by a hundred spears.

“Jael, what the hell is your girl doing?” muttered the general.

Breath was tight in the beast hunter’s chest. “Not deserting. She knows we’d kill her for it.”

But whatever Pyx was up to, she was taking a stupid risk. One of the acolyte priests closed the distance, extracting a small clay gourd from the folds of his robe.

“You heard the high priest. Get on your knees, girl.” Dipping the fingers of one hand into the top, they came out dark red, coated in old blood.

Still holding the spear in her right hand, Pyx slowly lowered to one knee and turned the spear horizontal in her grip like she was readying to place it in the dirt. With a subtle movement of her left hand, she scratched at her thigh, hitching the leg of her pants to the top of her boot in the process. A boot Jael knew she carried a throwing knife within.

Shit. There was no way Jael would make it to her in time, but he had to try. Don’t do it, Pyx. Jael pushed past Zhane, eyes fixed on the back of Pyx’s skull

Dripping with blood, the acolyte reached his fingers towards Pyx’s forehead. “In the name of Aranax, your soul will be committed to the deep, coated in darkness within the heart of the mountain.”

As if snapping free of a trance, Pyx glanced up for the first time, meeting the cruel eyes of the priest. “Keep your blood, priest, I’m not here for your god.”

Pyx stabbed her spear into the man’s groin. The razor-sharp blade cut through the wool like parchment, burying deep within a scabbard of meat and genitals. She twisted the blade then ripped it down and out. Crimson spurted down the acolyte’s leg as he screamed and clutched at his ruined groin.

Larika’s soldiers cheered her on from the camp wall as the priest collapsed in a growing pool of blood.

“Stop her!” shouted the high priest.

Pyx drew the dagger from her boot and sliced to the left, catching the second acolyte across the throat. At full reach, the tip of the blade parted skin and severed the carotid artery. Blood sprayed, drenching Pyx in claret before the acolyte could grip the wound. His hands did little to slow the flow, his life blood pumping onto the frozen dirt with every beat of his heart as he collapsed to his knees.

The third acolyte shrugged off the hood and robe, exposing the face of a woman along with an officer’s uniform. “I’m no priest, just here to observe on behalf of Lord Cathrite.”

Pyx grunted and turned her attention to the high priest. Sarpeh backed away, panicked eyes wide. “This is blasphemous! You can’t do this!”

Pyx drew her spear arm back, blade aimed at the high priest’s belly. “The fuck I can’t—”

Jael climbed the far side of the moat and lunged. Catching hold of the spear shaft, he ripped it from Pyx’s grip. His mentee spun toward him, dagger raised in a fighting stance, her face furious at the interference.

“Enough!” shouted Jael. “Sheathe that blade, or Kal help me, you’ll never raise a weapon again. NOW!”

Something cracked in Pyx’s façade. Anger faded from her expression, her hand shaking as she sheathed the blade in her boot.

Jael grabbed Pyx by the shoulder and leaned close to her ear. “Are you a fucking idiot? You might have signed your own death warrant with that stunt. And for what?”

Refusing to meet his eye, Pyx said nothing.

Jael growled with frustration and shoved her back toward the camp, almost sending her headfirst into the moat. The stupidity of acting without the general’s consent was unfathomable. Larika would be within her rights to execute her as an example to the troops, and there’d by nothing Jael could do.

Realising he was safe, Sarpeh straightened his robe and drew himself to full height. “Once again, Loic and his spawn have shown they are beneath the laws of Kalech. Such people will never rule in the Northern Mountains, and will fall beneath Aranax’s fury—”

“Silence! Be grateful your head still graces those weak shoulders!” bellowed Larika. “This meeting is over.”

The general turned her back on the blustering holy man and ordered the gate closed. Jael pushed Pyx ahead of him through the crowd, hoping to escape the general’s notice until her anger faded.

“Jael!”

It was not to be. He clenched his eyes shut for a moment before returning to Larika’s side.

“Yes, ma’am?”

An artery pulsed at the general’s temple, her lips tight with rage. “Your protégé is under arrest. There better be a good reason for what she did today, or by the gods, I’ll see her whipped until the bones show.”


Chapter Nine

“The mental and physical safety of your son warrants concern. This is the second time Revarc has sought medical attention for abdominal pain after a private tutoring session with Lord Triborne. Due to the recurrence, I insisted upon a full medical exam. I report with distress, evidence of anal tearing and bruising consistent with sexual assault.

I understand there may be political consequences for removing him from Lord Triborne’s care earlier than expected, however, I implore you to do so with utmost urgency.”

-                Physician Matrex.

Extract: correspondence between the personal physician of Revarc and his father.

Revarc’s stomach roiled as he stared down at the bowl of slop. Instead of dining alone, he shared a mess hall with the garrison of Castle Graive. Soldiers from the previous shift slept between the tables in any spot they could find, adding a thick funk of body odour to complement the food. Revarc picked up his spoon and tentatively stirred the mixture. A thick piece of gristle and skin floated to the surface.

Is that hair?

Knowing there was nothing else to eat, he pushed the offending piece to the edge of the bowl and forced himself to take a mouthful. The cook had rehydrated dried strips of meat in a broth of beer and chilli flakes, the heat serving to disguise its semi-rancid state. He no longer inquired about the meat, not after discovering it was mostly lizard and mole rat. 

Revarc’s gaze tracked up from the congealed mess in his bowl to the timber ceiling, or what was left of it. There had once been a long room of simple bunks to house the garrison, but it had been dismantled the previous year. The surrounding plains were bereft of anything larger than a desiccated bush, so replacing the termite ridden floorboards would have required an expensive transportation of lumber to the site. Instead of paying the cost of upkeep, the boards fed the kitchen fires and the soldiers now slept between the mess hall tables. Like much of his province since Triborne’s defeat at the hands of King Loic, Graive had fallen into disrepair. Although little more than a stone motte and bailey, it was the northern most of Lord Triborne’s fortifications, buried in the shadow of the Northern Mountains. Historically used as a base to repel incursions from Ruan, it had been inactive for years.

All that had changed two days earlier at Revarc’s arrival. After vacillating annoyingly, Lord Triborne had finally supported Revarc’s claim for the throne. Graive would serve as the rally point for rebel troops before he climbed the mountain pass to attack Larika’s rear. Provided with a guard of one hundred soldiers, Revarc left Triborne to call up his wider force and rode ahead. A decision he’d regretted from the first meal under Graive’s roof. The food stores were near empty, and if his messenger had not reached Triborne to request additional rations before he left, the campaign would be delayed significantly.

Revarc swallowed a second mouthful without chewing and pushed the bowl away. He’d stifle hunger pangs by filling his belly with beer instead. Part of his mind wondered at his lack of anger regarding the food. Two months ago he would’ve dragged the cook from the kitchen, thrown the food in his face and had him whipped for ineptitude. But back then he’d had a tumen of elite soldiers at his beck and call. Not anymore. If he attempted the same behaviour now, the garrison would probably throw him from the wall and call it an accident. How the times had changed.

Fucking Larika.

If only the bitch had died at Beacon Castle, he’d already have the crown upon his head without a single foe to challenge. What he wouldn’t pay to see her torn to pieces in a welter of blood and terror.

A horn blasted from the wall, followed by a further two long notes. The code was the same used by his tumen. Soldiers approach. Revarc swung his feet over the bench seat and lurched to standing, his right ankle turning painfully as he trod on a sleeping man behind his seat. The soldier swore viciously as he eyed Revarc with a dark look.

“Might I suggest you watch your step in future, sir,” growled the soldier.

Revarc gave a stiff nod and made for the door, a half-smile kinking one corner of his mouth. The fat dolt had been snoring like a bear with a head cold, it was only fair he got to inflict a little pain in return.

Colonel Morcom met him at the doorway, his pale scalp coated in a sheen of sweat. “It’s Lord Triborne, sir.”

“Has he brought me an army?”

“It was still too distant to count numbers, but from the size of the dust cloud kicked up by their passage, I’d say the backbone of your force approaches.”

Revarc gave the colonel’s shoulder a slap of triumph as he strode past him for the nearest stairway up the curtain wall. Taking the steps two at a time, his breath was coming hard as he reached the top. He leant forward in a crenelation, resting his weight on his hands for a better view. A column of foot soldiers five rows wide marched for Castle Graive, their feet raising a noise of muted thunder as heels struck the road in time. Revarc’s eyes skimmed along the column, his expression hardening as he realised less than a tumen’s worth of fighters approached. Unless more were inbound, there would not be enough, not against seasoned warriors of the First and Eighth Tumens.

Lord Triborne suddenly kicked his horse forward from the column and galloped for the gate. Dust thrown from his horse’s hooves swept across the face of the column in a thick red cloud of grit as they were left behind.

“Open the damned gate!” shouted Triborne as he approached.

Two guards launched into frantic action, one tripping and sprawling flat on his face. The guard rolled to his feet, blood streaming from a deep forehead wound as he lifted an end of the crossbar. Revarc glanced back to Triborne and grinned at the man’s arrogance. Despite having no idea whether or not his order had been heard, let alone obeyed, he continued at full pace towards the gate, the whites of his horse’s eyes visible at the approaching obstacle.

Another two guardsmen joined in, heaving at the huge gates to pull them apart. Ancient hinges squealed in distress as the left gate began to move. Hooves thundered closer. Revarc willed the guards to fail, prayed for Triborne to smash against the wood and be reduced to a mush of shattered bone.

It was not to be.

Man and horse flashed through the gap, a finger’s width to either side. Triborne pulled his horse to a stop, yanking viciously on the reins. Distressed, the animal reared before dropping to all fours. Froth spluttered from the horse’s mouth, it’s chest heaving. Unperturbed, Triborne dismounted and tossed the reins at an approaching stable boy. He stared up to the wall, gaze locking on Revarc as he descended to the yard.

“We have matters to discuss,” said Triborne, his face grim. “Follow.”

Revarc’s jaw tightened with anger as the older man stalked across the bailey toward the central stone keep. Revarc stared straight ahead, knowing the surrounding soldiers must be laughing on the inside. Everyone within earshot had just heard him ordered about as if he was a junior officer instead of their king-in-waiting. Revarc trailed the lord at a distance, imagining the locations he would sink his knife into the old man’s body. Groin, belly, throat, and repeat.

***

Revarc had yet to enter the central keep of Graive Castle. Reserved for the housing of a Triborne lord, or as the last bastion of defence, the sandstone keep rose four stories into the air. Revarc climbed twelve wooden steps to reach the first-floor entrance. The raised entrance had tactical value, preventing the use of a battering ram to break through the door, while the timber staircase could be dismantled by the defenders before retreating inside. As he neared the top of the steps, a guard thrust his arm across the doorway, blocking Revarc’s passage.

“Move. Your lord has requested my presence,” said Revarc.

“Leave your sword and dagger, sir.”

“For fuck’s sake. Enough of this bullshit.” Revarc tried to push through but the guard held his ground.

“On Lord Triborne’s orders, no one enters this building with a blade. You want to see him? Unbuckle your sword belt.” The guard avoided eye contact, his expression carefully blank as he stared straight ahead.

Such obedience would be commendable if it wasn’t so fucking annoying.

Revarc ground his teeth as he unloaded his weapons, leaving his sword in the care of the guard. “If I find even one of your fingerprints on that blade, boy, I’ll mount your head on a stake.”

At those words, the guard finally met his gaze with hooded eyes. Casually, he spat off the side of the stairs before looking away again. “Lord Triborne will see you now. Take them stairs in the far corner and you’ll find him on the second floor.”

Revarc peered ahead, barely making out the staircase in the gloom. There were no arrow slits on the lower level to filter light, the only illumination coming from a pair of cheap oil lamps. The flames emitted a purulent yellow glow amid a haze of black smoke that had coated the ceiling in a layer of oily soot. Revarc strode forward to the narrow spiral staircase. The meagre light of the first floor was lost at the first turn, leaving Revarc to climb in complete darkness. Grey light soon filtered in, quickly growing in intensity until he emerged into the second storey.

Compared to the lower level, this room was truly opulent. Thick carpets of red and blue dotted the floor, while the stone walls were softened with tapestries and paintings. Sun poured through cross-shaped arrow slits about the walls, dust motes floating in the shafts of light. Lamps of camel fat banished the last of the shadows, their flames barely emitting a hint of smoke.

Alone and without even a butter knife for defence, Revarc was on edge. He paused, head quickly turning to take in his environment. One corner of the room was curtained off, lending privacy to a bed and dressing area, while the rest of the level was open. A single guard stood at ease, eyes fixed in the middle distance like a statue. Staying out of lunging distance, Revarc walked past the soldier to a meeting table. Lord Triborne leant over its edge, hands either side of an unfurled velum map. His eyes flicked up briefly at Revarc, then down again to the map, furiously chewing at the inside of his cheek.

Instead of waiting to be addressed like a page boy, Revarc walked on and stared through an arrow slit to the bailey. The foot soldiers of Triborne’s force had finally arrived, the end of the column now marching through the twin gates. Shouts of sergeants and officers organising their men echoed off the walls of the keep, bringing the long disused fortress to life. Under closer inspection, Revarc noted many of the soldiers lacked armour and carried little in the way of weaponry.

“You promised me an army to decimate Larika’s tumens,” said Revarc, keeping his voice even. “But I wouldn’t be surprised to find half of the men and women down there are farmers. How do you expect me to fight a professional army with peasants?”

Triborne stared up from his map, looking at Revarc properly for the first time. “Get your head out of the clouds, boy. My best warriors were siphoned off by Loic years ago, split up and seeded amongst his tumens to strengthen his arm and weaken mine. With the provincial coffers empty, there’s no money to keep a standing army.”

Revarc swore under his breath. “How many soldiers do we actually have?”

“Eight hundred.”

Revarc’s mouth dropped open. “But that’s less than a tumen?”

“I’m not a fool,” muttered Triborne. “However, the allies I’d banked on supporting your claim have failed to respond. This means I’m forced to commit further troops to make up the deficit.”

“So where are they?” asked Revarc. He didn’t care where the soldiers came from, just that they would be holding a weapon when needed.

“En route from several outer villages. Until our force is bolstered later this week, we bide our time here at Graive.” Triborne sat on the edge of the table and crossed his arms. “I’ve done my part, now where’s your mage and his weapon. If it’s as terrible as promised, there should be little need for soldiers at all. A demonstration of its abilities should serve to stiffen the spines of our warriors.”

Fuck.

Revarc had known it would be only a matter of time before Triborne demanded evidence, but he’d not heard from Pollux in days. For all he knew, the fool had turned tail and left him for dead.

“I’ve given my word the weapon will be deployed in battle. Such power shouldn’t be used for the purposes of entertainment,” tutted Revarc.

Triborne scowled. “I may have assembled an army, but don’t take my support for granted. Those men and women out there,” he said, pointing through an arrow slit. “They answer to me, not you. I’ve held up my end of the bargain and delivered an army. Either find your mage and demonstrate the weapon, or I’ll serve your head on a plate to Larika. Your choice.”

***

The mess hall door smashed open, flooding the trestle tables with a blinding light. Morcom stood in the opening, something gripped tight in his fist as he searched the gloom for his master. Revarc put him out of his misery, holding up a hand to wave him over. Unable to think of a way out of his predicament, he’d sought to drown his anxiety with ale.

The colonel sat heavily on the bench seat opposite. “Lord, a message for you.”

Revarc took a tiny roll of paper from Morcom as the colonel poured himself a mug of ale and took a deep pull. Cuffing foam from his lip, he leant forward and dropped his voice. “A pigeon from the mage arrived not five minutes ago.”

Revarc unrolled the tiny rectangle of parchment. In minuscule writing was the unmistakeable lettering of Pollux’s hand.

“Is the news to our advantage?” enquired Morcom.

Revarc read aloud Pollux’s words, “Our weapon will soon be deployed. Ensure L’s force is arrayed before the gates of Ruan, and her line of retreat blocked.”

Revarc raised an eyebrow in confusion. “This makes no sense. Why must we fight before the gates of the mountain city?”

Morcom shrugged. “Maybe that is where the Order of Magi will join our side. Besides, it would be to our advantage having the bitch pinned down with the warriors of Ruan at her back.”

“If the mage speaks the truth, he expects us to march into battle and trust he’ll arrive in time. However, without first seeing Pollux’s weapon in action, Triborne refuses to move.”

Morcom looked over his shoulder, checking for others in earshot. Being mid-morning, the mess was empty. “If Triborne will not march, we must take his army.”

Revarc scoffed. “Why would Triborne’s soldiers abandon him for me, a lord of which they know little?”

“Money. You’ve seen the state of the garrison and his army. Triborne doesn’t have the money to adequately arm them, let alone pay for their service. While they’re here their crops go untended, promising starvation if they fail. Trust me, we just need to pay off the sergeants and the army will be ours for the taking.”

A smile slowly split Revarc’s face, teeth gleaming in the low light. He slapped Morcom’s shoulder roughly. “Pull this off, colonel, and Triborne’s lordship is yours for the taking.”

Morcom’s eyes widened with avarice. “Leave it with me, sir, and you’ll have the makings of your next tumen before the week is out.” The colonel stood up. “It would be mighty satisfying to see Triborne’s arrogant neck stretched before his own troops. Satisfying indeed.”


Chapter Ten

“Complaints regarding missionaries of Aranax are steadily growing from a number of provinces. Ruan is notoriously insular, refusing to admit any foreigner to their inner city. As such, I am cynical of the sect’s professed benevolence. Once the campaign against Ruan is at an end, I believe exploration of the religion’s societal and economic role in the Northern Mountains is warranted. The ultimate fate of converts must also be ascertained.”

-                Agent Tarkin

Excerpt: correspondence between the Imperial Secret Service and King Loic.

By the gods he needed a drink, something to dull the buzzing wasp of anxiety in his chest. Jael took a steadying breath as he approached the prison tent. Shaped much like those the soldiers slept within, this one contained iron manacles attached to three steel poles hammered deep into the hard ground. More often than not, it housed any fool stupid enough to get in a fight with one of their comrades. Considering the tumens took soldiers from all backgrounds, an occasional bloodletting was not uncommon amongst new recruits. Today there was only one soldier tied to a stake—his mentee, Pyx.

Jael flicked aside the cloth door and stooped to enter. The guard on duty threw him a lazy salute. “You want to see the prisoner, Captain?”

“No, I want to see my soldier,” snapped Jael. “Step outside. I need to discuss her upcoming court martial.”

The guard blanched. “You’re not serious are you, sir? I can’t leave until I’m relieved of duty.”

“You going to argue with a captain, boy? Get the fuck out of here!”

The guard flinched from Jael’s raised fist and bolted through the door flap, his boots skidding to a halt a few paces away. The prick would still be listening, but the girl might be more comfortable without a staring stranger.

Jael unclenched his fist and turned to the middle of the tent, his anger fading as he looked at Pyx’s bowed form. She sat cross-legged, wrists manacled behind her to the central stake.

“You okay?”

Pyx glanced up, looking at him for the first time since he’d entered before staring back at the empty canvas wall. “Living the dream, Jael, just like the recruitment sergeants described it. Fighting the king’s enemies for glory and reward.”

Jael barked a sad laugh and sat on the cold dirt beside her. “Kal’s tears girl, you slaughtered members of a negotiation party without the general’s permission. How did you think this would end?”

“So what? The first tumen sent hundreds to their grave during this campaign alone. Why should the death of two more Ruanese concern her?”

“It’s not the loss of life that angers the general, it’s the possible consequence of your actions. She stands at a crossroad with a crown not yet settled on her head. Every decision has repercussions and you just added to an overflowing plate.

“Others could argue you compromised a chance of Ruan capitulating without further loss of life—”

“Bullshit. They were never going to surrender,” said Pyx, finally sitting up straight.

“I agree,” said Jael. “But it won’t stop dissenting lords claiming it as truth. They’ll say Larika is a general who can’t even control her own soldiers, who lets green recruits interfere with state negotiations. If she can’t be trusted to control a tumen, why should she be trusted with an empire?”

“Oh, come on, Jael, now you’re stretching it,” said Pyx, her face dropping a shade paler.

“Not in the slightest. And then there’s the rank-and-file soldiers of the First Tumen, veterans used to taking orders from the king himself.” Jael stood and began to pace, unable to contain his agitation. “Soldiers accustomed to hard and swift justice, men and women who would beat a colleague half to death for falling asleep at their post. They will expect her to punish you severely for such a major transgression; and if she doesn’t, Larika may lose a great deal of respect.”

Pyx hung her head, staring at the ground.

Jael came to a stop, a hand scrabbling for the battered hip flask inside his jerkin. He unscrewed the cap and took a swig of cheap whiskey, wanting to drink the whole contents at once. Instead, Jael shoved it home again. He needed a clear head if he was going to help the girl survive.

“From what we know of Larika, she’s no sadist. She won’t want to see you dead, not after all we did at Beacon Castle. But she’s wedged and needs a legitimate excuse to show mercy.” Jael squatted by Pyx, resting a gentle hand on her shoulder. “And if I’m to argue your case, you’ve got to help me understand why you did it.”

“I don’t know,” said Pyx quietly.

“Now who’s bullshitting?” muttered Jael. “Come on, girl. If I could take the lash for you, I would in a heartbeat. You need to trust me.”

Pyx shrugged. “The arseling pissed me off. All that shit about his stupid god and wanting us to convert, it made me think of my dad and…I saw red.”

“Your dad? When you wouldn’t speak of your family, I guessed you’d escaped a violent household. But that’s not it, is it?”

Pyx slowly shook her head.

Suddenly a spark fired in Jael’s mind, pieces of the puzzle falling into place. “Have these priests got something to do with your family?”

Pyx slowly looked up at him. Silent tears welled in the girl’s eyes, one breaking free in a glistening line down her cheek.

“Can you tell me what happened?”

Pyx took a shuddering breath. “Okay, but I’m going to need a draught of whatever shit you’ve got in that flask.”

***

The ache of an empty stomach woke Pyx from sleep. Her brow was greasy with sweat, shirt plastered to her skin, hair limp and damp against her forehead. Although only mid-morning, the temperature inside her family’s single-room shack was oppressively hot. An hour’s walk from the nearest village, her family coaxed melon vines to life across the arid soil of their small plot of land. It was back-breaking labour, carrying buckets of precious water by hand from the one working well in the valley to wet the vine roots. It had kept them alive though, providing enough food to eat with a small amount extra to sell.

Until the well failed.

Now the vines lay shrivelled and dying. The goat pen outside was unoccupied, their animals the first thing to go. Most of their possessions had eventually gone the same way, sold off to keep food in their bellies. Her father would have sold the farm as well, but no one wanted land without access to water. One of the few remaining items was a small family shrine to Kal that her mother tended each morning. Pyx eyed the faceless deity with dull anger. What was the point of worshiping a god who didn’t care if you starved? If it was up to her, the shrine would have been sold with the rest of their stuff.

Pyx yawned and began to roll up her sleep mat for the day’s activities. Normally she would have been awake hours ago, but with no vines to tend or animals to feed, her list of daily chores had shrivelled alongside the plants. When her mum and dad had left at dawn for the village market, Pyx had crawled under her thin blanket and gone back to sleep in an attempt to ignore her aching stomach.

After packing her mat in one of the last remaining cupboards, Pyx opened the window shutters a crack, searching for whatever had woken her. Expecting to see her parents alone, Pyx was surprised to see her mum and dad accompanied by three other men. The strangers wore the black robes of holy men, faces hidden in shadow by their hoods.

As they neared the shack, Pyx heard her mother say she would set a pot of tea to boil before jogging ahead of the group. Tea, in this heat? She entered quickly, closing the door behind, her eyes locking on to her daughter.

“I need you to hide, darling.” Her mum opened the cupboard door and pointed for Pyx to get in. “Your father thinks he can sell these fools the farm, get enough money for us to start again. Better they think there’s only the two of us here—”

The front door swung inwards.

“You never said you had a child, Elya.”

Pyx’s mother stepped in front of her, passing a small blade behind her back to Pyx. “Oh, didn’t I?” She smoothed her hands down the back of her shirt, giving Pyx an opportunity to secret the knife away before stepping aside. “This is my daughter, Pyx. She’s tended the crops with us since she could walk.”

“As it should be.” The priest nodded, entering the room properly. “Too many people are soft on children these days. Hard work honours the gods and crushes petulance.” He peered out the doorway to where Pyx’s father stood with the other two priests. “Come Doran, leave those two and take a seat in here. We need to discuss your baptism to finalise our deal.”

The priest pulled out a chair from their table and sat, shrugging off his hood for the first time. A neat ring of hair circled his scalp like a furry crown, the rest shaven clean. As he settled, rank body odour emanated from his robe, bringing a sour taste of nausea to the back of Pyx’s throat. Her father strode to the table, a brief frown creasing his forehead as he saw Pyx in the corner.

Doran sat opposite the priest. “So, you agree? I give one year of service to Aranax in exchange for you buying this farm and paying our debts?”

The priest smiled, lips parting to display yellowed teeth. “Of course. I have signed the contract, have I not?”

Doran looked down at the piece of paper in his hand, eyes skittering over words that Pyx knew he couldn’t read. None of her family could. His lips thinned momentarily and he gave a slight nod as if coming to a decision.

“Good, it is done. Hand payment to my wife and I will leave with you.”

“There is one last requirement,” said the priest. “A simple baptism to demonstrate commitment to Aranax.” At his words, the other two priests stepped through the doorway, blocking the exit. One extracted a small wooden gourd from his robe, removed the stopper and passed it to the senior priest along with a tiny, clear glass. “Drink this wine as a symbol of Aranax’s lifeblood, so that his essence will flow in your veins.”

He poured a measure into the glass, the liquid dark red and viscous like clotted blood. Doran stared at the glass, then drank the foul mixture in one swallow, wiping a red smear from his lips with the back of his hand.

“That was no wine…” Suddenly Doran’s eyes rolled back in their sockets and he slumped in his chair. Muscles started twitching violently, his body wracked by seizure.

“In the name of Kal, what have you done?” asked Elya, coming to her husband’s side.

“There’s no reason for concern,” said the priest. “It is obedience to Aranax entering mind and body.”

Gradually, her father’s limbs stilled themselves and Elya helped him to sit straight once again. Doran opened his eyes, displaying pupils wildly dilated. The muscles of his face were lax, his lips partly open.

“Doran, are you okay? Look at me,” said Elya. Pyx’s father stared straight ahead, giving no indication he had even heard his wife.

“Now, back to our business deal.” The holy man glanced over his shoulder at one of his followers in the doorway. “Brother Alfrec, how much do you think this farm is worth?”

The junior priest snorted phlegm in the back of his throat before spitting a yellow glob onto their floor. “Little to nothing. The crops are dead; means the local spring has likely dried out.”

The priest glared at Pyx’s mother. “This is not what we agreed to, Elya. If there will be no financial return on our investment, you will have to pay in another way.” A shark’s grin split his face. “Luckily, Aranax welcomes all with open arms. Two more people to serve him in the mines of Ruan will be payment enough.”

“Never,” growled Elya. She backed away from the table, pulling Pyx behind her. “Doran, wake up you fool!”

“You are wasting your time. Your husband now exists only to serve Aranax and his followers. A demonstration, perhaps?” said the priest. “Doran, your left ear offends me. Cut it off.”

Pyx’s stomach turned as her father calmly drew his belt knife and gripped his left ear. “Dad, no! Don’t listen to him!”

Without a grunt of pain, the farmer slowly hacked through the cartilage until the last section of bloody tissue ripped with the sound of tearing fabric. Doran tossed the ear aside, oblivious to the blood streaming down his face and neck.

“See the state he has entered? Your husband’s become truly free. Free of thoughts and fears, jealousy, and desire. His only need is to serve Aranax.” The priest leant over the table. “Wouldn’t you want that for yourself?”

“You never came here for the farm,” said Elya.

The priest only smirked. “The mines of Ruan are vast and won’t dig themselves, my dear.” He clicked his fingers and pointed at Elya. “Alfrec and Doran, restrain her.”

Pyx tried to hold onto her mother’s hand but the men were too strong. Elya was forced onto a chair as the priest poured another cup of the rank liquid. Elya struggled under her husband’s grip, his face blank and uncaring as she begged him to help.

“Open her mouth.”

Doran shoved his index finger between Elya’s teeth. With a garbled scream, Elya bit down, biting through Doran’s finger at the last joint. She spat out the tissue, crimson splattering her shirt front. Elya locked eyes with her daughter.

“Run!”

Pyx’s chest heaved, fear clamping around her heart like a vice. She couldn’t leave her mother like this. She darted across the room, tried to drag her father back. Unperturbed, Doran backhanded her away, then pushed the stump of his finger into Elya’s mouth again, wedging it between her back molars.

The priest poured the vile mixture into Elya’s mouth. She coughed once, then the priest clamped her mouth shut, and pinched her nose. Elya’s face was going blue before she compulsively swallowed and fell limp.

The priest let the woman go and stood, reaching for Pyx with a snarl upon his face. Pyx drew the knife her mother had given her earlier, slashing with it in a wide arc. It caught the priest’s hand, cutting deep into his palm. He gasped, snatching the hand to his chest.

“Get the bitch!”

As her mother began to seize, Pyx ran for the door. The last priest blocked her way, rotted teeth exposed in a grin as he reached for her. Pyx ducked under one arm and stabbed to the side, the blade punching deep into the man’s thigh. And then she was through. Pyx leapt down the steps in one go, her feet kicking dust as she sprinted over the dead melon crop, tears streaming down her face.

As far as she knew, they didn’t even look for her in the end. Two wounds were enough to dampen any desire for a chase, she supposed. The missionaries left next morning, her parents walking dumbly behind, their daughter long forgotten.

***

“It was about a week after that you found me,” said Pyx. “With their minds gone, I knew my parents were all but dead. That’s why I just wanted to forget and refused to talk about it. But ever since we’ve come to Ruan, I’ve been dreaming of them every night. Reliving it whenever I close my eyes. It’s sending me mad, Jael.”

“You’re not crazy,” said Jael. “Ask any veteran, we’ve all got issues. Nightmares, flashbacks, intrusive thoughts. Wade through the blood and terror of war, and you’re guaranteed to scar the mind as much as you injure the body. It’s called ‘battle-shock’.”

Pyx looked up at Jael. “How do I live with it?”

Jael sighed. “Just don’t follow in my footsteps and get hooked on the drink. If you’ve got someone you trust, talk when you have the need. Try to remember that the low times, the times when you feel you’re going mad—they’ll pass to. It’s just another battle to be fought.

“Look, we still need to get you through this court martial. If you tell this story, it’ll provide Larika some insight. The general doesn’t have a heart of stone, nor does she have a love for the priests you killed. I think it might persuade her to give you a light sentence.”

Pyx shook her head. “No, Jael. I’m not telling that story again, especially in a room where anyone can hear. And by the gods, I won’t let you tell it either.”

“Damn it, Pyx, it wasn’t your fault. I’m trying to keep you alive!”

“No.”

Jael climbed back to his feet, frustration seething. “I hope you change your mind, because I can’t think of another way to argue your case.” He stepped to the tent entrance before turning to Pyx one last time. “I’ll return this evening to escort you to the trial. Just think on it, okay?”


Chapter Eleven

“Various products can be utilised as suture thread. Examples derived from plant material include cotton and hemp, while those made from animals are silk and catgut. Most field surgeons prefer catgut. A fine thread woven from sheep intestines, it provides a balance between tensile strength and flexibility. And if used deep within a wound, it will eventually be absorbed by the body.”

-                Extract: Trauma surgeon training manual, First Tumen.

“This is ridiculous, the king is not some animal to be carved up and experimented upon,” said Li. “What you propose is beyond reckless.”

The king’s condition was deteriorating. His skin was cold to the touch with a hypoxic bluish tinge, each heartbeat generating only the faintest of pulses beneath Aeza’s finger. Despite his state of hibernation, with such a low blood pressure, his brain and vital organs were likely sustaining irreversible damage.

Aeza blew out an exasperated breath. “For Kal’s sake, Li. Are you a surgeon or not? If we do nothing, the king will die. Even now, I fear for the condition of his brain.” Aeza was rapidly losing patience. Li refused to consider anything she said had merit in the arts of medicine or surgery. “You bought the king time, but now we have to act. Surely you can see that?”

“I’m no fool, Scalzini. Every surgical procedure comes with risk, but you’re talking about cracking open his chest! It’s never been done.”

The curtain enclosing the space twitched aside as Larika entered. Her brow was furrowed, grey smudges of exhaustion hanging below her eyes.

“How does he fare?”

“He lives on, ma’am,” said Li.

“But not for much longer,” said Aeza. “If we hope to save him, we have to act.”

Larika stared at Aeza with the intensity of a hawk. “You said he could not be healed, that if the arrow was removed, he would bleed out on the spot.”

“I’ve done some more thinking, ma’am, and believe I’ve devised a technique that may work. It normally wouldn’t be an option, but with the king’s heart only beating a few times per minute, we’ll have a fighting chance.”

“Stop talking in circles. What do you propose?”

“I want to open his chest, remove the arrow and sew up the laceration on his heart.”

“You what?” asked Larika, eyebrows raised.

“I’ve seen it done before, but not on a human…or a live animal.” Aeza took a breath to steady her nerves. “There is a giant lizard native to Dragonthorn Chasm called the Flametongue. Its heart and lungs form a key ingredient used to treat the blistering pox. To gain access to these organs in any other animal, a hunter would slice open the abdomen and reach up under the rib cage. However, the Flametongue’s abdominal cavity is bathed in acid. Instead, Scalzini leave the abdomen intact by cutting through the ribcage above the diaphragm to access the heart and lungs directly.”

Aeza exposed the king’s chest and touched a finger to the right side. “Starting here between the fifth and sixth rib, I make a wide incision from one side of the chest to the other, then hinge open the gap to reach the heart, locate the laceration and stitch it up. After the wound is closed again, Li can remove the hibernation charm and wake him.”

Li rolled his eyes. “Absolute madness.”

Larika ignored the surgeon, her attention solely on Aeza. “You truly think this is possible?”

Aeza gave a small nod. “Theoretically it should be. But if I had to give him odds of survival, I’d say it’s less than one in twenty.”

“Then there’s still a chance. Gather what you’ll need and get on with it,” said Larika.

Li’s jaw dropped open in surprise. “Ma’am, you can’t be serious. If Aeza kills the king, his death may be blamed on you. If you decide to proceed, surely you should discuss the plan with the senior officers first? Without their blessing, the troops could mutiny.”

“I hope that wasn’t meant as a threat.” Larika’s hand casually fell to the pommel of her sword. “I would hate to see your service come to a sharp end. Inciting insurrection would be one way to get there.”

Li’s face blanched as he raised both hands and stepped back from the bed. “No, ma’am. I only wish the best for the king and your smooth succession to the throne.”

“Loic may be their king, but he’s my father. If there’s fallout, I will wear the consequences.”

Aeza cleared her throat. “General, I must reiterate, it is still unlikely that the king will survive.”

“Then this farce will be at an end. If his fate is to die, by what right do we delay his passage?”

***

Aeza checked her surgical tools one last time. Spread on a table by Loic’s bed were a few razor-sharp blades, scissors, a serrated garrotte wire, bone saw, and catgut to suture. Cloying heat radiated from a small square brazier in the corner, making the curtained area about the king’s bed uncomfortably warm. A series of small blades were buried in the brazier’s coals, glowing tips ready to cauterise bleeding vessels as she progressed.

Aeza brushed a sweaty tendril of hair from her forehead and stole a quick glance at Li. The man wore a frown of concentration as he made an independent check of their materials. Now that they had Larika’s order to proceed, Li had ceased his complaining to work at her side. Not that Aeza was under any illusions of a change of heart. If things went poorly, he’d wash his hands of any blame.

Li uncorked a bottle of wine and poured it into a metal bowl, then pulled the sheet covering Loic down to his waist. Aeza dipped a cloth in the wine and washed the king’s lower chest, leaving a residue to dry on the skin. Both medics rolled sleeves above the elbow before scrubbing their hands and forearms in the wine. Aeza patted her skin dry with a clean towel as she stared at the king. Two soldiers of his personal guard stood at the head of the bed, watching her preparations with obvious concern.

What have I got myself into?

She’d argued for this chance, but standing on the precipice of action, Aeza was beginning to doubt herself and her abilities. She’d seen the procedure done only a handful of times and could hardly claim any kind of expertise. Maybe Li was right. If she killed the king, would Larika use her as a scapegoat? She took a slow breath to steady her nerves. There was no point worrying now, they’d sped past the point of no return the moment Larika ordered them to proceed.

Aeza glanced at Li on the other side of the bed. “Ready?”

A light sheen of sweat coated the surgeon’s forehead, but his hands were steady as he gave a tight nod.

Right, let’s get this shit over with.

Aeza felt the king’s chest, counting down the ribs until she came to the space between the fifth and sixth ribs. Using a small knife, she made a deep finger-length incision between them, cutting through skin, then fat, and part-way into the underlying intercostal muscle. To avoid puncturing the deeper lung tissue with a blade, she tore through the last of the muscle with her fingertips until she popped into the space between lung and chest wall.

“I’m through to the lung,” said Aeza without looking up. Sweat stung as it trickled down her brow and into an eye. “Pass me the scissors.”  

Li placed a heavy set of iron scissors into her hand. Although the blades of the sheers were sharp, Aeza had dulled the tips in preparation for the coming task. Aeza inserted two fingers through the hole in the king’s chest and pushed the lung out of the way, then used the scissors to cut along the rib space all the way to the sternum. Quickly, she moved around to the other side of the bed and repeated the sequence on the right side of the king’s chest. Crimson oozed from the wounds despite his incredibly slow heart rate, the blood gradually soaking the underlying sheets in scarlet.

“Now for the sternum.”

Li passed her a serrated length of garrotte wire, each end finishing in a blunt finger loop. Aeza stuffed one through the wound and under the sternum, then pulled it out through the other wound. Taking grip, she began to saw, rapidly pulling the wire back and forth. The blade made a dull sound as it cut through the bone, like sawing through sodden wood. Within moments the wire sliced out of the near side, connecting the two long lacerations.

“Once I’ve got hold of the arrow shaft, lift on my call.”

Li stuck a hand into the laceration on either side of the king’s chest and took a grip on the ribs. Aeza steadied the shaft of the arrow protruding out of Loic’s chest with her right hand.

“Okay, slowly lift—now.”

Li grunted with effort as he lifted the ribs, opening the chest like a giant clamshell. “Be quick, I’m not sure how long I can hold this!” he grunted.

Aeza pointed at one of the king’s guards at the head of the bed with a bloody hand. “You. Wash your hands in the wine, then grab a side of his ribs and help us.”

Aeza leant down, her face nearly touching the king’s belly as she looked into the wound. On either side were pink lungs, slowly inflating as the king took a breath, while in the middle was the heart. The arrow protruded between the ribs, its barbed head slick with blood. With the lifting of the rib cage, the arrowhead had pulled free of the heart muscle, leaving a small laceration no bigger than the tip of a finger. Blood flowed from the injured heart chamber with the removal of the projectile. Suddenly the heart muscle contracted, a jet of blood spurting from the wound straight into Aeza’s face. She blinked gore from her eyes and stuffed an index finger into the hole as a temporary measure to stem the bleeding. With her other hand, she pulled the arrowhead and stump of shaft completely through the wound into the chest cavity, then flung it into a corner of the tent. Using her knife, she slit open the sac surrounding the heart to access the muscle for stitching. Reaching behind her, she realised the utensil table was out of reach. She glanced up at the remaining guard watching the proceedings with a face the colour of curdled milk.

“Pass me the thread and needle.”

The guard looked dumbly at her for a moment before pointing a finger at his own chest. “Me?”

“Yes—you! I’ve got a finger plugging your king’s heart, so move your arse! Grab that curved needle and hand it to me.”

The guard stuttered to motion, almost knocking the table in question over in his haste to comply.

Aeza took the needle between thumb and forefinger and stabbed it through the heart muscle. Using three simple sutures, she closed the wound. A small amount of blood seeped between the stitches, then stopped. A crash sounded from the top of the bed. Aeza glanced up to see the guard who’d passed her the thread had fainted, barely missing the brazier with his head.

Ignoring him, Aeza retrieved a glowing tool from atop the brazier and used the super-heated metal to cauterise any bleeds she could see within the cavity, releasing a smell reminiscent of roasting pork.

“Okay, lower the rib cage.”

As Li and the guard started to lower the ribs, they slipped from their grasp. The chest wall slapped down, a ragged bloody smile stretching below the king’s nipples from one side of his chest to the other. Without another word, Aeza and Li set to work from either side, suturing the chest closed.

Finally complete, Aeza stood back exhausted. The king looked awful. Her rough sutures would have looked more at home on a scarecrow than royalty, but time had required a rapid approach over aesthetics.

The collapsed guard had regained consciousness and now sat in the corner, pale and quiet. Aeza squeezed past him to the head of the bed and touched a hand under the king’s jawline, feeling for a central pulse. Prior to surgery, Loic’s heart had only beat four times a minute.

Come on.

She closed her eyes in concentration, praying for the barest flicker of movement to say that the king still lived and that she’d not sent him to death without a sword in hand. There it was! A faint, thready pulse. She didn’t dare to believe, however, and waited for a second beat before her shoulder’s slumped with relief.

“Look, he takes a breath. The king lives!” The guard who had helped hold the rib cage slapped her on the shoulder in congratulations.

Li said nothing, staring at Loic as if he couldn’t believe his eyes. Suddenly exhausted as adrenaline began to abate, Aeza sat on a camp stool before her legs gave way. The guard was right about the king surviving, but only to a point. They wouldn’t know if it had truly worked until Loic was brought out of hibernation. For all she knew, her stitches might tear, or he could haemorrhage from a damaged artery she’d missed. Aeza debated for a moment about calling for the princess before discarding the idea. There was no point until they had a final answer.

Wearily, she looked up at Li. “Are you ready to wake him?”

“No.”

Aeza shrugged. “Do it anyway.”

Li sighed and gave a slight nod of capitulation. He leant over the bed, resting a hand on Loic’s chest over the arrow’s puncture mark. Li closed his eyes and began mumbling a phrase under his breath. Aeza strained to hear the words without success as the surgeon repeated the same phrase again and again.

Rising static filled the air, hairs prickling across the back of her neck. Aeza knew the feeling, had experienced it on the few occasions she’d used the magic taught by her Scalzini clan. Yellow light began to glow from the base of the surgeon’s palm. Warm as midsummer, it bathed the king’s chest in a sunburst. Aeza grasped one of the king’s wrists, feeling for a radial pulse. At first intermittent and spaced, slowly the regularity of Loic’s pulse increased. She looked to his chest and saw the king inhale, chest rising and falling with his first full breath in weeks. Colour returned to the king’s face, cyanotic blue fading to pink as oxygen flooded his bloodstream. Li groaned and sat down heavily. The left side of his face had sagged in a palsy, spit oozing from the corner of his mouth.

Suddenly, Loic’s eyes opened, staring at the roof in wide-eyed agony. His mouth opened and Aeza knew it was only the agony of the chest wall trauma stopping the man from screaming.

“Quick Li, give him some pain relief. The chest wound must be torture.”

Li forced himself back to his feet. Wearily, he retrieved a small bottle and poured a measure of poppy milk before passing it to her.

“Here, Your Majesty, swallow this. It will help with the pain.” Aeza held a large spoonful of the mixture to the king’s lips.

The king managed to get the medicine down before slumping backward. His lips moved weakly.

Aeza leant down closer. “What was that, sir? Could you say it again?” This time she felt his breath on her cheek as Loic whispered one word. She replayed the sound in her head, finally making sense of it.

Larika.

Aeza stood straight again and looked to the king’s guard. “Do you know where the general is?”

“Aye. She’s holding a court martial for that fool girl who murdered the envoys.”

“A soldier of the tumen’s murdered a Cathrite envoy? Why?”

The guard shrugged. “Who knows. But the general won’t stand for that sort of ill-discipline. If it was the king, he would’ve hung her as an example.”

Suddenly Aeza had a sour taste at the back of her mouth. “You said it was a girl?”

“Yeah, didn’t catch her name properly. A recruit under that Scalzini Captain in the Eighth Tumen.” He paused, scratching at the side of his face in concentration. “Prea or Pyro?”

“Pyx?”

“Yeah, that’s it…I think,” said the guard with a nod.

Ah, shit.

Anxiety gripped Aeza’s chest. All of a sudden, the king’s waking didn’t seem nearly as important. She quickly scrubbed the worst of the blood off her face and hands with a damp towel.

“Can you tell me which tent is housing the court martial? I need to get there straight away.”


Chapter Twelve

“When sentencing a soldier, there are numerous considerations. The punishment must be proportionate to the crime, dissuade the guilty party from a repeat offence, and serve as a warning to other soldiers. If a sentence is too light or unduly severe, you risk losing respect from the soldiers and an escalation of poor behaviour. It is a fine line you must walk, my dear Larika. No two crimes are alike and there will always be shades of grey. Read the room, and don’t be afraid to seek counsel from senior officers prior to making a declaration.”

-                Extract: private correspondence between King Loic and Princess Larika.

“To summarise; the soldier on trial is charged with the murder of two priests and the attempted murder of a third, all three of which were representatives of Ruan and Lord Cathrite.” Larika’s tone was flat, her thoughts carefully hidden.

Jael stared at the ground, his jaw clenched hard with anger at the situation. There were few present, just Colonel Zhane and the general sitting behind a simple table, while Pyx and himself stood at attention before them.

As Pyx’s captain, Jael had done his best to defend her. Highlighting her bravery during the battles of Beacon Castle, he had plead for leniency. Pyx however had remained mute, refusing to discuss her personal history at the hands of the sect, or allow Jael to explain on her behalf. It was almost as if she actively sought to make the situation worse, goading her commander to give the maximum possible sentence.

Despite the lack of audience, the trial’s outcome would be common knowledge within an hour. As the tumens prepared for the coming attack to breach Ruan’s doors and invade the underground city, the story of the killer recruit had served as both a distraction and litmus test for the general.

“I will give the soldier one last chance to explain why she attacked the envoys.” Larika fixed her gaze on Pyx. “Look at me when I’m speaking to you, soldier.”

Pyx lifted her gaze from the ground to meet the general’s eyes. “I have nothing to add, ma’am.”

“Oh, enough girl,” muttered Jael. “Tell your truth as you did to me before. Let the general understand.”

Pyx’s lips thinned at his voice. “No.”

The door flap twitched behind them, Aeza stepping through the gap. “General, I have news—”

Larika held up a hand to silence the Scalzini woman, keeping her attention on Pyx. “You have been trained and equipped for the art of war. Made into a killer; a weapon to enforce the will of the king and his generals. But these skills are not for you to mete out as you see fit. Such behaviour cannot be tolerated, the tumens must know there is a cost for ill-discipline otherwise order will be lost.”

Larika paused, closing her eyes for a moment before fixing her gaze upon Pyx once again. The general looked exhausted, her shoulders bowed as if carrying a huge weight.

“As you are unable or more likely, unwilling to talk, you leave me no choice but to impose a harsh sentence. I rarely impose the lash as a punishment. All it does is cripple a good soldier while turning their mind against me. But for you, I am forced to make an exception. As the flesh is whipped from your back to expose ribs and spine, you will remind every soldier of my tumens the price of such actions. I sentence Pyx to three hundred lashes, to be carried out in one sitting until the number is complete or the soldier dead.”

“By the gods ma’am, a death sentence? She killed an enemy of the king, not one of our own!” Jael balked.

“Hold your tongue, Captain. Have a mind who you’re speaking to,” growled Colonel Zhane.

“The matter is over,” said Larika, turning now to Aeza. “What news of my father? Have you completed the surgery?”

Aeza stepped forward from the back of the tent, touching a hand to Jael’s shoulder as she passed. “The operation appears to have been a success, although King Loic has lost much blood and there is a great risk for infection. I must stress he’s not out of the woods.”

“But he is alive?”

“Yes, ma’am. Surgeon Li has removed the hibernation spell and he is wakened, asking for you.”

Larika stood, coming around the table to embrace the Scalzini. “This is the first good news I’ve had in weeks. Name your reward, Aeza. All of Kalech breathes a sigh of relief at this news.”

“I will ask for only one thing,” said Aeza.

“Name it.”

“Reconsider Pyx’s sentence.”

Larika who had been moving toward the door, pulled up short. “I can’t do that. There can be no special treatment for her, the repercussions are too far reaching.”

“Then give her a chance to redeem herself in the eyes of the troops, anything but the indignity and torture of a slow death under the lash. Please.”

“May I speak, General?” asked Pyx, her voice quiet.

Larika gave a brief nod, teeth biting the corner of her lip.

“When the great door of Ruan is destroyed, allow me to be in the forlorn hope. I volunteer to be in the first group through the breach. I will likely be killed, but at least this way, I’ll be able to take a few of the enemy with me, maybe even a few more priests if I’m lucky. I believe the tumens will consider this a worthy act of repentance, and you will save face.”

Larika stared at Pyx for a moment longer before giving a brief nod. “I accept. If you survive, there’ll be no reward or promotion as is usually given to survivors of a forlorn hope, but the charges will be forgiven.”

“Ma’am, this is no better,” said Jael. “Pyx is barely more than a recruit. For an experienced soldier, being first through the breach is a death wish, for an inexperienced warrior it’s a death sentence.”

“Albeit a quicker one than by the lash. Be satisfied, Captain,” said Zhane.

Jael ran a hand over his scalp. “Then let me be at her side during the fight. You know she’s more than a recruit to me. She’s like a daughter.”

“Although I understand your concerns, I regretfully decline your request. You’re already leading the diversionary force up the cliff and there’s no one else who can do that task,” said Larika.

“She won’t be without a friend to watch her back,” said Aeza. “I will fight beside her.” The Scalzini woman clasped Pyx’s wrist and gave it a squeeze. “Can’t be any worse than facing a horde of beasts at Beacon Castle.”

Jael wanted to scream his frustration as the general left the tent for Loic’s quarters. In one fell swoop, he might soon lose the two most important people left in his life.

And there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it.


Chapter thirteen

“Wolf spiders are a species worthy of respect. As large as their namesake, they have a sturdy body and legs of significant strength. Single specimens will often trail prey at a distance, displaying a reluctance to attack. This changes once numbers increase. A rarity within the arachnid world, wolf spiders prefer to hunt as a pack, or more precisely termed, a ‘cluster’. Intelligence and coordination is demonstrated by clusters of wolf spiders, and such an attack generally has a high rate of success.

If contracted to kill a wolf spider, ascertain the likely number of spiders within the cluster prior to engaging. A team of four or five experienced Scalzini hunters may be warranted to ensure the safety of those involved.”

-                Extract: Scalzini training text.

The mage peered into the gloom of the tunnel, his burning torch allowing him to see no more than a dozen paces before the dark swallowed all. Pollux had been walking for hours, during which he’d lost all sense of direction as the tunnel undulated and twisted through the innards of the mountain. Xares had shown him the secret way into Ruan years before, a hidden rock door camouflaged to untrained eyes. But this was the first time he had entered the mountain. From his mentor’s description of the priesthood and Ruanese people, he’d had little desire to explore their world until now.

A rustling noise periodically teased his ears, a quiet sound of insectile feet that made the hair on the back of his neck rise. The tunnel Pollux followed was clearly human made; uniform in shape, the roof high enough for an average adult to walk upright, and wide enough to touch both walls while barely stretching his arms. However, in the intervening time since the tunnel was formed, other creatures had made additional changes. A spattering of holes marred the walls and ceiling, their entrances obstructed and obscured by thick weaves of spiderweb. Most were the size of a rabbit hole, but others were larger, big enough that he could have crawled into them himself if he was mad enough to try. The further he walked into the mountain, the more frequent the sounds of spiders became. He knew a few tracked him, either following just outside the reach of his torchlight, or in the smaller tunnels that twisted around the main passage.

There it is again.

Pollux stopped and turned around, looking back down the tunnel from where he’d come. He held up the torch, smoke rising from the flame to fill the top of the tunnel in a black haze. At the farthest reach of the light, he saw the web at the entrance to a hole bulge outward. Legs pierced the web and suddenly a fat bodied spider pulled itself into view. The size of a large dog, grey bristles covered its legs and abdomen.

Fuck…

Pollux awkwardly drew his sword in the confines of the tunnel, and at the sound of his movement, the spider turned to him. Raising forelegs off the ground, six-inch fangs clicked before its face, tips glistening with venom. A cluster of ten eyes reflected dull red in the torchlight. It hissed and charged with fangs open wide. Rather than waiting for the beast to reach him, Pollux lunged forward with sword outstretched. The point of his blade caught the spider between its fangs, plunging deep into the creature’s head. Legs spasmed as Pollux kicked the spider off his blade. He stamped on the mangled remains of its head, exoskeleton crunching under his heel.  

Three more of the beasts emerged from the same hole. Pollux grimaced. If he got attacked from both sides, it would only be a matter of time before he was overwhelmed. He needed out of this tunnel. Now.

Seeing the spiders hesitate at the carcass of their brethren, Pollux took his chance and ran. Smooth granite walls streaked past in a grey blur. Bristled appendages reached from a burrow ahead and he chopped down with his sword without stopping, severing two thick spider legs. The beast screamed behind him, green fluid spraying from the amputated limbs onto the floor.

Pollux’s breath was tight in his chest, his legs heavy with exhaustion. Ahead, an end to the tunnel loomed into sight. Carved into the face was an opening command. Pollux skidded to a halt, risking a quick glance over his shoulder as he sheathed his sword. They were close, less than twenty paces behind. He rested his torch against the wall, needing both hands to create the signs required. The stone slab grated aside and Pollux lunged through the gap, already signing for the door to close again.

Just as the stone door was about to close completely, a spider squeezed through the gap. It leapt, smacking into Pollux’s chest like a bag of meat, knocking him onto his back. He reflexively grabbed a leg and flung it to the side with his left hand, the other going for a dagger from his belt. The spider thumped into a wall, but appeared uninjured, skittering back towards him with fangs bared. Reaching the mage’s feet first, it latched onto his boot, both fangs digging into the thick leather. Pollux stabbed down, piercing the abdomen from above before ripping the blade to the side. Guts spilled from the wound, the bulbous structure deflating like a punctured water bladder. The spider released its grip and flipped onto its back, legs convulsing around its shredded gut.

Pollux scrambled backwards before regaining his feet to get his bearings. Straightening his clothes, he stared about himself. The secret passageway had opened into a much larger tunnel, the ceiling soaring at least twenty paces above. A series of hanging crystals reflected light from one to another creating a tube of light along the ceiling that bathed the tunnel in a dull, eternal twilight.

But he was far from alone.

At the margins of the tunnel, workers hammered at the rock walls with picks and sledgehammers, however, at the commotion of his fight against the spider, many had downed tools and turned towards him. Something wasn’t right about their appearance, an oddness that triggered a gut instinct of concern. Expressions were uniformly blank, empty of emotion. Even in the pale light, the mage could see these miners were emaciated, some with open wounds or naked in the cold of the tunnel. All moved with a similar slow cadence as if walking in a dream, hemming the mage in a semi-circle of dust covered bodies. As they came closer, Pollux noted that the miners had features of people from all over Kalech. Some had a rich brown hue to their skin common to the western provinces, while others had pale skin with tattoos only seen in the central lowlands.

Pollux held up a hand in entreaty. “I’ve come to see the priests of Ruan, I have news that could turn the war in Ruan’s favour.”

The miners continued their advance without change, closing in about him in a wall of grey flesh. Pollux rested a hand on the pommel of his sword, unwittingly taking a backward step. It was if they hadn’t even heard a word he’d said.

“I am a friend of Ruan,” said Pollux. “I wish you no harm, but if you lay a hand on me, I will defend myself.”

Nothing.

Pollux spat in frustration and drew his sword as his back hit the tunnel wall. “I want to help Lord Cathrite destroy General Larika and her tumens, do you not care?”

A female miner reached forward, fingers grasping for his cloak. Pollux swung his sword viciously and the woman’s hand dropped to the dirt. Severed arteries spurted rhythmically from her wrist, spraying him with hot blood. More hands reached for him, crowding in claustrophobically from all directions. Pollux chopped indiscriminately, trying in vain to hack his way free of the press, but soon his sword was levered from his grip. He screamed in panic as he was dragged to the ground and spread eagled, multiple people pinning his limbs to the ground.

A huge man lumbered forward holding a sledgehammer. He stood above the mage’s head, eyes dispassionately observing him. “Strangers to Aranax cannot enter the mines,” grated the miner. “The penalty is death.”

The behemoth swung the hammer in an arc as if it had the weight of a flyswat.

“Wait, I know of Aranax,” said Pollux, now desperate. The hammer was above the miner’s head now, it paused for a fraction of a second before streaking towards his face. “I seek to wake Aranax from his sleep!” shouted the mage.

The hammer stopped a hair’s breadth above his nose. The huge man held the hammer immobile, not even a tremble to his arm muscles showing at the enormous effort that it must have taken to stop such a swing midway.

The blocks began to fall into place for the mage. “Are you devotees of Aranax?” Word had spread of Ruanese missionaries travelling the continent, convincing unwitting fools to worship their god under the mountain. If this was what waited for the converted, they’d got a shit deal. “I seek to wake Aranax so he can roam Kalech in all his glory. If you take me to the high priest, I can make this happen.”

The man tossed his sledgehammer aside, wrenched Pollux to his feet and pulled his hands behind his back. Instead of manacles or tying his wrists, the man merely held them in a single hand, the immensity of his strength as sure as the confinement offered by any steel. “If this is true, you can discuss it with Sarpeh. His decision will be final.”

Pollux was shoved into a lumbering walk by the miner while the others returned to their work, all as if nothing had happened. The mage glanced back, saw three bodies lying in the dust, already forgotten by their colleagues. He took a deep breath and composed his features.

The game progresses.

He had entered the mines of Ruan, now he needed to gain the high priest’s support.

***

“Enough!” shouted Lord Cathrite, slamming his fist on the table. “I don’t have time for your overblown sense of worth and demands. Within days, Ruan will have enemy soldiers streaming through our city, and you stand here whining about an affront to the rules of negotiation?”

“Larika didn’t just violate the rules of parley but allowed a soldier to murder two of my priests and attack me,” said Sarpeh.

“Did you soil yourself?” sneered Cathrite. “You think to give me advice on how to fight this war and yet couldn’t even defend yourself against a single armed foe. By all reports it was a green recruit that humiliated your priests.”

“If she was a recruit, then she fought with the natural ability of a leopard,” said the high priest. “The captain you sent to guard us did nothing to stop her. She should be hung by the neck for failing her duty.”

“I didn’t send Captain Yarla to defend you. Her mission was to gain intelligence on Larika’s forces and observe your behaviour,” said Cathrite. “My only disappointment is that Larika failed to remove your head from your shoulders. The priesthood is a poison in the ear of the people and a curse on the reputation of Ruan.” Cathrite leant over the table, an artery throbbing at his temple. “I will do what no other lord of the Northern Mountains has done and cut the power of the priests. Your time is running out Sarpeh.”

“Without the priesthood to gather new devotees to Aranax, who will work the mines? Without the midnight stone, gold, and silver that they produce, Ruan will be unable to trade. The city would die.” Sarpeh fixed a sneer on his face. “Would you see our own citizens work in their place instead, risking life and limb as their lungs fill with dust?”

“That practice must stop before the other provinces realise. You and I know they aren’t true converts. Once they drink that foul mixture, they lose their mind and any sense of who they once were,” said Cathrite, his lip rising with distaste. “If other lords knew we turned their citizens to slaves, they would not be satisfied until our city was rubble and its name erased from history.”

“This talk is madness,” said Sarpeh. “Do you also renounce Aranax? The god who brought fortune to our city. A god who should be woken to mete violence against our enemies!”

“I have wasted enough time. There will be no more talk of waking Aranax. You will not show your face until the war’s finished, or by the gods, I’ll take your head.” Cathrite turned away, calling one of his bodyguards to approach. “Escort the high priest back to his quarters and place a guard on his door.”

***

Pollux swore under his breath as he bumped his scalp against the tunnel ceiling again. Touching his fingers to the wound, they came away wet with blood in the darkness. Hissing between his teeth at the laceration’s sting, Pollux hurried to keep up with the miner before he became lost in the gloom. They had long left behind the mine, entering a warren of claustrophobic tunnels about the city. Little wider than his shoulders, the passages had low ceilings that forced him to walk stooped over.

Occasionally they passed small doorways or observation holes that looked upon magnificent open halls, meeting spaces, and private quarters of the city. The spy holes were all that provided illumination in the tunnel, pinpricks of light in an otherwise perfect darkness. Pollux lost track of their path as the miner took turns seemingly at random until stopping at a tiny, locked wooden door. His guard inserted a key into the lock and twisted, the mechanism clicking neatly before the door swung inwards. The miner shoved Pollux toward the opening, forcing the mage to crawl through on hands and knees.

A warm orange glow bathed the room on the other side, cast by a flame crystal in the ceiling. Compared to the confines of the tunnel, the small room seemed expansive despite being no more than a few paces wide. Pollux gained his feet again, back muscles nagging like a witch as he stood and dug knuckles into the base of his aching spine. The walls were midnight stone, smooth and polished to a reflective gleam.

The miner followed him through the small door, his expression flat and emotionless as he directed the mage to sit. “Wait here. I will see if the high priest is willing to talk with you. Pray you have not wasted his time.”

The miner disappeared through the only other exit from the room, his gentle footfall quickly passing out of hearing range. Within a few minutes, the man returned and gestured for Pollux to stand.

“Come,” he grated with a flick of his finger. “You are in luck. The high priest has recently returned from a meeting with Lord Cathrite.”

Pollux followed the miner down the hall, flame crystals in the ceiling directing a beam of orange light along the roof. Spacious rooms branched off the hall, their walls draped with sumptuous artworks, or engraved with various scenes of battle and religious significance. The hall ended in a large rectangular room. Couches and chairs with thick red padded backs and cushions encircled a low table covered in a banquet of food. Preserved meats, thick crusted bread, cheese, and wine. Enough to feed a company of soldiers and yet there was only one man present. The high priest ignored them both, instead he continued to irritably pick through the food, flicking some strips of meat aside before stabbing a piece of cheese with a fork.

“Sarpeh, this man was discovered deep in the mine.”

The priest glanced at Pollux, eyes narrow with disdain. “Then why isn’t he dead? It is illegal for the uninitiated to enter those tunnels.”

“He seeks to wake Aranax. In matters of the god, it is said you must decide the outcome.” The miner left Pollux at the table and retreated to the edge of the room.

Pollux’s eyes were drawn to the food, saliva flooding his mouth as hunger gnawed at his stomach. Catching the mage’s line of sight, Sarpeh picked up a roast chicken leg and tore off a mouthful. He chewed with an open mouth, the moist sounds of mastication loud in the otherwise quiet room. Sarpeh eventually threw the bone aside and looked at Pollux, eyes travelling over his uniform and chainmail shirt before centring on his face again.

“A soldier of Larika’s deep within the mines of Ruan? I should cut your throat here and now for the crimes of her army.”

“I support Lord Revarc, not that foolish girl,” said Pollux. “And our objectives align with Ruan. Revarc fights to remove Larika and take his rightful place as heir to Kalech. But ill-suited as her personality may be to the task of ruling, Larika is still a formidable general.”

Sarpeh’s eyes narrowed in anger at Pollux’s words. The mage continued on quickly.

“As such, an alliance between the Northern Mountains and Revarc would enable a decisive end to this unnecessary loss of life. I seek to wake Aranax from his slumber to wipe Larika and her tumens from the field.”

Sarpeh barked a humourless laugh. “What makes you think I need your help or alliance to raise our god?”

“But can you control him? The last time this god walked the land, he killed all in his path.”

“It is foretold that Aranax will destroy Ruan’s enemies,” said Sarpeh after a slight pause. “I have faith he will protect us.”

“It is foretold. What utter crap,” said Pollux. “Foretold by who? Some priest who was taking a guess or using a story to manipulate their flock?”

Sarpeh flushed pink, mouth open as he stepped back. Sensing an advantage, Pollux closed space and took the chance to steal a hunk of cheese for his grumbling stomach.

“What if you had a means to reliably control Aranax, to target his rage with the precision of a crossbow? Imagine it. You would become more powerful than the deity himself!” said Pollux, crumbs of cheese erupting from his mouth. “And once he has done our bidding, I will put him back to sleep.”

Sarpeh sat down on one of the couches, quiet for a moment. Pollux waited, giving the man time to think. Finally, the priest looked up at Pollux again.

“Lord Cathrite compromises Ruan’s independence. If I could wield the god to remove him along with our enemies, my order could take their rightful place as leaders of the Northern Mountains. Are you sure it can be done?”

Pollux smiled, knowing the priest had taken the bait. Power. Was there any person who did not lust after it? “I have seen it done successfully only weeks ago.” Pollux described the method used by the Burdikesh king to control none other than a Nightjaw. “I will use the same incantation to bind Aranax to our will.”

“But you said this king sacrificed his own child to create the binding?”

The mage grimaced. “Yes, somewhat distasteful but necessary. Do you have a child to serve the purpose?”

Sarpeh shook his head. “Priests of my order are celibate and have no children.”

Pollux smirked. “People who deny their natural urges eventually fail. If you have had such a regrettable dalliance, this may be a way to rid yourself of the evidence.”

“I dislike your insinuation, mage. However, if the magic requires the sacrifice of a loved one, I have a person who may play the role.” Sarpeh waved the waiting miner over. “Get Brother Herth—quickly.”

The miner ducked his head and hurried from the room.

“Ruan claims to have a beautiful city under the mountain,” said Pollux. “And yet, all I have seen is miniscule tunnels.”

“You have but seen service tunnels and our mines. Foreign converts are not permitted to interact with our citizens or enter the city proper. Their lives are for Aranax and his priests. Most citizens are unaware the service tunnels exist. Lord Cathrite thinks he’s locked me in my quarters and doesn’t realise I am free to roam the city as I please.”

Pollux thought back to the fight in the mine and the odd ways in which the miners had moved and acted. “Your converts were… how should I say? Unusually single-minded in their obedience to your rules. How do you get them to comply in such a way?”

“It is our god’s gift, a liquid from his very body. Once consumed, the devotee answers only to Aranax and his priests.”

“Have you thought to utilise them outside of the mines? Without fear and armed to the teeth? Such an army would be formidable.”

“Lord Cathrite refuses their service,” sneered Sarpeh. “He claims war as the preserve of Ruanese men and women, of adults who volunteer out of love for their city and people. He is a fool.”

Soon another priest entered from the hallway. Dressed in a black cloak, he wore loose fitting bed clothes beneath. Eyes fixed on the high priest, he smiled and lifted his arms for an embrace. “If you wanted me in your bed, you could have said earlier in the day rather than waking me at this hour.”

Pollux coughed into his hand and the new priest glanced at him in surprise, dropping his arms as he realised they were not alone.

“Sarpeh, what’s going on? Who is this man?”

The high priest stepped back and turned to the mage. “This is Brother Herth, second in seniority within our order, and a close…ah, friend of mine. He will be the one to secure the god’s compliance.”

Herth’s mouth opened in surprise. “You’re actually going to wake Aranax?”

Sarpeh indicated for the priest to sit in an armchair. “Yes, my love. And you will play a key role.” Quick as a snake, the high priest lunged forward, driving a dagger deep into the man’s belly. Herth looked down, gasping in agony and surprise at the handle protruding from his stomach. “But unfortunately, it’s only your skin that is required. I’ll see you in the next life.”

Blood spattered from the younger priest’s lips as he pushed up on the armrests, trying to rise. Pollux shoved down on his shoulders from behind, forcing him back into the seat. Sarpeh tugged his blade free and stabbed again. This time it found a gap between the man’s ribs, the blade plunging deep into his heart.

The priest collapsed, dead near instantaneously. Pollux released his hold, allowing the body to slide to the floor. He removed the priest’s bed clothes quickly exposing a white expanse of skin dimpled with cellulite and unusual scars.

“Have you skinned an animal before?” asked Pollux. The high priest shook his head in the negative and Pollux sighed, knowing the job would fall to him.

He extracted a thin-bladed knife and made his first cut down the inside of the right leg, then circumferentially at the ankle. He peeled back a corner of skin at the ankle until he had enough to take in a firm grip.

“Time is short. Once I have the skin, we’ll need to leave.” Pollux wrenched backwards, stripping back tissue from his calf like taking off a glove. 

Behind him, the high priest gagged.


Chapter Fourteen

“Take him back if you must, but I dispute the claim of assault. I merely taught the boy harsh realities of the world: ‘Those you thought to trust may hurt you. Brutally.’ Such a lesson may save his life one day. He is second in line for the throne, hence he will always be alone within a crowd. The sooner he accepts this and grasps the advantage given by birth, the better.”

-               Extract: correspondence between Lord Triborne and Revarc’s father, Raynor.

The sun was well on its way to the horizon, shadows stretching long with sunset no more than an hour away. Revarc fidgeted at his collar, trying to find a tolerable position for the top of his chainmail shirt. At least the patches where the chainmail had initially rubbed his neck raw had finally calloused. Other soldiers might wear the damn things without complaint, but if he had a choice, he’d never don another suit of armour. Give him silk garments and leave the fighting to paid brutes.

Hinges squealed as the mess door swung open, timber crashing into the stone wall as the first sergeant emerged. Revarc dropped his hand from his collar and styled an expression he liked to think conveyed an air of stern detachment. A few cast him an appraising eye before making their way to the parade ground. Nerves coiled in his gut, whispers of anxiety and doubt growing louder in his mind with every passing second. He hadn’t been able to read the soldiers’ expressions. Would his colonel bring good news or bad?

Finally, Morcom appeared at the exit, his eyes skirting around the courtyard before latching on to Revarc. Ever the cautious fighter, the colonel seemed to treat every environment like a battleground. Morcom gave his lord a nod of acknowledgement and paced forward with the energy of a man decades younger.

“It’s time we paid Triborne a visit, my lord. Shall we?”

Revarc gave a stiff nod, turned and walked for the central tower with Morcom at his shoulder. “What’s the verdict? Are they with us?”

“Aye, I think so. The entire block of sergeants came to the party once they heard your pay offer. A few officers baulked, but some unfortunate accidents have worked in our favour.”

Revarc coughed to cover up a bark of laughter. Accidents indeed. Two captains had met their end the previous day; one slipped off the battlement while inspecting the evening sentries, another exsanguinated on the training field after an ‘accidental’ sword strike opened her femoral artery.

“Yes, what tragedies. I take it they were both staunch backers of the Lord Triborne?”

“Not anymore they’re not, my lord.”

“Good.”

The two men climbed the steps to the tower entrance, handed their swords to the sentry and started the ascent to Triborne’s private rooms. The soldier stationed outside the lord’s chamber came to attention then stood aside. Revarc gripped the handle, painted a smile across his face and shoved open the door.

“Lord Triborne, I thank you for admitting us at such short notice,” said Revarc, striding to the centre of the room.

A thump sounded from the bed as Triborne roughly pushed a maid aside.

“What in the hell?” growled the aging noble. Triborne wrenched his pants up from around his knees and sat at the edge of the bed. “I gave no such permission!”

The maid straightened her dress and bolted past Revarc, her face turned away as she made for the stairs.

“Requesting extra duties from the house staff, were you?” said Revarc with mock surprise. “As a lord and gentleman, it’s your duty to protect the maids from such abuse.”

“Fuck your hypocrisy.” Triborne grabbed a sweat stained linen shirt, glaring at them both as he pulled it over his head. “When you lodged with me as a boy, I lost count of the pregnant girls I had to pay off for you.”

“They served to erase the feeling of your hands on my body,” Revarc shrugged. “But it was so long ago, I struggle to recall. Maybe you have me confused with someone else? These things tend to happen to the elderly as dementia takes hold.”

Triborne stood, his face pink with fury. “Why you rude little shit—”

“Come take a seat, sir,” said Morcom, pulling out a chair from the meeting table. “We have a campaign to plan.”

“Yes,” said Revarc. “Time’s wasting, and with it, our chances of victory. I want our troops ready to march in four hours.”

“And I’ve told you multiple times; I will not commit my soldiers until I see proof of your mage’s weapon. Where. Is. It?”

“Awaiting us at Ruan,” said Revarc mildly. “There will be no demonstration prior to the battle.”

Triborne fell silent, his jaw clenched. He reached for a decanter in the middle of the table, poured himself a glass of wine and took a swallow. Suddenly, he smashed the glass on the floor, splashing crimson wine across the tiles.

“Damn the gods!” shouted Triborne. “This has been a total waste of money and time. You’re worse than your father, boy! An insolent little prick with an overinflated ego and no ability!” He grabbed a second glass and filled it to brimming. “You want to go to Ruan? Come the morning, I’ll take you there in chains and hand you over to Larika in person. This alliance is over.”

Triborne downed the glass in one draught, cuffing wine from his beard with his sleeve. He looked over his shoulder to a guard who stood quietly in the corner. “Sergeant, place these men under arrest.”

The guard unhooked a set of iron manacles from the wall and stalked forward.

Revarc barked a laugh at his colonel. “He really has no idea, does he?”

Morcom smirked. “Makes sense, I suppose. He has an over inflated ego and no ability, sir.”

The sergeant dragged Triborne from his chair and wrenched both hands behind his back. Triborne’s face blanched as he struggled in vain against his guard. “What’s the meaning of this. You should be arresting them, you fool!”

“Oh, they’re my soldiers now,” said Revarc. “How about we front the troops and make this official, eh?”

***

The setting sun dipped to the horizon, bathing the parade ground in orange as Revarc climbed the temporary wooden gallows. Triborne’s army stood in long lines before him with sergeants and officers loyal to Revarc’s cause interspersed throughout the lines. A rumble of consternation grew as Triborne was dragged on stage with hands cuffed behind his back. Revarc held up his hands for silence, but the groundswell of discontent only grew. For a moment, the prince’s gut churned with anxiety, unsure if he had chosen the right path.

An old sergeant fell out of line and climbed on stage, his expression dark as hell as he stood and faced the troops.

“Lord Revarc is your future king. Show some respect and shut your fucking mouths or by the gods, I’ll thrash the life from you myself!”

The other sergeants began to move through the lines, thumping those that made any noise until silence was restored.

Revarc stood quietly, his gaze roaming over the soldiers. The castle armoury had provided weapons to those who’d arrived wielding nothing more than farming implements, ensuring all at least carried a spear and sword. A few wore suits of armour, but they were in the minority. Most had little more than cotton shirts for protection. Compared to the tumen of veterans he’d lost, these soldiers were desperately unprepared for the coming fight.

But it was a gamble he had to take. Fighting an understrength and tired force, they might have a sliver of hope. Larika would be constrained by the mountain pass and fighting a battle on two fronts, a battle Revarc might win through sheer numbers. If nothing else.

Revarc cleared his throat. “Your lord has failed you. Once the jewel of Kalech, your province has been humiliated and despoiled. Its coffers are empty and roads in disrepair.” Revarc pointed to a private in the front line. “How much does Lord Triborne pay for answering his call to arms?”

“Pay? I don’t get paid. I’m doing my duty, like my Pa before me. If I don’t come, I’ll get thrown in the cells.”

“So, while you’re fighting for your lord and doing your duty without pay, who feeds your children at home? Do they even have a roof over their head? How long will your landlord let them stay when the rent goes unpaid? Will your wife or husband turn to another for comfort and aid while you fight and die?”

A grumble of anger grew within the crowd. Revarc smiled inwardly, watching expressions change as soldiers thought of their families at home, a mixture of jealous fear and anger spreading like a plague at his words. He let the sound grow before finally holding up his hand for attention.

“Fight instead for me. Not only will I pay for your service, but I will give a share of the plunder once we take the city of Ruan. Midnight stone, silver, and gold line its streets! Fight, and each will return with pockets heavy with treasure. Fight for me, the future king of Kalech, and you will be favoured above all others. This is my pledge!”

Already promised fortunes earlier, the sergeants and officers led a cheer. Elation filled Revarc’s chest now, adrenaline at the coup’s success setting his heart to racing. Now was the time for the final act while he had their blood up. He turned and pointed a finger at Triborne.

“Not ten minutes ago, I caught this shit-stain raping a maid. He must pay for his crimes and failures. What shall we do with him?”

Volume exploded as a hundred soldiers screamed for blood.

“Take his head!”

“Hang him!”

Revarc turned to his colonel and gestured for him to proceed. Morcom picked up a coil of rope, tied a noose in one end and threw the other over the gallows above.

“You can’t do this! I’m your rightful lord and master!” shouted Triborne.

The sergeant holding his cuffs punched him, three brutal strikes that bloodied his nose and smashed his teeth. “You’re not my lord anymore, you rapist cunt!”

Triborne spat teeth and whimpered as Morcom pulled the noose over his head and tightened the knot at the base of his neck.

Revarc threw the loose end of the rope to the troops. “His failures have hurt you; it’s only right that you get to exact the punishment. Hang him high!”

Four privates grabbed hold of the rope and wrenched it back. The rope pulled taught over the gallows and suddenly Triborne’s toes left the ground. His legs kicked uselessly in the air, face turning bloated and purple with trapped blood.

“Higher! Snap his fucking neck!” screamed Revarc.

The sergeant grabbed onto the lord’s feet and dropped his weight as the soldiers wrenched him further into the air. A dull crack sounded, Triborne’s neck stretching and turning at an unnatural angle. The sergeant let go and stepped away as the stench of shit ballooned outwards, a dark stain spreading beneath Triborne’s arse.

The lord was dead, eyes open and lifeless, blue tongue protruding between his lips. The soldiers holding the rope let him drop without decorum, the corpse thumping onto the wooden planks of the stage. Revarc leant down with knife in hand and crudely punched its point deep into each eye, twisting the blade so that it scraped against the orbits. He snorted and spat a green wad of sputum over the ruined face of his childhood molester, the spit mixing with oozing jelly from the ruined globes. Never again would he see the old man’s leering gaze in his nightmares. Revarc stepped over the body to the front and stared down at his new force with hands on hips.

“Our fortune awaits. Be ready to leave within the hour, we march for Ruan!”


Chapter fifteen

“There is no time of risk to an empire like that during the transfer of power. Any sign of weakness will be exploited by the lords. But you have been prepared for this since birth. Once the time comes for you to grasp the crown, be ready to fight like hell for your legacy.”

-                Extract: personal correspondence between Loic and Larika.

Larika pushed the curtain aside and stood quietly at the foot of her father’s bed. A small brazier in the corner made the room uncomfortably warm. Her father lay in bed, blankets pulled down to his waist. Linen dressings stained with blood arched across his lower chest from one side to the other, tracing the line of his new wound. Aeza had described her intended surgical technique, but Larika was stunned by the extent of the wound in reality. Surely there was no way to survive such trauma, even if it was caused by a surgeon?

Larika pulled a chair to the edge of the bed and sat. Her father was deathly pale, his breathing shallow and rapid. She reached out and took one of his hands, felt for the pulse at his wrist and found it thready and weak. It didn’t take a doctor to tell this was a man waiting to cross Death’s Bridge. She was about to leave again when Loic opened his eyes, just a crack.

“Pa, it’s me,” she said, giving his hand a squeeze. “You suffered a near fatal wound. A Scalzini woman performed a rare surgery to remove the arrow and repair the damage, but I fear you still lost a lot of blood. How do you feel?”

Loic gave a slight cough and winced, his eyes tight for a moment, obviously in pain. “Like horse shit,” he rasped. “Every breath…feels like a damned stab wound.” He paused for a few moments, breath shallow and fingers tight about his daughter’s hand. “Tell me news of the campaign. Cathrite, has he surrendered?”

Larika gave a succinct description of events since her arrival, slipping into the role of general as she discussed the battle, their losses, and the current state of play. “Cathrite stubbornly holds out. However, our engineers will soon breach the city gate, of that there is no doubt. Come the morning, our tumens will flood Ruan’s tunnels and root out the last of its defenders.” Larika sat tall with pride. “Our family’s work is near complete. Kalech will soon be a continent united under your rule.”

“Don’t tempt fate, girl,” chided Loic with a grimace. “Your traitorous cousin…” he broke off, face flushing red as he stifled another cough.

“Revarc?”

Loic nodded. “Where is he?”

“We have word from Agent Tarkin that Revarc builds an army with the tacit support of Lord Triborne. If true, we risk fighting a battle on two fronts unless Cathrite is brought swiftly to heel. Do you have counsel for the coming battles?”

“There are few reports of Ruan’s layout,” wheezed Loic. “You must adapt strategy on the run.”

Larika’s gut tightened at the thought but was unsurprised. “We have planned for a battle in darkness, each soldier will carry flint and torch with them into the mountain.”

“Who will guard your rear? What other tumens have you to deploy?

“Sir, there are no tumens here aside from the First and Eighth, both understrength. Revarc’s tumen was disbanded and amalgamated into mine to fill losses from the Burdikesh invasion, and you deployed the other tumens to the east-coast months ago to ward against a repeat attack from the Sea Peoples. Until we eliminate those parasites from our ocean trade routes, recalling the tumens would leave our main ports at risk.  Besides, even if I called for support, they are a month’s march away.” Larika frowned. “Come on Pa, you know this information, do you not?” Maybe Aeza was right to worry about an injury to the king’s brain from such an extended period in hibernation.

Loic didn’t reply, his eyes closing briefly against a spasm of pain.

“The First Tumen is in need of rest. I’ll leave them to guard our rear and take the Eighth Tumen into Ruan.”

The king gave a slight nod of consent. “This campaign will be my last. Before battle, I must publicly reaffirm you as my heir and successor.”

Larika wanted to tell him he would recover like every other time, that such a declaration wasn’t necessary. But even a fool could see the man was dying.

“Old comrades call from beyond the Bridge, saying it is time to cross.” Loic hacked a cough, fresh blood seeping from the left side of his chest. “But they can wait a while longer. First, we must secure your crown, it is the only thing that matters.”

Larika squeezed his hand again. “Rest, Pa. I will assemble the tumens for you.”

The king closed his eyes, his breathing slowing as he fell asleep within moments. Just the effort of a few minutes talk had exhausted him. Larika blinked rapidly, breathing deeply as she fought for control. Her grief would have to wait. She’d be damned if she’d let anyone see her cry, not on the cusp of battle and a throne.

Larika stalked from the king’s sick room. Colonel Zhane sat on the far side of the tent. Seeing her emerge, he stood with an expectant look on his face.

“He lives, but I fear not for long,” said Larika. “Draw the troops together, the king wishes to address them before battle.”

***

The last light of dusk seeped away, an outline of the surrounding mountains fading into darkness. One by one, oil-soaked torches flared about the camp, casting a thousand shadows as the tumens waited for their king. A skeleton force had been left on the perimeter while the rest gathered before the king’s tent.

A bitter wind moaned between tent ropes and licked Jael’s neck with an icy tongue. What he wouldn’t have given for the dry heat of the plains to warm his bones. Despite giving instructions on how to prevent tissue injury in the cold, some soldiers had failed to heed his advice and now sported the blackened kiss of frostbite to ears and nose. Jael grimaced and thumped gloved hands together to warm his aching fingers. Kalech was a continent of extremes, barren plains of searing heat and tropical chasms dripping with condensation—either of which he’d prefer to the mountain’s biting cold.

Jael stood at the front of the crowd, the soldiers of his company grouped around him. In the lead up to battle, Pyx had been released to prepare and await formation of the Forlorn Hope. The reasons to volunteer for such a duty was varied. For the career minded, it was a fast track for promotion if you survived, while others saw it as a chance to gain battle fame and earn their reputation as a true veteran of the tumens. For others, the reasons were a little darker. Survivor’s guilt had driven many a hand into the air, or like Pyx, it was an honourable alternative to a death sentence. And for every soldier who sought to challenge fate or invite death’s kiss, there were more who volunteered only to protect a mate’s back and bring them home.

Pyx had said little since being released, focusing instead upon the process of weapon maintenance. Using the techniques Jael had taught to quiet the mind and nerves before a beast hunt, Pyx employed habit and routine to pass the time until the horns of battle blew. Her blades had already been dangerously sharp, but now the metal gleamed like water under a full moon, edges keen enough to draw blood with the lightest of touches. Similarly, her armour was oiled and shining, leather supple and flexible to allow freedom of movement.

Torc stood by Jael’s shoulder, Pyx’s smaller frame dwarfed by the bulk of the blacksmith’s son as she leant back on him. Usually the first to laugh and share a joke, all humour had disappeared from Torc’s eyes on hearing Pyx’s sentence.  

“Do you think it’s true, Cap?” asked Torc. “The old dogs of the First think he’ll lead us into battle.”

In the hours since word escaped of Aeza’s operation, rumour of a miraculous recovery had spread about the camp, fed by an almost religious belief of the First Tumen veterans in their general-king.

“His soldiers love him. It’s understandable they wish for the impossible, but I heard Aeza describe Loic’s wound. To wake from the surgery was miracle enough, but I fear he just travel’s a slower route to Death’s Bridge. He’ll play no part in the coming fight, Torc.”

The young lad’s shoulders dipped slightly at the news. “I didn’t expect him to wield a sword, but…”

“Cheer up, mate,” said Jael with a positivity he didn’t feel. “His presence makes no difference to the strength of your sword arm, or the aim of an enemy spear. We will fight and win all the same.”

Movement at the tent caught Jael’s eye. Two guards carried a wooden armchair holding the king through the entrance and placed him carefully on the ground. Loic closed his eyes as the chair hit the dirt, a slight clenching of his jaw betraying pain at the jolt.

Kal’s tears…

Jael had never seen the man look so unwell. During hibernation, Loic’s skin had been smoothed by muscular relaxation, changing his appearance to a sad caricature of the real man. But now that he was awake, the trauma inflicted upon his body was evident. His face was ashen from blood loss, eyes sunken and grey with pain and exhaustion.

General Larika followed close behind, coming to stand at the king’s right shoulder, Colonel Zhane at his left. Larika’s gaze travelled over the soldiers present, giving slight nods of recognition as she went, unconsciously maintaining the intangible links that drove a soldier to fight and die for her. There was a sadness to her eyes, but also something else? Standing on the balls of her feet with hand resting on the pommel of her sword, her cheeks were pink, pupils dilated with adrenaline. Something was about to be announced, news critical for the empire. Jael could feel it in his bones. A low murmur of discussion died away and for a few heartbeats there was nothing but the light rustle of canvas tents in the breeze, every soldier’s attention focused on the king.

“Battle calls us in the morning, so I will keep this brief.” Vocal cords tortured by decades of yelling over the din of war, Loic’s voice was rough as gravel in a friction burn. Despite being muted in volume, his voice carried on the mountain air. “It has been my honour to fight beside you in our war to unite Kalech, a campaign that will conclude with the defeat of Ruan. Although, I will not be the one to finish this fight, my body fails me—"

A roar of objection lifted from the tumens and Loic was forced to wait for the noise to subside before continuing.

“A ruler must be strong in mind and body, able to take the fight to his enemy and protect the empire. I have been fortunate to meet these demands, but time and wind will erode even the strongest desert stone.” Loic glanced up at his daughter before looking out at his troops once more. “When I finally cross Death’s Bridge, I leave you in the hands of a warrior queen. Larika is my one and only heir. It is she who will see to the unification of Kalech, a dream three generations of my family have fought toward.”

Arm trembling with the effort, Loic forced himself to lean forward. “Make an oath to me now, that once my time has ended, you will swear allegiance to Larika as your queen and ruler.”

Almost as one, soldiers raised their right fist to their chest as Colonel Zhane stepped forward. “Make your oath! Will you honour Larika as heir to the throne?”

“Aye!” thundered back the troops.

Hairs rose on the back of Jael’s neck at the sound of a thousand voices, each thick with emotion. Larika stood still as a rock, her eyes bright in the torch light. She stepped forward and the tumens cheered themselves hoarse. For the first time, Jael saw the hint of a smile before the woman’s self-control hid it again.

“This oath of allegiance is two-way. As my father before me, I swear my life to the protection of the empire and all within it.”

She paused, looking over her shoulder to Ruan. “Tomorrow, we fight under the mountain. Although our swords will not reflect the sun as we labour, there is little difference to any other battle we have fought and won. We will stand true to the warrior at our shoulder and bury our steel in the bellies of our enemies until Ruan belongs to us.”

Larika scanned the soldiers before giving a slight nod of satisfaction. “Bravery, skill, adaptability, and the grit to fight beyond the limits of exhaustion. There’s no military force of your equal. Tomorrow, we fight for king and empire, for each other, and to end the war!”

A wall of noise buffeted Jael’s ears as the tumens shouted and howled their approval. Mailed fists thumped on shields, boots stamped in the dirt, creating a din to wake Kal herself. Jael glanced up at the moon, noting there was less than a few hours before he’d lead a team up the cliff. As the king and heir turned away from the crowd, Jael tapped Pyx and Aeza on the shoulder, hooking a thumb for them to follow him back to the company lines.


Chapter Sixteen

“Since our people escaped the mines, their health has improved immeasurably—episodes of stone-cutter’s lung have halved.”

“Yes, but the cost will be hideous. It’s only a matter of time before the provinces realise we’ve turned their citizens into slaves. When that happens, all of Kalech will turn against us.”

“And I have said countless times, Lord, it is not slave labour. Turned by the gift of Aranax, they work because the god compels them. They serve a higher power. A higher purpose. Who are we to intervene?”

-                Extract: private meeting between Lord Cathrite and High Priest Sarpeh.

Pollux rolled the human skin into a bundle, tied a length of cord about the middle before dropping it into a linen sack. There had been little time for finesse. Although clumps of fatty tissue dotted the inner aspect of the skin in many places, Pollux, to his credit, had managed to remove it in once piece. Blood oozed from the grizzly package, soaking through the linen to fall in heavy drops to the ground. The mage tied the sack to the outside of his pack before shrugging it onto his shoulders.

“What do you want to do with the body?” asked Pollux, nudging the flayed corpse with the toe of his boot. Blood pattered softly from the bottom of the linen bag, leaving a fine trail of red drops behind him.

Sarpeh’s ex-lover lay spreadeagled on the stone floor in a puddle of congealing blood. Only the skin of hands and feet were intact, looking like a strange set of gloves and shoes when juxtaposed against the bloody tissue. Elsewhere, muscle and tendon lay bare, rendering the figure in gruesome anatomical detail.

“Leave it,” said the high priest, holding a sleeve over his mouth as he stared at the corpse. “We have far to go and little time.” Sarpeh tore his eyes away with a shudder and strode to a weapon’s rack holding three short spears, each tipped by a foot long, doubled-edged blade. The priest pulled one free, tested the blade on the ball of his thumb and gave a grunt of approval. “What weapons do you carry?”

Pollux rested a palm on the pommel of his sword. “Just this, but she’s served me well through countless fights.”

“I suggest you take a spear as well.” Sarpeh grabbed another weapon from the rack and tossed it to Pollux. “We are not the only creatures attracted to the god’s power. I find it preferable to kill from a distance—especially if an eight-legged friend decides we look appetising.”

Pollux grimaced. Great. More spiders. He turned the spear shaft upright, smacking the butt on the ground to use as a walking staff. At the movement, a dribble of blood ran from the linen bag to soak into his sock.

“Let’s get moving.”

***

Sarpeh led them quickly through the maze of cramped service tunnels about Ruan before re-entering the mines. After a time the priest slowed, making sure to count his paces past a fork in the tunnel. Sarpeh reached a hand to brush along the wall until suddenly it curved away.

“This tunnel will lead us to Aranax,” said the priest.

Cleverly hidden by a fold in the rock wall, the entrance to the secret tunnel was no more than the width of a man’s chest. Pollux turned side on and squeezed through the gap, knowing he would have walked straight past the opening if not for the priest.

The flame-crystals of the mines were absent in the new tunnel, plunging the path ahead into pitch black. The mage dropped his pack to extract a torch and kindling.

“Pass it here,” said Sarpeh, beckoning at the torch. “I have fuel that will burn smoke-free and last our entire journey.” The priest pulled out a small ceramic bottle bearing the arachnid print of his order, removed the cork, and sprinkled a few drops over the end. “Now you can light it.”

Pollux scraped steel against flint, setting a shower of sparks over the end of the torch. On contact with the soaked hessian, it burst into a tower of red flame. Heat belched out, so hot Pollux almost dropped the torch. The brilliance of the flame gradually waned, reducing to a steady glow that lit the surrounding walls and path for twenty paces.

“What was that mixture? I’ve never come across a substance that burns in such a way.”

Sarpeh grinned. “A miracle substance, yes? It is a gift from the god himself, a liquid with many uses. If consumed or inoculated on the tip of a blade, it will turn the person into a true devotee. All our workers were introduced to Aranax by this method.”

Pollux gave a harsh laugh. “That’s not an introduction, it’s enslavement. I admire Cathrite’s gall but wipe the oily speech of politics from your tongue. We both agree the end justifies the means, so give me the respect of straight speech.”

Sarpeh sniffed. “A life in service of Aranax is an honour. They should be grateful.”

“Right. And a life of segregation, toil, and menial tasks is something to which you aspire?”

The priest scowled. “Subject. Devotee. Slave. Use whatever term you see fit.” He held up the small bottle. “Once dosed with this mixture, they become a tool for Aranax and his priests to wield. It is all that matters.”

“If they answer to you, why not use them against your lord and take outright control?” asked Pollux.

“It is not so simple. To arm them requires allies within the guild of weapon smiths, and as yet, they remain totally loyal to Cathrite.”

Pollux shrugged and walked onwards. “It is of no consequence. We’ll soon awaken and bind the god, then Cathrite and his warriors will bow to our will.”

Sarpeh grunted agreement, his eyes staring ahead to the limit of the torch. Silence fell for which Pollux was glad. The priest was easily offended and he was beginning to find it amusing to prod the fool’s insecurities. Ahead, the rough wall of the tunnel was interrupted by a carefully engraved square of stone. Pollux touched a hand to Sarpeh’s shoulder as he stopped to examine the panel.

“Do you understand these images?”

Hieroglyphs of nature snaked across the wall. A bent tree over a desert horse grazing. A rising sun behind a dune of sand. Seemingly random, twenty separate scenes of nature were carved one after another across the wall.

The priest shook his head. “They are nothing but pictures, art from a primitive culture. Carvings such as these are found along the tunnel and predate the city of Ruan. I have spent some time trying to decipher their meaning, but if they represent speech, it is one unknown to me.”

The mage gently ran his finger over the carved mane of the desert horse. “You are right in one regard. It does not represent spoken tongue, but rather a sign language. Each scene subtly portrays a gesture, and together they either convey a sentence, or a spell of magnitude.”

It was a language of power used by the Order of Magi. Closely guarded by the elder mages, Pollux had only a rudimentary understanding of the sign language. However, he knew there were secret gestures that if used in conjunction with a spell, could magnify its power a hundred-fold. Each panel was constructed with consummate skill, the scenes rendered so true to life they looked like they could walk off the wall at a moment’s notice. Sarpeh leaned close, staring with renewed interest. “What do they say? Do they speak of Aranax?”

“Aye. They do,” said Pollux, a first shiver of apprehension working its way up his spine. “This is a warning to turn back, that an evil god has been laid to rest and should be left to slumber. There are a few panels that I do not recognise, possibly leaving my translation incomplete.”

“An evil god?” spat Sarpeh, recoiling from the images as if acid had been flicked in his face. “Blasphemy! How dare they speak of Aranax in such a fashion? If your translation is correct, they know nothing of my god’s nature.” He turned and stormed onwards, feet slapping on the stone path with every step.

Pollux took a final look at the mystery panels, wracking his brain for their meaning before hurrying after the priest lest he was left alone in darkness. Something ticklish brushed against his forehead as he caught up to Sarpeh, and Pollux was just about to wipe it away with the back of his hand when a sharp sting drew a line of fire across his brow.

The mage stifled a yelp of surprise as he scrubbed at his forehead, removing a sticky strand of web with the back of his forearm. Pollux looked up, noting for the first-time swathes of web now clung to the roof of the tunnel high above.

“Ah, yes. You should probably avoid those,” said the high priest, a glint of amusement lighting his eye. “Wolf spiders lace their webs with venom. Get enough on you and your energy will leak away like water from a punctured bucket, leaving you helpless before the cluster.”

Pollux glared at the priest. The sting began to fade, leaving an aching throb in its place. “Any other snippets of wisdom I should know?”

Sarpeh chuckled to himself as he turned away and walked on, holding the burning red torch high. “Oh, I’m sure there is many things worth knowing, but it’s hard to remember them all. Just follow in my footsteps mage, and the torch will incinerate any strands of web in our path.”

The tunnel sloped ever downward, temperature slowly rising the deeper they went. Pollux kept close attention on the path ahead, using the short spear to wave aside any strand of web that evaded the priest’s torch. Slowly the bands of web enveloping the roof began to creep down the walls of the tunnel until it was but a hand’s reach above their heads. Pointed feet scurried through the tracts above, chittering noises following their path to set the mage’s teeth on edge.

A many-eyed head lunged through a gap in the web to Pollux’s side, its fangs barely missing his waist as the mage reacted on instinct, driving his spear deep into the spider’s brain. The spider’s corpse was tugged back into the web and out of sight amongst an explosion of chittering screeches. No further spiders emerged from the hole, but evidenced by the undulating web above their heads, the cluster remained close on their heels.

Pollux stooped under a desiccated corpse hanging from the web, blood and tissue sucked dry leaving nothing but a dry sheen of skin over bone. Sarpeh smirked, clearly amused by Pollux’s discomfort.

“Merely a Sleeper who failed to complete their journey. The spiders vomit digestive juices into the corpse to liquify the innards, then suck the lot out as a delightful soup. Quite spectacular, really.”

Maybe interesting in a foul way, but not an end Pollux wished to experience himself. “This god of yours, what does he look like?”

“There are many stories,” said Sarpeh. “He has a huge body and tremendous jaws. All sources mention long legs and an ability to traverse the cliff heights and deep spaces alike. Aside from that, I fear many of the writings lack fact.

“Our trek is truly monumental and will mark the first time a high priest views the beauty of our god. Early writings of our faith forbade priests from making contact with the god himself and disturbing his sleep. We now believe these primitive texts were incorrect, and instead, they should have stated for Aranax to be left in slumber until a time of Ruan’s greatest need—and this time has clearly come.”

“If you collect liquid from the god’s body, someone must have seen him.”

“Yes. Priest’s may be discouraged from making contact, but there was nothing to stop us sending others.”

“The Sleepers?”

Sarpeh nodded, finally making sense of the dried corpses that now dotted the tunnel with greater regularity. He pointed at a grey ankle and foot poking from the web above. “They don’t all make it home.”

“Attrition of numbers is not insignificant, but for every twenty sent to retrieve the holy liquid, generally five return. Enough to complete their mission.”

“If so many Sleepers die, why do they trail us?” asked Pollux.

“I was wondering if you’d noticed our entourage,” said the priest with a sly smile. “They have been following at a respectful distance since we left the mines. When it comes to Aranax, they are drawn like a camel to an oasis. Word would have spread through their ranks at lightning speed of our plan to wake the god. To keep them at bay would have taken more time than we had spare, and besides, they will form alternative prey for the wolf spiders,” he said pointing to the web above. “And if Aranax proves hungry on waking, it would be sensible to have a warm meal at hand.”

Pollux grunted agreement and stared back up the tunnel. Straining his eyes, he could just make out the trailing pack of Sleepers. With feet bare, their steps made barely a whisper on the path. It hadn’t been until he stopped to examine the first set of hieroglyphs that he’d noticed their presence.

Ahead, the wide tunnel abruptly ended at two massive iron doors. One was propped open, providing a gap just wide enough for a man to squeeze through. Beside the twin doors, loomed another sequence of hieroglyph panels carved in bas-relief.

“This must be the great hall of Aranax!” gasped Sarpeh, his voice shaking with excitement as he made for the gap.

“Wait.” Instead of following the priest, Pollux bent forward at the waist, peering intently at the first panel. Upon it, a cluster of eyes glittered over two fangs. “I need the light.”

The priest scowled but brought the torch closer, red light flickering over the scenes. “What does it say?”

“Another warning. Let sleeping gods lie, lest their rage be directed upon he who breaks their slumber.” A squirm of foreboding twisted Pollux’s gut, for the first time doubting his plan. It had taken the entire Order of Magi to defeat Aranax, and that was before they retreated from the world and dwindled in numbers.

“Enough, we are wasting time,” spat Sarpeh. “This warning is meant for kings and fools, not men of knowledge and religion like us.”

Pollux firmed his jaw and nodded in agreement. The priest was right. He was not the idiot Xares claimed him to be. Pollux had come prepared, ready to harness and direct the god’s power. The mage shrugged off his pack, retrieved the Scalzini text and untied the sack containing the human skin. Wet with blood, he withdrew the gruesome pelt in undulating folds of crimson-spattered pale skin.

Pollux held the remnants of Sarpeh’s lover in one hand, the Scalzini text in the other. “Let us wake your god and bind him to our will. It is time to bring hell to our enemies.”

The high priest held the red torch above his head and slipped through the gap into the great hall. Air wafted out from the space, carrying the rancid scent of rotting flesh. Pollux swallowed on a throat gone dry and entered.


Chapter seventeen

“In the midst of a battle, there is little time for thought. This is where hours of training prove the difference between life and death. Allow your body to move as it has been trained. Trust in your armour, weapons, and the comrade at your shoulder.”

-                Sergeant Harech, Fourth Tumen.

In roughly six hours, dawn would signal the attack upon Ruan. Jael cast an eye over his company of soldiers, and what he saw made him proud. There was no false bravado, or consumption of drugs and alcohol to dull their fear. Nor was there a palpable bloodlust, or particular excitement for the battle to come. The soldiers staring up at him wore expressions equal parts grim and calm. Professionals in the art of war, they had learnt to control fear and focus their minds upon the practicalities of battle.

“The general has confirmed our place in the battle order,” said Jael. “We have the honour of being next through the breach after the forlorn hope. As there’s no guarantee of light under the mountain, we’ll approach the battle like a night skirmish.”

Jael paused at a few muttered curses. Even if fought under a full moon’s silver light, night warfare was something an experienced commander tried to avoid. It took little for troop movement and battle lines to become confused in the dark, leading to friendly fire, extensive casualty rates and possible catastrophe.

“Tomorrow’s battle will be a challenge…but keep your head. We’re fighting men, not beasts; and if we can’t see, neither can they.” Jael rested his hand on the pommel of his sword, unconsciously loosening the blade within the scabbard. “I’ve been assigned a different mission by the general, but I will do my best to complete it quickly and re-join you in the battle line. Until then, command of the company falls to Sergeant Paleb. Break into your sections for further instructions from your corporals, then grab some shut eye. Dismissed.”

Rarely one for inspiring speeches, Jael preferred to focus their attention on tasks and preparation, like it was nothing more than an everyday activity. Soon only a handful of people remained, the group who had volunteered for the forlorn hope.

Pyx, Torc, and Aeza.

Of the three, only Aeza was over twenty years, the other two mere teenagers. Jael worked to remain calm. They’d made their choices, and there was little point in burdening them with his worry.

“Any advice, boss?” asked Torc.

“Try not to get stuck with anything pointy,” said Jael.

Pyx glowered at him. “Any useful advice?”

“Bloody idiots, the lot of you for volunteering,” he muttered before sighing. “Come the morning, you’ll wade through a storm of swords, blood, and terror. Death will take a fearsome tithe, but some will emerge from the maelstrom. Let those survivors be you.

“There will be no time for hesitation. Hit their line like a battering-ram and smash them from their feet. Nor will there be time for mercy if someone yields. Stab. Slice. Punch. Bite if you have to. Anything to make space and survive long enough for the following soldiers to provide support. Our company is next in line, and they’ll be champing at the bit to join you in the fight and help shoulder the burden.”

Jael turned to Aeza. “How are you with a shield? I was already proficient with a sword, axe, and spear from my Scalzini training as a boy, but it was in the tumens where I learned to use a shield properly.”

Aeza bit her lip. “I’m okay, I guess. There can’t be much too it, right?”

“It’s not just for blocking, Aeza. Used right, it’s another weapon. Also, if your shield work isn’t up to scratch, it compromises the safety of your comrades in formation.” Jael frowned, thinking how to phrase his proposal. “If you’re intent on fighting, your skills are better suited to the group I’m leading up the cliff. Once inside, we’ll cause mayhem behind the lines and take pressure away from the main attack.”

“What about Pyx? I said I’d be there to protect her in the melee.”

“For fuck’s sake,” growled Pyx. “I don’t need anyone to protect me!”

Torc stood straighter. “No, but I will have your back all the same, just as you will have mine. It will be a fight to earn true battle-fame.”

Jael shook his head. Battle-fame. All it did was attract fools who wanted to make a name by killing you.

“Aeza, I need your beast-hunting skills. Ruan is famous for its huntsmen spiders, yet we’ve not seen them deployed. I think Cathrite’s saving them for use within the city. If they cut the lights and let them loose, it’ll be bloody mayhem.”

“Spiders again?” grunted Torc. “I’d hoped to see the last of them at Beacon Castle.”

“I’d been wondering about these arachnids myself. Ruan’s been domesticating the giant huntsman for decades,” said Aeza. “Big as a mastiff, they chase down prey with the speed of a cheetah. And their fangs have evolved cutting edges as long as my forearm.” She locked eyes with Jael. “As much as it pains me to say, they must be killed. Cathrite’s created a freak of nature. They are not the same as their wild cousins.”

“So, you’ll come?” asked Jael. “Once our task is complete, we’ll re-join the company as soon as possible.”

Aeza looked at the two young soldiers, clearly torn by responsibility.

“Don’t worry about us,” said Pyx “We’ll be fine.”

Finally, the Scalzini woman nodded. “All right.”

Jael pulled a flask of whiskey from inside his jacket and poured a dram for each of them.

“To mates, victory, and the death of our enemies!”


Chapter eighteen

“Male and female soldiers are equally lethal on the battlefield. As such, Loic sought to create a military culture attractive to both sexes, one that would see soldiers progress depending on marshal ability and not what hung between their thighs. To ensure equality extended to all parts of tumen life, Loic soon realised he needed a clear policy regarding consent, pregnancy, and child support.

From the outset, Loic dealt with rape decisively. If an accusation reached the ears of an officer, they were required to hang the guilty offender by the neck until dead. But more commonly, the matter was dealt with by rank-and-file soldiers. Once assessed by a hearing of male and female peers, the guilty rapist subsequently loses the ability to commit such a crime again. Blood-loss from the procedure is frequently significant, and most rapists lose not only penis and testes, but their life as well.

Loic made no attempt to ban consensual sexual relations between the troops. However, he stipulated the standard for consent was nothing less than enthusiastic engagement in the act by both participants. Loic also made prevention of unwanted pregnancies the responsibility of women and men, requiring both sexes to consume seeds of the barren willow as a contraceptive.

If a woman becomes pregnant, she can abort the foetus by drinking a mixture of powdered calmwood bark, a stock of which is kept by all field medics. If she decides to keep the pregnancy, the wages of the father are cut by three quarters to support his partner until the child is born. At this stage, either mother or father can elect to be primary carer, while the other fights on. The wages of whoever returns to active service are cut to provide support for the carer and child.

If neither parent wishes to leave active service, an option is available for the child to be cared for in a purpose-built boarding facility. A form of military school where weapons craft is taught alongside a basic curriculum, graduating teens of the system ensure a predictable yearly intake of high-quality recruits.”

-                Text excerpt: The Warriors Who Created An Empire by Niklin Wade

Pyx shivered in the freezing predawn. Her eyes tracked up the cliff towering above the entrance to Ruan. Pitch black in the night air, it loomed over the assembled tumens like a monstrous wave of frozen oil. Pyx knew Jael and Aeza were up there somewhere, waiting for a signal to attack. She sent a silent prayer for their safety, or bar that, a quick death.

Standing quietly, she waited with Torc and the other twenty-eight volunteers of the forlorn hope. Helmet on, Pyx wore a coat of lamellar armour over a leather jerkin. Like the rest of the squad, she carried numerous weapons. A short-sword and dagger were sheathed at her waist, while a bearded axe hung from her belt. She clenched gloved fingers about the shaft of her spear, practicing in her mind the sequence of movements to drive its razor tip deep into an enemy fighter. Each soldier carried several flares for lighting their way in the darkness, while a few unlucky souls also carried a padded sack of munitions. Notoriously fragile and unstable, Pyx was grateful the sergeant had ignored her and Torc when choosing who would carry the explosives.  

First to leave the camp, they had been waiting in the cold for the better part of an hour for the rest of Larika’s force to assemble. Heavy clouds, pregnant with snow had blocked the light of the half-moon, gifting a veil of darkness to conceal troop movement. Pyx stared at the changes wrought about the city gates. To maximise manoeuvrability in the coming battle, the general had demolished the semi-circle of defensive wall. Reduced to mere stubs protruding from the cliff at either end, the wood made a welcome change to dried dung on the camp cooking fires.

Pyx glanced over her shoulder at the soldiers behind. The Eighth Tumen stood ready for battle, the rear of their formations merging into the shadows. Tumens rarely entered battle as one great block of soldiers. To maintain order, they stood within company squares, each of these further subdivided into sections of ten warriors under the command of a corporal. Despite such a large number of men and women, the plain before Ruan was eerily quiet. Larika had given an order for absolute silence before the attack, and the only sound to be heard was a hollow whistle of the breeze about spear points.

Snow began to sift from the clouds as the first hint of orange breached the eastern horizon. A fresh twist of nerves clutched Pyx’s gut, knowing dawn was only minutes away. Torc caught her eye and flashed a broad grin, teeth flashing white in the midst of his beard, a smile she couldn’t help but return despite the grim circumstances. Unable to sleep during their few hours of rest, Pyx had sought a different distraction from Torc under their shared sleeping blanket. Neither had much practice, but his bare skin against hers had been enough to set their hands and lips exploring until their bodies took the lead. She leant into him, foreheads touching briefly before standing straight again.

Pyx knew Jael had noted the changed body language and relationship between the teenagers, and yet he hadn’t pried, respecting her ability to make her own decision on the matter. As a mentor, Jael had taken the same approach to sharing knowledge regarding sex, contraception, consent, and relationships as he had about weapon-craft and war. Like any lesson, he’d ensured she understood his words and rationale and given the opportunity to ask questions, leaving her prepared to manage yet another part of her future life.

Fifty paces away, movement at the city gate drew her attention. An engineer worked with deft movements, checking the explosives one last time. The first attempts to destroy Ruan’s twin doors had met with failure, the thick steel doors repelling every blast set before them. The engineers were forced to mine into the walls either side, exposing hidden hinges and reinforcement. Ironstone encircled the entrance; a notoriously difficult rock to carve, it had taken the engineers days to weaken the stone enough that they were confident the doors could be destroyed with a sizeable mine.

The engineer trotted from the gate towards the sergeant of the forlorn hope. Named Hazib, the sergeant had escaped the slums by entering the tumens as a boy, and if he survived the battle, would be guaranteed promotion to lieutenant. Grim faced, Hazib leaned close to hear the engineer’s whispered message before accepting a match cord. Impregnated with saltpetre, it would burn very slowly once lit, allowing some poor bastard to run it forward and light the fuse for the bomb without a flint and tinder.

Message conveyed, the engineer ran next toward the general who sat astride her mount. Hazib turned to their squad and spoke in a hushed tone.

“Looks like the show’s going ahead. I need a volunteer to light the fuses.”

From the corner of her eye, Pyx saw Torc’s arm begin to rise. Before he could nominate himself, Pyx snatched the match cord from the sergeant’s hand. “I’ll do it,” she muttered. “You jackasses will only get yourselves blown up.”

Torc growled annoyance behind her as the sergeant gave a brief nod of acceptance and looked back towards the command centre. Behind Larika, a signaller hoisted a dark blue flag on the end of a pole.

The order to commence.

Hazib squatted and took the lid off a small pot containing hot coals from a campfire. He blew into the pot, making the embers glow red. Pyx handed her shield to Torc, leaving her hands free. She touched the end of the match cord into the embers until a small flame appeared. Raising it to her lips, she cupped her hand to protect the cord from the wind and blew on it, making sure the material caught light uniformly.

Hazib gave a nod of satisfaction. “Make sure each fuse is lit then get the fuck out of there. If you’re too close when it explodes, you’ll get minced.”

No shit.

Pyx’s gut clenched, a fresh spurt of adrenaline setting her heart racing as she stood. The sergeant thumped her lightly on the shoulder.

“Get going.”

Pyx could feel the eyes of the entire tumen on her back as she jogged forward, protecting the glowing tip of the match cord in cupped hands. Dawn was minutes away, the black of night gradually receding as features emerged from the desert in greyscale. The twin steel doors loomed large as she closed, each at least four times her height and wide enough to drive a team of oxen through the middle.

She skidded to a halt, chest heaving as she scanned the mine set up. Four fuses trailed from holes drilled into the rock face to either side of the doors. Directly in front of the doors was a hump of stone and soil with exposed explosives angled toward the steel panels, designed to direct the force of the bomb directly at the doors. Pyx knelt and blew on the tip of the match cord one last time. Once it was glowing red, she touched it to the first fuse protruding from the wall. The fuse lit with a flash of sparks, flame rapidly advancing. The engineers had erred, using a fast-burning fuse that would give her little time to complete the job. Pyx’s heart stuttered, eyes wide as she saw the speed at which it advanced. She didn’t have much time to light the rest. Hands trembling with adrenaline, Pyx quickly touched the match cord to each remaining fuse. In her peripheral vision, she saw the first lit fuse nearing the rock face. Pyx spun on her heel, dropping the match cord as she sprinted away from the doors. Breath was harsh in her throat as she pushed every ounce of speed from her muscles, leaving a trail of black footprints through the new crust of snow.

The first explosion hit Pyx like a sledgehammer, smashing into her back and lifting her clean off her feet. Launched forward, she hit the ground ten paces distant in a tumble of limbs. For a split second she lay still, confused and unable to hear anything but a high-pitched whine. Soil and fragments of rock hailed down. A boulder the size of a cartwheel mashed into the ground, barely missing Pyx’s head. She needed to move.

Pyx climbed to her feet, the first steps unsteady, weaving punch-drunk as her head cleared. Amongst the haze of the explosion, she picked out her squad, waiting at the point of the column, and ran for them.

Torc shoved her shield back into her grasp and pulled her into line at his side. “Are you okay?”

“What?” Pyx couldn’t hear a thing over the tinnitus whine in her ears.

“Are. You. Okay?” shouted Torc, over emphasising his words so she could read his lips.

Pyx nodded. Warm claret ran from a gash in her hairline, but aside from that she’d been lucky. Pyx’s head was clearing with every breath, strength returning to her limbs as she turned to see the damage. Dust swirled about the cliff face, hiding Ruan’s doors behind a cloud of grey.

“Did it work?” shouted Pyx, still unable to gauge the volume of her voice.

“Don’t know yet.” Torc unhooked an axe from his belt and let it hang from his hand in preparation.

Her squad stood ready, all eyes fixed on the swirling dust with muscles bunched and waiting. Suddenly, a gust thinned the dust haze, gifting a brief view of the doors. One stood solid, but the left side was damaged. Its reinforcements were blasted from the rock face, the bottom half bent inwards to expose a mouth of darkness, beckoning the forlorn hope to their deaths.

It would be enough.

Sergeant Hazib raised a sword above his head. “Attack!”

***

Jael changed his position, wedging his left foot into a crack to take the weight of his body as he waited. His arms and legs were already tired from the efforts of the last hour, and knowing the concealed spy post was less than an arm span above his head made it all the harder. Aeza and Jael had climbed the cliff, laying a rope path for the less experienced climbers to scale the stone wall. Now the warriors of his party clung to the rope below him like barnacles to an anchor line. They needed to move. Every minute of waiting only leached strength from their muscles.

“The sun is about to breach the horizon,” whispered Aeza. “We’ll be sitting ducks within minutes.” The Scalzini woman had declined to use the rope, instead trusting her security to the dexterity of her fingers and toes, clinging to cracks in the rock even Jael wouldn’t have trusted.

Jael grimaced in agreement, but he had his orders—‘Wait for the explosion before you attack.’ Then again, every officer worth his salt had to know when to improvise. He needed to get the soldiers off the rope soon or they’d be spent before the fight started. And that was something Jael could not afford. If the bomb failed, the job of opening the gates would fall to his squad. He ground his teeth together and made a decision. They had to move now.

“Pass a message down the line to ready for movement.”

A series of explosions hammered out from the base of the cliff in rapid succession, the force sending a tremor through the rock beneath their fingers. Aeza lost grip of one of her holds and Jael grabbed onto her jacket while she recovered, her face white with shock.

Jael took a small knife, clenched it between his teeth and pulled himself up to the ledge. With only his hand above the ledge, he gently inserted the blade tip through the grey material disguising the vantage point and cut a long slit. He sheathed the blade then took a steadying breath.

Don’t think. Just do it. How many times had he told himself that over the years? Fear and excitement mingled in his chest, lending his arms fresh strength. Jael lunged upward, threw an arm over the ledge and pulled himself over. His body tore the hole in the fabric wide and then with a second grunt of effort he was through and stumbling to his feet.

Only two guards remained in the room. One stared at him in mute surprise, the second charged with a roar of anger, axe in hand. Jael dropped to a knee, the axeblade singing through the air where his head had been a split-second earlier. Jael drew his sword from its sheath over his shoulder and sliced down in a vicious arc, the blade biting deep into the side of his attacker’s knee, severing stabilising ligaments and destroying the joint. Regaining his feet, Jael jerked his sword free. The man screamed, knee unhinging with a pop sideways to expose the shiny cartilage within. Jael advanced to finish him, chopping deep into the side of his neck.

A streak of silver buzzed past his ear and suddenly a throwing knife sprouted from the second guard’s chest. The soldier dropped his sword and pulled the blade free with a look of surprise before collapsing. Jael glanced back and saw Aeza sitting with one leg hooked over the ledge, a second knife already in hand.

Jael reached out a hand and pulled her into the room proper. “Check the passage.”

Aeza gave a quick nod and darted across the room, quiet as a shadow as she peered around the corner.

Jael sheathed his sword and helped the other soldiers off the rope and into the room. When there was but two men remaining on the cliff face, a strangled cry came from behind. Jael glanced around to see an old soldier of his squad drag a wounded Ruan soldier in from the hall. Blood sheeted from a ragged scalp wound as the Ruanese man was forced to his knees. Jael drew the last two soldiers over the edge before joining the interrogation.

Aeza stayed by the doorway, her nose wrinkled with disgust as the soldier wrenched the Ruan defender’s arm hard behind his back.

Jael stared down at the prisoner, his expression hard as he regarded the man. “You have a quick choice; help us or die slowly here with a blade in your guts.” Jael drew his dagger and crouched down eye to eye with the man. The Ruan man grunted in shallow breaths of pain over a torn lip and broken teeth. “You’d be doing your people a service. If the battle ends quickly, more will live to see tomorrow.”

No answer.

Jael wrenched up the man’s jerkin and pushed the tip of his dagger into his belly. The soldier gasped, blood trickling about the tip of Jael’s blade into his pants. “Last chance. What’s your answer?”

The man nodded, his eyes bright. “All right, I’ll be your guide, just don’t kill me.”

“Good choice,” growled Jael. “What’s your name?”

“Soren,” panted the prisoner, eyes wide as he stared at the bloodied corpses of his comrades.

“Our main force has breached the gates of Ruan. What awaits them on the other side?”

Speech poured out of Soren as he roughly described a line of defences within the massive main hall. “Cathrite’s spent weeks preparing. They’re entering a killing field like no other.”

“Our soldiers are harder to kill than most.” Despite Jael’s bravado, his gut sunk at the news. If even half of the structures Soren described were real, the Eighth Tumen was walking into the gates of hell. Jael swallowed, trying not to think about Pyx and Torc. No matter what his squad achieved behind the lines, the teens would need some fierce luck to survive.


Chapter nineteen

“The first provinces to fall lacked a professional army. Unless provided by their lord, expensive weapons were unobtainable for the average citizen. Most came armed with little more than a seax; a knife used for everyday activities ranging from eating to fighting. Body armour was non-existent.

Unsurprisingly, these citizen forces stood little chance against trained warriors.”

-                Excerpt from text: Kalech — Birth of an Empire

Revarc’s head drooped, chin hitting his chest as his body rocked forward in the saddle before jerking awake. Exhaustion gnawed at his core. Revarc pushed knuckles into his lower spine and arched backward, trying to ease tired muscles from the long ride. Dawn was near, the sky lightening by degrees to reveal details of the mountain pass. Broken walls hunched over the road ahead, cloaked in shadow and abandoned. He stared past the fire-scorched ruins farther up the road, knowing Ruan was less than an hour’s march distant. And with Ruan came the bane of his existence.

Larika.

A worm of anxiety twisted in his gut. Until now, he’d focused purely on the task of gaining an army to field. But with the job at hand, whispers of self-doubt grew to a shout. This would be his last opportunity to destroy the bitch. If he blew it, the chances of attracting another lord’s support would be slim to none. Should he have waited for her tumen to be further weakened by Ruan’s forces?

Revarc squeezed his eyes shut. Enough, you fool! His plan was sound and worth the gamble. Larika would be stretched, fighting a battle on two fronts—three fronts if the bloody mage delivered.

Revarc guided his horse to the side of the path and waited for Morcom to catch up. Only the officers of his force had been provided a horse, while the rest walked. Morcom’s steed approached at a slow, steady gait, the old soldier gently rocking in the saddle with the horse’s movements. Despite the bitter cold, the colonel’s scalp was open to the air. More corpse than human, Morcom’s skin stretched tight over cheek bones and bony landmarks of the skull, his eyes sunken deep beneath his brow.

Revarc gave a slight jerk of his head for the colonel to approach.

“Congratulations, sir,” said Morcom, coming to a halt beside him. “In fourteen hours, your troops have marched a distance that would normally take twenty. They must be inspired by your cause.”

Revarc snorted. “If they’re inspired, it’s by the thought of Ruan’s plunder.”

“You should consider halting, sir. Give them a chance to rest.”

“They can sleep once the fight is won.” Revarc clenched his jaw in irritation. “Order them to take a stimulant or something. I will not give up the advantage of surprise.”

Morcom cleared his throat. “No disrespect, sir, but your personal supply of cafco will not dose the entire army. If they enter the fray exhausted, the fight will be short and unlikely to fall in our favour.”

Revarc looked away from his colonel and eyed his column of soldiers. All looked bone-weary, eyes dull and faces slack as they trudged past in silence, too tired to even complain. If casualties were high, so what? They were expendable, a price he would pay a hundred times over to gain the crown. No, they would continue—

A series of distant explosions echoed down the valley, bouncing from one cliff to another. On the far side of the mountain pass, an avalanche loosed by the hideous noise rumbled down in a chaos of snow and rock.

“By Kal, what the hell was that?” asked Revarc, distracted from his earlier line of thought.

“I can think of only one thing,” said Morcom. “They have breached the gates of Ruan. Your timing is exquisite, sir. Larika must have launched her attack.”

A harsh smile cut Revarc’s face at the thought of his pretty cousin bleeding under the mountain. Every man and women felled by a Ruanese blade would be one less for him to kill, it would be stupid to hurry now.

“Colonel, you have your wish. We’ll allow the troops an hour to rest, then hit Larika’s army with fresh strength. Give the order to fall out.”


Chapter Twenty

“Religious observance in Kalech is conducted with caution, the gods treated somewhat like a drunken uncle prone to outbursts of violence. If the uncle is totally ignored at the family gathering, he will become surly. Yet, if engaged in constant conversation, it is only a matter of time before he finds unwarranted offence and picks a fight. Unfortunately, when it is a god who decides upon violence, the outcomes can be catastrophic.”

-                Excerpt from text: Kalech — Birth of an Empire

Pollux trailed the high priest into the hall, his shoulders scraping through the narrow entrance. Sarpeh stopped a dozen steps in, holding the red flame of the torch high. Compared to the tunnel outside, the hall’s open space was enormous, its far limits lost to the darkness. Larger than the vast galleries of the capital, Pollux was an ant compared to the surrounding structures. Columns of stone, ten paces wide towered above to hold the weight of the ceiling. A series of amphorae stood against the near wall. Giant pottery vessels, they reminded Pollux of a warrior’s physique. Rising from a narrow foot, it expanded to the width of a man’s shoulders before narrowing once again at the neck. Each had the stamp of the priest’s order on its breast, a large fat-bodied spider.

A chittering sound drew the mage’s attention. A fat mesh of silk traversing the arch of the doorway twitched as something ran through the middle and up the wall. Thick swathes of dirty spiderweb rose in an undulating mass to the ceiling. Much of the web vibrated with the passage of skittering legs, belying an impossible number of starving spiders hidden by the silk. Pollux swallowed, hairs bristling along the nape of his neck.

“Where’s the god?”

Sarpeh didn’t answer. Pollux looked across at the man and found him staring wide-eyed, hands trembling. But was it with fear or religious fervour? He paced across and grabbed him roughly by the shoulder.

“Sarpeh!”

The priest blinked as if waking from a dream.

“Snap out of it, man. We need to complete the job.”

Sarpeh shook his head, colour returning to his face. “He’s nearby. I can hear him in my mind—a muted roar of confused anger.”

Pollux’s head flicked towards movement in the gloom ahead. The mage shoved Sarpeh aside and drew his sword. “Who goes there?”

No answer.

“Give me the torch,” growled Pollux, snatching the red flame off Sarpeh. He strode forward holding the torch aloft. An emaciated visage of a man emerged from the shadows. Clothes reduced to dirty rags, smears of shit stained the Sleeper’s thighs. Pollux’s torch lit his pale skin in a reddish hue as he approached grasping a jug of liquid in each hand. The Sleeper’s eyes were flat and dumb, staring blindly ahead as he walked past the mage to the amphorae. On reaching them, he emptied the jugs then walked back into the darkness.

“He harvests the gift of Aranax,” whispered Sarpeh. “Once chosen by the god, they work until their bodies expire.”

“So, if we follow him, he’ll lead us to your god?”

Sarpeh nodded.

Behind them, the first of their entourage slipped into the hall. More followed, Sleepers spreading out in an arc at the entrance. Pollux barely registered their presence as he and the priest made after the jug-holding wraith.

Halfway along the hall, random holes appeared in the floor, punching wide spaces through the stone like wells in the desert. Pollux kicked a stone into one, the rock clattering off the edge into the void below without any sound of an end point. In absence of their torch, the Sleeper would have walked in perfect darkness and yet he walked with a sure step, weaving in and around the gaping holes.

Eventually the huge room came to an end, finishing in a grand raised dais. A hulking shape took up the entire platform, indistinct in the gloom. Pollux raised a hand to his forehead, grimacing as a scream burnt through his mind like a red-hot poker. Sarpeh staggered at the same time, clearly experiencing the same sensation.

It had to be the god.

Unperturbed, the wraith-like Sleeper climbed a set of steps onto the dais. He took a few steps forward and raised the jugs straight out from either side of his body. Like a man nailed to an invisible cross, his head lolled forward. Pollux walked to the edge of the platform, breath catching as he held up the torch.

A vast set of fangs arced down from above. Longer than a pair of scimitars, they curved to a needle point, each poised perfectly above the Sleeper’s raised jugs. Red liquid dripped from their tips, slowly filling the clay vessels with venom. The god’s elixir. Pollux’s gaze tracked further up to see a huge arachnid head topped by a dozen eyes, glittering obsidian against his torch flame. As Pollux’s vision adjusted, more of the beast became clear. Eight massive legs sprouted from an armoured thorax while a bulbous abdomen rested on the stone. Coarse black hair covered its body and legs, each strand wider than the mage’s finger.

Pollux froze for a count of ten, unsure if the eyes registered him. Eventually, he raised a hand and waved it back and forth. Nothing. Pollux breathed a low sigh of relief. Sarpeh had been right, the god slept.

“Hold this,” said Pollux, handing the torch back to the priest.

He dumped the human skin on the ground with a wet splat, squatted beside it and opened the Scalzini text stolen from Beacon Castle. Under the red glow of the light, he flicked forward to the spot he had marked. The pages of the book were ancient, yellowed edges crumbling under his touch. Finally, he found the instructions for binding a Nightjaw to a man’s will. Although the Scalzini script was impenetrable to the mage, he’d taken precise notes from Jael’s and Aeza’s report to the war council at Beacon. If he recited the text verbatim once the skin was wrapped about part of the creature’s body, the god would have to obey.

Sarpeh peered over the mage’s shoulder at a picture on the adjacent page. A black haze obliterated all view of the Nightjaw except for taloned feet.

“That is not a picture of my god. How do you know it will work on Aranax?”

“It has to,” muttered Pollux.

He jogged up the steps onto the platform and paused, eyes darting about the massive arachnid as he picked a body part to attach the skin. The Sleeper collecting the god’s venom stood immobile with jugs raised, oblivious to the mage’s presence. Pollux’s heart pounded with the strength of a blacksmith’s hammer, breath tight in his chest as he darted beneath the god’s mighty head to its closest leg. The thorax rested on the stone platform, enabling Pollux to reach the soft tissue of a joint.

The mage placed the open book face down to keep his spot, then unrolled his bloody package. Tying the skin of the ankles together, he wrapped the bloody pelt around the joint until tying off the human bandage by the skin of its wrists. Hairs punctured the skin like thick pieces of wire, helping to hold it in place.

Pollux stood to survey his work and wiped sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand, leaving a streak of blood down one side of his face. He had no idea what the binding had looked like upon the Nightjaw at Beacon Castle, only knew that it had been from a baby. Surely with a larger skin such as the one he’d applied, the power of the spell should be magnified? He scooped up the book and returned to the front of the platform, reaching for the torch again.

“Sarpeh, as you were the person who sacrificed a loved one, the text must be read by you for the spell to work.”

The priest climbed the stairs and joined Pollux. Compared to the huge spider, the two men were insignificant as fleas before a tarantula. Standing on the balls of his feet, Sarpeh looked ready to bolt at the slightest movement from the god. Pollux shoved the book into Sarpeh’s chest and pointed at a paragraph halfway down.

“Read these sentences and it will be done.”

The priest finally tore his eyes from the fangs above their head and stared at the book. “I don’t speak Scalzini, what if I say it wrong?”

“The letters are of the common tongue, just read the words they form phonetically.”

Sarpeh gave a slight nod, his lips moving silently as he practiced the words. Pollux glanced over his shoulder, having the now familiar but no less uncomfortable feeling of being watched. The following horde of Sleepers had crept near, standing in a crowd less than twenty paces away. The mage lifted the torch higher, seeing with some consternation that their density had grown. Standing shoulder to shoulder in unnerving silence, the Sleepers numbered in their hundreds.

“Get on with it, man,” growled Pollux.

The high priest took a deep breath. “Ik in ies nosenyelis, moteixnema ka se ika noaxka!”

Sarpeh’s voice boomed unnaturally, the spell taking a life of its own as it escaped his lips. Pollux winced, ear drums aching as the phrases hit with a metallic harshness. The priest staggered. Dropping the book, he fell to a knee, hands clutching at his face. With a groan, he lurched back to his feet, bloodied tears streaming from his eyes as he looked at the mage. The whites of his eyes were gone, replaced with bulging scarlet tissue.

A red glow began to emanate from the binding about the spider’s leg. Excitement lurched in Pollux’s chest. It’s working! The human pelt moved of its own volition about the joint, coiling and tightening like a python.

A shudder ran through the creature’s body, legs constricting agonisingly about the vast abdomen. Bulbous eyes blinked open atop its head, consciousness returning as it screamed aloud, a hideous noise of rage and pain. Pollux staggered to the platform’s edge, dragging the priest back by the collar of his robe. The Sleeper holding the jugs under the beast’s fangs didn’t move, oblivious to the change in circumstances as he stood with arms aloft. Suddenly the vast fangs clamped down, skewering his torso from either side. Huge venom sacks pulsed, sending a torrent of poison into the Sleeper’s body. His belly swelled, blood and venom spurting from his mouth at the huge increase of pressure. The spider withdrew its fangs and the body drooped, limbs twitching in seizure. The god flicked the Sleeper aside, sending him cartwheeling through the air to crunch into a far wall. Stone creaked and groaned under the spider’s vast weight as it stood.

Pollux swallowed, forcing himself to act. “Aranax, we require a task of great importance.”

The beast ignored his words. “Who dares to wake me?” scratched a voice inside Pollux’s skull. The words were harsh and dry, each syllable cutting his mind like a razor.

Still holding the priest by his collar, Pollux shoved him forward. “Speak you fool, he is yours to control.”

“It…it was I, great one,” said Sarpeh hesitantly. “I am the high priest of your holy order. Under my guidance, Ruan exists to honour you. I have dedicated my life to praising your greatness.”

“Your voice is familiar,” grated the beast. “An endless whine that disturbs my dreams, tempting me to wake and crush it to silence.”

Sarpeh spluttered in surprise. “But we love and worship you. Are you not honoured by our devotion?”

“Honoured? Should a dog feel honoured by the bite of a flea? Prayers are nothing but irritants, gnats that must be suffered or squashed.”

Pink tinged Sarpeh’s cheeks, his lips narrowing. “Your gratuity is disappointing, my lord. However, I will give you a target for your anger. The binding about your leg compels you to obey my will. I command you to destroy the army gathered at Ruan’s gate.”

Hairs bristled over the body of the huge spider, abdomen quivering as the beast inched forward toward the priest. Venom oozed from its fangs, falling to the stone floor in heavy plops of crimson liquid that glowed faintly in the dark. It reached a leg to the binding and hooked a claw into the skin. At the penetration, the pelt writhed, tightening like a noose about the limb.

“You mistake me for a common beast that can be controlled? I. AM. A. GOD!” screamed Aranax.

Aranax ripped off the binding and flung it at the priest. The bloodied flesh smacked into Sarpeh’s face, knocking him off the platform. He landed on the ground six feet below, sprawled flat on his back. Pollux darted aside as the massive spider scuttled to the edge of the platform and glowered down at the winded priest. Sleepers crowded forward encircling the fallen man, their eyes hungry. Wolf spiders the size of dogs descended on ropes of silk, squeezing between the Sleepers’ legs and bodies to create a seething mass of limbs.

Pollux swore viciously at the clusterfuck. He needed to escape before the god discovered his role in all of this.

“I despise humans. They are deaf to each other’s thoughts. Yet, I am cursed to hear them all. Pride, jealousy, hate, self-doubt, and loathing.” Aranax glared down at the priest, its many bloodshot eyes blinking in a wave of movement from one side to the other. “Only those who’ve consumed my gift will be tolerated—they don’t needle my mind with unnecessary noise. Everyone else shall die.”

“But what of the prophecies?” panted Sarpeh. “It was foretold you would arise at a time of Ruan’s greatest need and destroy her enemies.”

Aranax laughed, a twisted sound devoid of humour. “And I will, little man. Men were not the first creatures to walk these tunnels. My children, the spiders were here long before men desecrated the mountain. Ruan belongs to the arachnids and her streets will run with the blood of men!”  

Aranax lunged from the platform and plucked the priest off the ground with a hooked tip of his foreleg. “But first, my children need to feed.” Aranax plucked Sarpeh’s leg off at the hip, the limb separating with a grotesque pop and tear. The priest’s mouth opened in stunned surprise, agony hitting a split-second later as he screamed. Spiders surged forward as Aranax flung the limb into the crowd, climbing over the top of the Sleepers in a blanket of legs and fangs to reach the fresh meat.

As the Sleepers crushed toward their god, a corridor of space opened down the left side of the hall. Pollux took his chance. He dropped from the corner of the dais and sprinted for the gap. Sarpeh screamed hideously as his other limbs were torn off and fed to the swarm, until finally his wail of anguish was extinguished.

Pollux’s scabbard slapped against his thigh as he sprinted, red torch held aloft in one hand, sword in the other. He dodged around the deep holes, keeping his focus on reaching the far end of the hall and making his escape. A spider streaked in from the right on long legs, leaping the last ten paces to crash into the mage’s back. The force knocked Pollux forward and he went with the momentum, a crunch of exoskeleton sounding as he rolled over the top of the creature before regaining his feet. Orange guts leaked from the spider’s abdomen as it flipped itself upright with a convulsive kick of jointed limbs. Pollux slashed his sword in an arc beneath its body, severing four legs to send it crashing to the ground again.

The mage didn’t bother staying for a killing blow. He snatched the torch from the floor, dodged around a black pit and took off at a sprint. Pollux was nearing the exit, the huge twin doors looming out of the shadows ahead. Another ten steps and he’d be through.

“I see you, little man,” growled Aranax.

Pollux winced in pain, the god’s voice gouging his mind like steel-tipped claws.

“Mages never learn, do they? You may run, but your part will not go unpunished. Run and tell your people what you’ve done. Tell them of the doom brought upon their heads, for now that I’m awake, my hunger will be sated.”

Harsh laughter battered Pollux’s mind as he slipped through the gap and out of the hall. The mage stared up the tunnel ahead and forced his legs into action, fear-fuelled adrenaline powering them to greater speed.


Chapter Twenty-one

“Aranax will come at the time of our greatest need. All Kalech will tremble before his fury and the streets of Ruan will run slick with her enemy’s blood.”

-                Prophecy of Aranax

Xares sat bolt upright from the couch, wakened from sleep by a scream of rage. His heart pounded, breath tight in his chest. Feet slapped in the corridor outside his room and suddenly Shreya was through the doorway, eyes wide and face blanched.

“You heard it as well?”

Shreya nodded, hands trembling as she leant against the doorjamb for support. Slowly, she slid down the wall to sit on the ground. Shreya stared up at Xares, eyes bright under her long lashes.

“That moronic fool’s woken the spider god, hasn’t he?”

“I think so.” Xares closed his eyes for a moment as he recalled the noise. “I’ve occasionally heard his nightmares, but nothing to the volume of that scream. Not since he hunted the deserts centuries ago.”

“I don’t know if I have the strength to fight Aranax again.”

Xares took a steadying breath and climbed to his feet. “We don’t have a choice. No one else understands the danger or how to bring him down. We owe them that much.”

“Bullshit. We were younger last time, and…”

“It was the Magi who woke the bastard last time,” said Xares with regret. “And if it was Pollux who raised him again, then the blame lies at our feet once more. I trained him, then failed to right his path once he strayed from the road.”

The older mage pulled Shreya to her feet, placed a hand on each shoulder and leant close to her face. “We must do this.” Xares let her go, grabbed his travelling cloak from the back of the chair and shrugged it over his shoulders. “We need to reach King Loic as quickly as possible.”

“Loic?”

“There’s no other choice. Lord Cathrite and Ruan are already weakened, their fall but a matter of time. Loic commands the only force large enough to stand a chance, and besides, his family have loomed over Kalech for decades. I have no doubt their names and thoughts have plagued Aranax’s dreams.”

“But the solution? A conqueror such as Loic will never accept it,” said Shreya.

Xares grimaced. “Then we find another option or die in the attempt.”


Chapter Twenty-Two

“May I never know the curse of a senile mind and feeble body. Let me win battle-fame and honour. Give me a good death with sword in hand, covered in the blood of my enemies. Grant me this, and I will cross Death’s Bridge with pride in my heart.”

-                The Soldier’s Prayer

“Attack!”

The order sent a fresh wave of adrenaline coursing through Pyx as she lurched into action, joining her comrades in a charge after their sergeant. Head still unsteady after the blast, she concentrated on putting one step in front of the other and nothing else. Hazib took them in at an angle, avoiding exposure to arrow-fire until the last moment. Dust billowed from the broken door as the unit slammed into the wall on either side, breathing hard.

Hazib pointed at one of the soldiers carrying munitions. “Throw one through the gap. Now!”

The soldier put down the padded sack and extracted a clay sphere from within. While the others moved a few paces back to give him room, the soldier touched a match cord to a stub of fuse then darted to the edge of the doorway. He drew back his arm to throw the munition—

Suddenly the upper body of the soldier disappeared in a mist of red as the bomb exploded too early. Torc extracted another munition from the sack and ran forward to take the man’s place. Scooping the match cord from the ground next to the corpse, Torc lit his fuse and threw the grenade around the corner into the dark.

A second explosion blasted rubble and dust through the gap, the damaged door falling off its hinge completely this time as high-pitched screams of agony sounded within.

“Spears, on me!” shouted Sergeant Hazib.

Without waiting to see if anyone followed, the sergeant made for the gap screaming an unintelligible war cry. Pyx and the rest of the forlorn hope were through the door after him in a heartbeat. Inside, the space opened to a corridor ten paces wide. Thick clouds of dust swirled, decreasing vision to a few paces at most. Strange crystals and orange light-beams zigzagged across the ceiling, casting an apocalyptic glow over the mayhem. Knocked by a squad mate in the press, Pyx tripped over an amputated leg from the grenade, staggering to one knee in a pool of blood.

A volley of arrows sliced through the air above her head, thudding into flesh, and in some cases the shields of her comrades lucky enough to raise them in time. A hand hooked under her armpit, hauling her upright before the owner of it fell themselves, an arrow sprouting from their neck.

The fight was joined, Ruanese warriors filled the width of the corridor ahead. Archers knelt, loosing shaft after shaft in a deadly rain that was quickly decimating her squad. Pyx pulled a throwing knife from her belt and launched it at the nearest enemy. The small blade spun end over end before finding a new sheath in the hollow of an archer’s throat. Screams of agony and rage bounced off the walls and ceiling in a disorienting cacophony. Pyx sprinted forward and drove her spear into the groin of another archer. The blade sliced through femoral artery and genitals alike. Hot blood spurted as Pyx ripped the spear back again and the warrior collapsed screaming.

“On me!” screamed Hazib. The sergeant had lost his spear clearing the last of the archers and now hacked at the next block of warriors with his sword.

Eyes streaming from the dust filled air, Pyx slammed in beside Hazib. Shield in one hand, she stabbed forward into the press, seeking gaps in armour and unprotected flesh with her spear. Within seconds the squad formed either side of them, shoulder to shoulder in a shield wall. Muscle memory kicked in, blocking out conscious thought. There was only time for action and reaction.

Block.

Strike.

Stab.

Repeat.

The grinding work of the shield wall took over, a rhythmic shove every few seconds as the squad forged a path forward, crushing their enemy as they stabbed blades into necks, groins, and between armour plating. The ground underfoot was soon covered in fallen enemies. Pyx and her comrades stamped with every step, crushing faces and ribs, finishing the jobs their swords and spears had begun.

In her peripheral vision, Pyx realised Torc was at her right shoulder. The blacksmith’s son wielded a bearded axe. Using the curved edge at the base of the axeblade, he hooked the top of his opponent’s shield and ripped it down to expose the man’s face. Pyx took advantage, stabbing the tip of her spear through the warrior’s screaming mouth. The man vomited blood as the spear blade lodged in his spine. Rather than be unbalanced, Pyx let the weapon drop with the corpse, drew her sword from the sheath on her back and chopped on an angle, cleaving into the neck and shoulder of the next enemy.

“Retreat!” ordered a Ruanese officer from further back in the press. Suddenly the resistance against them lessened, opposition thinning as the enemy disengaged.

“NO PRISONERS!” screamed Sergeant Hazib, pushing his warriors to ruthlessly take advantage. As the final soldiers turned tail, Pyx and the soldiers at her side pressed home, stabbing and slashing pitilessly into retreating necks and backs.

A soldier to the right broke ranks, chasing an enemy before suddenly dropping from view as if he’d disappeared into the stone floor. A split second later he emitted a gut churning howl.

“Halt!” shouted Hazib.

The reason for Ruan’s tactical retreat was revealed. Ahead was a pit in the floor, six paces wide and three deep. Foot-long iron spikes studded the base of the pit, spaced at palm-width intervals. Soldiers on the far side retracted the last wooden planks that had acted as a temporary bridge across the structure.

Shit…

Archers threaded their way through the Ruanese foot soldiers, their quivers full. The forlorn hope needed to pass the obstacle quickly, or soon there’d be none left standing. Pyx’s eyes flicked about the structure for a fast path through but saw immediately the space was too wide to jump and the spikes too close together to walk through.

Sergeant Hazib’s face twisted with fury. He snatched one of the few remaining spears from another soldier and threw it across the space, hammering an archer off their feet with the spear punching through their chest.

Pyx glanced behind at the wasteland of dead they’d left in their wake, an idea sparking in her brain. She sheathed her sword, ran back to the nearest corpse and began dragging it to the pit.

“Use the dead!” shouted Pyx. An arrow shot past her face, opening a shallow slice of crimson along her cheek as she shoved the body over the edge. The body landed on the spikes, accepting the sharpened iron like a pincushion.

While part of the squad created a shield wall to provide some protection, the others followed Pyx’s lead, dragging bodies of the enemy to the pit. All went in. It didn’t matter if they were dead or only wounded; thrown over the edge to absorb the field of stakes planted in their way. Within minutes, the forlorn hope created a path of human flesh across the centre of the pit.

“Prepare to cross!” shouted Sergeant Hazib.

Pyx drew her sword again and gritted her teeth. Torc stood at her shoulder, his face a sheen of blood from a deep gash in his forehead. Less than a quarter of their squad remained, most carrying wounds of some sort.

A horn cut through the battle noise. Pyx glanced behind to see the first of their reinforcements charge through the swirling dust. Their time as the point of Larika’s spear had passed and Sergeant Hazib ordered his squad to stand aside. They split down the middle, forming a funnel to guide the coming soldiers onto the path created across the pit.

Sergeant Paleb led the new contingent of soldiers from Jael’s own company. He gave a quick nod to Pyx and Torc, took in the scene at a glance then gave a fierce grin of approval to Hazib. “Spears to the front!” he shouted.

Fresh soldiers took up position at the pit edge, launching razor-sharp spears en masse at the Ruan defenders on the far side. Archers crumpled, bodies studded with shafts as the other warriors hid behind shields or fell screaming.

“Commence crossing!” shouted Sergeant Paleb and slapped the shoulder of the warrior beside him. The man leapt off the edge, dropping onto the corpse below with both feet. Under the sudden increase in centralised weight, the body sunk and with it a spike protruded through the corpse’s chest, straight into the foot of the landing soldier. He grunted, doing the best to mask his agony as he wrenched his foot off the point before limping onward. Learning from his mistake, the next soldiers were lowered over the edge to cross the uneven bridge.

At the far side of the pit, the first injured soldier demanded to keep his place in the forefront of the attack despite his wound. Standing on the linked hands of his comrades he was hoisted to the lip of the pit. Growling battle-rage, he dragged himself over the edge with axe in hand and climbed to his feet.

Unable to charge at the enemy with his mangled foot, he taunted them to come and meet him instead. An arrow streaked forward, catching him in the left shoulder, half-turning his body with the force of impact. The warrior righted his balance and threw his weapon. The short-hafted axe spun end over end before its blade crunched deep into the forehead of a soldier in the Ruan frontline. He fumbled at his belt for a throwing knife, and suddenly two more arrows sprouted from his chest as the first of his comrades climbed out of the pit in support.

More bodies were thrown into the far end of the pit, creating a mound that could be climbed quickly, allowing them to mass at the far side and create a second protective shield wall. Soon it was Pyx and Torc’s turn to cross. She ran over the uneven surface with light steps, keeping her balance as bodies turned underfoot. Others were not so lucky. The path of bodies across the trench had widened, iron stakes studded with the bodies of her comrades who’d lost their balance and fallen sideways.

Emerging on the other side, Pyx discovered the enemy had retreated once again, leaving them to lick their wounds. A soldier jogged back down the tunnel after scouting ahead, his face pale.

“What awaits us?” asked Sergeant Hazib.

“The tunnel ends in a hundred paces. Beyond that, it opens into a huge, vaulted hall.”

“So what?” growled the sergeant. “Out with it, lad! What’s curdled your skin?”

“Fresh defences. I caught only a glimpse, but they’ve built a virtual castle within the hall. There are stone battlements blocking our path and lines of fire from all sides.”

“Damn it,” muttered Hazib. “We’ll need ladders and siege weaponry.” He grabbed the scout by the shoulder. “Take this information to the general. We’ll consolidate our position here.”  

The scout nodded and made for the outer door at speed.

“Right, you stinking queefs,” shouted Sergeant Hazib. “Fill in this fucking hole with whatever you can find. I want to be able to walk over the top of the damn thing within ten minutes! Move!”


Chapter Twenty-Three

“The wild giant huntsman spider rarely presents a threat to humans. Conversely, the species is remarkably amenable to domestication. Although uncommon nowadays, Scalzini have trained huntsmen to run down animals such as rabbit, hares, and even antelope. Once set on a target, their speed across open ground is phenomenal.”

-                Excerpt: Scalzini text.

Jael peered through a hole in the tunnel wall into the room beyond. There were three deep cages, each more than twenty by thirty paces crammed full of giant huntsmen. Usually docile in the care of their handlers, these spiders were something different. Agitated. Many of them were running at the bars, trying to drag their bodies through the narrow gaps to reach the soldiers beyond.

“They’re starving,” whispered Aeza over Jael’s shoulder. “They must have been withholding food for days, readying for their release against our soldiers.”

Long scissored fangs with razor edges gnashed as the creatures lunged at the bars. Wild huntsmen had fangs the length of an index finger, but through selective breeding programs, Ruan had managed to double their length.

Beyond the guard room, a tunnel curved downward to the great hall of Ruan. Six soldiers stood outside the spider cages, fully armed and ready for battle. Two of the younger soldiers in the group sat to the side, looking bored.

“Can’t believe Branco scored a position in the great hall while we’re stuck here babysitting bloody spiders,” whined one of them. “The sergeant said I need more than four weeks of weapons training to take a place in the shield wall. Fuckin’ bullshit. Give me a chance and I’d skewer a dozen enemies.”

Jael shook his head. Young and dumb. In years long past he’d once been the same, itching for action with a need to prove himself. Jael moved back from the peep hole and sat on his haunches. The service tunnel was tiny, having forced them to walk bent at the waist in single file.

“These smaller tunnels, are they common?” asked Jael in a hushed tone.

Soren bobbed his head. “Yes, they’re for the servant class who serve the priests, and give access to important locations, allowing for silent observation or secret access.”

“That’s creepy,” said Aeza with a shiver. “The thought of someone watching me from the dark is a little wrong.”

“I suppose it helps Cathrite maintain control,” said Jael.

“The Lord of Ruan doesn’t even know they exist, few people do. No, these tunnels were carved by Sleepers at the behest of Sarpeh, giving the high priest eyes and ears throughout the city. The secrets gained have increased Sarpeh’s power so much that he rivals Lord Cathrite himself.”

“If they’re such a closely guarded secret, how’s a soldier like you know about them?” asked Jael.

“I was a trainee priest until I failed the final rites and was rejected.”

“Weren’t they worried you’d talk about the tunnels?”

Soren shook his head. “The priests keep close watch on people like me. If they thought there was a chance, my family would be killed, or fed Aranax’s gift and thrown in the mines. It wasn’t just my life at stake.”

“And now?”

“My father was allocated to the frontline and is likely dead,” said Soren, his head dropping. “I seek only a few more hours of life before this battle kills us all.”

Failed as a priest and not meant to be a warrior. Jael grunted and turned back to the spy hole. Underlying it was a knee-high square of stone that could be pushed into the room.

“You’re certain the soldiers out there don’t know about this door?”

“No, the crack in the rockface has been concealed on the other side.”

Jael nodded. “Good.” He turned to Aeza. “You have the accelerant?”

Aeza tapped two bladders of liquid slung over her shoulder, a grimace on her face. Jael knew it went against every fibre of the Scalzini ranger to kill the beasts in the way planned, but neither had been able to think of a safer technique.

Jael loaded a quarrel into a small crossbow and passed it to Aeza, then sat on the ground opposite the stone. A quick glance to the side confirmed his squad was ready, their features grim in the dark service tunnel. Jael took two deep breaths to charge his blood with oxygen, then kicked out hard with both legs.

The stone slab was lighter than he’d expected, his feet smashing it from the wall like a cannon-shot. Jael spun on his backside and leant backwards, putting his head in the access hole. Taking a grip on either side of the hole, he wrenched himself through, sliding on the smooth stone floor. The guards in the room looked down at him, frozen in astonishment at his sudden appearance. Jael ripped a weighted knife from his belt and threw it in one smooth motion, taking the nearest soldier just below the ear before scrambling to his feet.

A thwack! sounded from the spy hole as Aeza shot through it. Limited in aim by the aperture, her quarrel narrowly missed a second guard, ricocheting harmlessly off the far wall. Jael charged at the soldier and smashed him off his feet with an outstretched arm across his throat, crushing the cartilage of his windpipe. The fallen man gripped at his neck with both hands, face going a deep red as he struggled to draw breath through his ruined trachea.

Jael dodged to the side, an enemy’s sword narrowly missing his face. Another of his squad emerged through the hole to fight, a howl of battle lust on his lips. Adrenaline surged, lending Jael’s muscles fresh strength. He snatched a small axe from his belt and closed for action with a dagger in his other hand. Jael parried the backswing of his opponent’s sword and stepped forward, stabbing the dagger deep into his armpit. The soldier gasped, blood flecking his lips from a lacerated lung. Jael twisted the blade, ripped the knife out and blocked a new attack from his left.

Other members of his squad joined the attack, overcoming the final three Ruan soldiers. Jael cleaned his dagger on the youngster upset at missing the battle. Vacant, dead eyes stared at the ceiling, the result of a wish fulfilled. The other young man lay on his side in the corner, knees tucked up to a gut wound. Normally, Jael would order his squad to kill the wounded before moving on, but when every second meant the difference between life and death for his company attacking the front gate, he had no time for such mercies.

The spiders had been driven to a new height of agitation by the fight and bloodshed. They smashed into the cage with no regard for their own bodies. Already two twitched on the ground, orange goo oozing from thorax injuries. Others carried bleeding lacerations from the fangs of their brethren.

“Aeza, bring the accelerant.”

The Scalzini slung three bladders of fuel to the ground, passing one to an engineer who produced two hoses. She fastened her hose into a nozzle of the bladder until it formed a tight seal.

“Where’s the third hose?” she asked, holding up the last fuel bladder.

The engineer shrugged. “Must have gone missing in transit, miss.”

“Don’t worry,” said Jael. “We’ll do the last cage after the first two are lit.”

Aeza fed a hose through the bars and under the legs of the crazed spiders, then stamped on the middle of the bladder, spurting accelerant from the end of the hose. Quickly a pool of fuel developed under the spiders, their stomping legs serving to splash it about the cell.

“Light it up,” ordered Jael.

An engineer came forward with lit tapers and tossed one into each cell. The fire took hold with an orange whump! of flame, blasting Jael’s squad with a blanket of searing heat. Jael took an involuntary step back, raising a hand before his face. The spiders became squealing meteors of flame as they crisscrossed their cells, spreading flames until all burned.

Movement outside the third pen caught Jael’s peripheral vision. It was the young man with the gut injury. He was reaching up to the lock of the last cell with a key in hand.

Shit…

“Stop him!” shouted Jael.

Aeza dove forward, driving a knife into the small of his back, but it was too late. The key turned in the lock. Two spiders flung their bodies at the gate and it smashed open, crushing the dying soldier’s head between it and the adjacent stone wall.

Spiders flooded from the cell. Standing tall as a war-dog, the arachnids had long agile legs and lightning speed. Jael grabbed Aeza by the collar and dragged her backwards, his squad contracting into a knot of fighters with outward facing swords.

“Hold your position,” yelled Jael over the noise of the inferno. “Treat the buggers like cavalry, they hate to rush an exposed blade. If you separate from the group, they’ll run you down and hack off your head.”

Three hissing spiders circled their group, making false charges before withdrawing at the last second. One charged again and this time an engineer lunged from the group to bury his blade. A second spider sprang from the side, clearing six paces in a blur to latch on to the man’s arm. The engineer cried in pain as he was tugged into the centre of the room. Spiders swarmed over him. The starving creatures feasted, turning his body to a mash of tissue.

In a matter of minutes, only a pool of blood remained, and the spiders turned back to Jael’s squad. Pouring from the cells, a thick layer of black smoke spread along the ceiling. Two spiders lunged at their group before the cluster began to disperse, running down the hallway in search of easier prey.

“Fuck. How many of them escaped?” asked Jael.

Aeza wiped a hand through sweat soaked hair. “Maybe thirty?”

Jael swore viciously under his breath. He looked down the tunnel after the spiders. “Soren, does this tunnel lead to the back or the front of the great hall?”

“It’ll spit you out behind Ruanese lines. You will be torn apart by our soldiers if you venture that way.”

A hard grin sliced open Jael’s face. “And that’s the difference between us and you, mate. When our tumens head to battle, we don’t torture ourselves with an imagined death. We focus on taking victory by the throat, no matter the odds.”

Jael turned to his squad and found determination reflected in their expressions. He’d lost two men so far, but still had enough to cause a headache behind the lines.

“You girls and boys ready for a real fight?”


Chapter Twenty-Four

“Ruan’s main export is midnight stone, refined by city artisans into sculpture, jewellery, and for the super-rich, even building facades. Midnight stone is incredibly hard, making detailed work extremely difficult. However, the finished product is worth the effort. Depending on the grain, the stone can either reflect or absorb light, revealing engraved designs under specific lighting circumstances. It is rare for either substance to be exported in a raw unfinished form, and the techniques used by Ruan’s stonemasons are jealously guarded. If you decide to invest in a piece, be confident that you’re getting something special.”

-                Sales pitch overheard from a midnight stone merchant.

Larika crouched at the end of the tunnel and peered around the corner into the grand hall. An arrow struck the wall a handspan above her head, the wooden shaft splintering on impact. She grimaced in irritation at the near miss, pulling a small sliver of wood from her neck.

Until seeing it with her own eyes, the sheer scale of the structures had been impossible to comprehend. As the only area accessible to non-citizens of Ruan, the hall had multiple uses. Trade market, amphitheatre, and stadium; the massive hall could hold the entire population of Ruan at any given time. Larika glanced upwards, tracking a huge supporting column to the ceiling fifty paces above. Ten feet in diameter, intricate carvings encircled the pillar as it soared into the air. Spaced at exact distances, the columns supported the massive weight of stone above their heads. Every surface was a demonstration of Ruan’s expertise in the art of stone masonry. Lines perfectly straight, surfaces smooth and polished to mirror reflection. Scenes of battle, religion and animal husbandry dotted the walls or curled upward around columns, the carvings so realistic they might squirm into life at any second. An intricate system of crystal-focused light beams criss-crossed the ceiling in geometric designs and lined the walls, bathing the subterranean area in orange light.

Despite the wonders of the grand hall, the necessities of war took precedence over the preservation of beauty. Barricades of crossed metal stakes threaded with barbed wire bisected the front of the hall in three rows. Worse was to yet to come, however. Halfway into the great hall, Cathrite had constructed a stone wall of rough-cut blocks, tall enough that three men standing on each other’s shoulders might just be able to brush the top with outstretched fingers.

Larika glanced up to the left, catching sight of an archer in an eagle’s nest about to fire upon her. She ducked behind the rim of her shield and a split second later the arrow thumped into its wood, the wedge-shaped tip penetrating the near side by a hair’s breadth. That sniper would not be the only one to target troops in the coming attack. Box seats protruded from the walls of the grand hall in myriad locations. Usually reserved for the aristocracy and wealthy of Ruan to observe from a distance, they were crammed with archers and spearmen, ready to launch a hail of pointed steel at her soldiers.

“Damn the bastard,” she growled under her breath.

He’d already lost the war. Why did Lord Cathrite persist in throwing the lives of his soldiers away when it was only a matter of time before she pushed through and brought him to his knees? But Larika was no fool. If Cathrite thought she’d waste her soldiers upon the barricades, she was happy to disappoint.

A grappling hook and chain latched onto the first line of barricades, dragging a ragged cheer from a siege tortoise in the hall. Shaped like a long narrow building on wheels, the warriors inside were protected by a thick hardwood roof and wall panels. Larika usually deployed a siege tortoise to swing a battering ram, however this time the hollow structure served as simple protection for the soldiers tasked with dismantling the barricades.

Larika watched another four-pronged grappling hook arc out of the tortoise, up and over the barricade. The hook was rapidly drawn back until the prongs hooked onto the obstacle and the chain pulled taught. Two men darted out from under the safety of the structure, one holding a shield up as protection while the other used a set of pliers to clip through the strands of barbed wire. As the last strand was parted, a shaft buried into the soldier’s calf tearing a yelp of pain from his throat. His mate threw an arm around his waist and dragged him back into the tortoise as the rain of death intensified. Arrows poured from either side, thumping into the wooden panels in a hail of razor-tipped steel, studding the timber with a forest of shafts.

“One, two, three—heave!”

A mournful screech of metal over stone, and the two sections of barricade snagged by the grappling hooks dragged free, opening a path. Further to the right, a second tortoise had already torn a path through to the final barricade. Larika clenched a fist in satisfaction at their progress. Soon there would be a path to attack the wall beyond, allowing the bloodiest work to commence.

About damn time.

Larika retreated to the entrance tunnel. The pit of spikes was long filled in and now the tunnel was crammed with soldiers ready for the coming assault, the front lines carrying ladders to mount the wall. Larika had briefly considered hauling a trebuchet from the camp to blast a way through and spare the body count of a frontal assault. Alas, she had been talked out of the act by her chief engineer. He feared a wayward boulder could take out a column and collapse the ceiling.

Larika took off her helmet and looked over her troops, a familiar pride mixed with anxiety filling her chest. Pride that soldiers of such fearsome quality were hers to lead, while the anxiety was not of death or injury in the fight to come, but rather that she might fail her warriors. Cloaked in armour, weapons in hand and helmets hiding their eyes in shadow, her warriors were transformed into demons from a child’s nightmare. The same demons who had enforced her family’s will from one end of Kalech to the other. Another cheer sounded from the grand hall as a further section of barricade was torn free.

Not long now.

Larika took her place in the battle array. And so it had always been with her family. Her grandfather, Loic, and now Larika, had always fought beside their soldiers, taking the same risks they demanded of their troops. She settled the helmet back on her scalp and lifted her shield, the rough grip of its handle familiar and comfortable as an old lover.

“Ma’am!”

Larika’s head flicked toward the voice and saw a scout returning from the entrance of the great hall.

“The final barricade is breached, General.”

She gave him a tight nod and turned to her troops. “We stick to the plan. On leaving the tunnel, split into two columns, one for each path created through the barricades. I want a tight shell formation.” She paused, glaring at them in seriousness. “I see any damned gaps between your shields before we reach the wall, and I’ll shove a blade through it myself! Got it?”

Larika scanned the soldiers in the first few lines and saw Jael’s mentee Pyx staring back at her. The girl had survived the initial assault and yet here she was taking a position in the head of the next major fight. Either the lass had a death wish, or she was a captain in the making. Either way, she’d earnt her reprieve. Larika gave the girl a small nod and was pleased to see her stand a little straighter at the recognition.

Larika turned on her heel to take her place in the front row, shield tight in her grip. The familiar pre-battle surge of adrenaline flooded her muscles, breath tight in her chest. Pupils dilated, they took advantage of all available light. She took a deep breath and began thumping her right fist against the outside of her shield. The beat was copied by the long column of soldiers behind, fists smashing the rhythm of the double march soon to come. The volume grew within the tunnel, echoing and bouncing off the ceiling, walls, and floor, stoking her adrenaline with the beat of war.

Larika held up her fist for a split second, then brought it down. The columns broke into a double march as one, aiming to cover ground to the far wall in the shortest possible time. Suddenly, Larika was out of the tunnel, the ceiling receding to the incredible heights of the great hall. The column split neatly in two at the exit, four rows a piece making for the two paths through the barricades.

“Form the shell!” shouted Larika.

With practiced economy of movement, the columns contracted into tight blocks of soldiers. Those on the outer edges overlapped shields, making an impenetrable wall, while soldiers in the centre of the formation raised their shields overhead. Like a pangolin tucked within its armoured scales, the men were now protected as the arrows drove home, stabbing into shields with a dull thunk!

Larika hissed as a crossbow quarrel penetrated her shield, slicing a rent in the side of her hand. A spearhead struck the stone ahead, orange sparks glinting as it skidded aside. The soldier on her left stumbled, an arrow penetrating the exposed flesh at the back of his ankle, neatly skewering the space between tendon and bone. Not breaking stride, the man grunted as he snapped off the end with his opposite shin, then yanked the shaft free and dropped it underfoot.

Larika winced against the onslaught, her shield soon studded with a dozen arrows. She aimed her column at the tortoise siege engine ahead. The soldiers within pressed themselves to the walls of the building, making space as the column entered.

Noise filled Larika’s world. Footfalls echoing off the tortoise’s timber walls. The thud and thunk of arrows striking wood and flesh. Screams. Battle-cries. Cheers of the siege tortoise soldiers as they ran past. In a heartbeat, she was out the other side. Under the tight formation of shields, it was difficult to appreciate the terrain ahead. Bodies jostled against each other, feet kicking those in front at any stumble.

The first barricade slipped by. A strand of barbed wire tugged at her trouser leg, ripping out a clump of grey cotton. A breath later and they were through the second barricade with the third rapidly approaching.

“Ready ladders!”

Those in the centre two rows gripped a ladder with one hand. Larika peered up over the rim of her shield at the soldiers of Ruan lining the battlement. Shoulder to shoulder they stood, weapons bristling with all the advantages of height.

“Now!”

First in line, Larika planted the end of the ladder to the floor, holding the base fast as the soldiers behind swung the other end up and over to clatter onto the rough stone blocks of the wall. One after another, the ladders sailed up to crash home. No sooner had they hit the wall than the first soldiers began to climb. With sword or axe in hand, warriors charged up like bull ants swarming a plant stem.

A grappling hook was swung from above, snagging the rungs of one ladder before tearing it to the side. Those soldiers close enough to the floor jumped free to start again. Their comrades higher up were not so lucky. Bodies hit the ground with a crunch, screams cut short.

As Larika readied to take her turn on the ladder, the Ruan warriors atop the wall disappeared from view. Up and down the line, her warriors cheered at the retreat and surged onward, but Larika’s gut twisted. This wasn’t right. Cathrite’s soldiers never ran unless it was a tactical retreat.

Someone shouted, grabbed her shoulder and turned her to look at something to the rear. The lights at the entry to the grand hall were being extinguished. One after another, crystal-directed beams of light winked out, plunging the ground below into pitch black. Within moments they wouldn’t be able to see a hand before their face.

The first of her soldiers hit the top of the wall. Instead of a victory cry, they drew weapons and lunged out of sight. A shout came down the ladders.

“Huntsmen!”

Larika clenched her teeth so hard they creaked inside her head. Hoping that Jael’s squad could find and wipe out the battle-trained spiders had been a long shot. One soldier screamed, then another. Hisses cut the air, rapidly growing in number and volume. Hairs raised on the nape of Larika’s neck, the familiar sound a background to her nightmares since the fight at Beacon Castle.

Above, the first of her warriors crowded the lip of the battlement again. A black wraith of limbs flashed into view, ripping a soldier from the edge and out of sight. The woman screamed before the sound was cut off with a gurgle. Suddenly, a decapitated head sailed over the wall, helmet coming free as it hit the ground. Blood poured from the stump, the eyes blinking once before falling still. One after another was plucked from the battlement edge by the spiders’ lightning movements. Warriors still on the ladders started to push down.  

“General, come off the ladder, we need to fight them on the ground to stand a chance.”

Larika glanced backward to see Pyx reaching up an arm. At her shoulder stood a hulking lad with axe in hand. She growled anger at the situation but knew the lass was right.

“Fall back!”

Larika jumped the last few rungs to the ground, freeing the way for others to descend. As the last of the soldiers on the battlement mounted the ladders, a spider scuttled into sight atop the wall. Different to the species that had assaulted Beacon Castle, it had long legs and a smaller compact body. A cluster of black eyes mounted its head like a bunch of grapes, while two long scimitar-like fangs clicked below its jaw. Others joined it, hissing at the soldiers below.

Pyx pulled Larika backwards into a group of warriors. Ten soldiers stood in a ring, weapons bristling outwards.

“Ma’am, I’ve hunted wild huntsmen with Jael. When they swarm, you need to stick together. Keep your weapons facing out, and they’ll go for easier pickings.”

Larika gripped her sword in hand, furious at the change in tide. “We’re not giving up, we’ve beaten beasts like this before.”

“I didn’t say we were giving up, ma’am. Just that the fight has changed.” Pyx stepped back into the middle of the circle, sheathed her sword before taking a spear from one of the other warriors and readying her grip. “We have to adapt accordingly.”

The spiders swarmed the edge, some starting to inch down the ladders in the fading light. Larika glanced behind and swallowed on a dry mouth as she realised that the last of the crystal lights in the grand hall were those directly above her troops. She patted for the small satchel hanging from her belt, fingers fumbling with the strap to access the flare inside.

A spider on the ladder above their group reared upward, splaying its forelegs with fangs bared. As it leapt into the air, the last of the lights failed.


Chapter Twenty-Five

“Due to a century of selective breeding practices, the domesticated huntsman of Ruan bears little resemblance to its wild predecessor. Fangs have increased in size and even altered shape, enabling the creature to use them as twin swords capable of stabbing, slashing, or scissoring together. Once released, the beast is difficult to recall and, in most cases, will fight until mortally wounded. There is little concern regarding huntsman losses in battle. Spiders breed and grow quickly, meaning the deceased can be replaced with little delay.

Typically, huntsmen are used as shock troops to break an enemy formation and instil terror. Many a force has been thrown into disarray by these beasts, and our troops can expect facing such a charge at some point during the campaign.”

-                Agent Tarkin

Extract: Northern Mountains Reconnaissance Report.

A rack of spears lined the wall to the left of the huntsmen enclosure. Designed to euthanize rogue spiders from a distance, the spear had a long shaft and narrow double-edged blade. Jael had employed similar weapons against arachnids in the past, using the extra length to bypass long legs and stab the body. Jael tested the blade against the ball of this thumb and grunted with satisfaction. He passed the spear to Aeza and handed three more out before saving the last for himself.

“I want four teams when we catch up with those spiders. Maintain a circular formation for defence, but this time we’ll have a spearman in the centre of each group to fight back.”

Aeza scooped the last bladder of accelerant from the floor and hung it from her waist while looking down the tunnel. Sounds of war echoed up its length, subtly altering distant clashes of steel; the cries of terror, rage, and pain, until they all merged into a nightmarish symphony.

The squad stayed in a tight group as Jael took off at a run. Smaller tunnels flitted past at either side, but Jael stayed with the larger passage, trusting his ears to guide him to the battle. Twice he saw shadows move in rooms they passed, likely children instructed to hide until the battle was finished. Jael grimaced at a mangled body, twitching against the tunnel wall. Body torn and face a lacerated mess, the man bore the marks of a huntsman attack. Jael chopped sideways with his sword as he passed, ending the man’s pain.

Suddenly they were at the end of the tunnel. A huge expanse of the grand hall opened before them. A set of wide steps crossed the entire width of the hall, climbing to some sort of stage. On the far side of the platform, Ruanese soldiers fought from behind a waist-high barrier. The tops of ladders began to clatter home as Jael watched, belying a drop-off at the far side and the close proximity of their comrades.

Huntsmen stalked the steps leading to the platform. Starving, the beasts attacked anything that moved. A spider upon the platform locked onto a target at the base of the steps. Ignoring closer soldiers, its legs flexed down, body shivering with anticipation before it launched. Clearing the stairs in a single leap, it smashed into a soldier at the base of the steps with precision, forelegs and fangs latching as it rolled to a stop with its prey held underneath. Blood spurted in a hot arc as the victim screamed.

To the far left, a Ruan officer stood in the entrance of a wide tunnel with an iron portcullis slowly lowering from its roof.

“Extinguish the lights!” shouted the officer. He raised a tin horn to his lips and blew three short blasts of retreat. Defenders on the platform abandoned their posts, sprinting for the tunnel to escape the arachnids. The spiders followed, picking off stragglers from the rear of the pack. The huntsmen had moved beyond a need to feed, their minds lost to a frenzy of bloodlust. Without handlers to direct their hunting instinct, the creatures attacked for the pure joy of it, hacking with their long fangs before moving on to the next target.

With the last of Ruan’s soldiers crowded before the tunnel entrance, a line of spearman deployed across their rear, guarding the retreat with a bristling hedge of steel. Huntsmen lunged at the defensive line without success, hissing in frustration as their fangs clashed together. Behind, at the top of the wall, the first of Larika’s warriors climbed onto the platform with swords in hand. Drawn by their war cries, the spiders abandoned the Ruan retreat for easier pickings

A wasp’s buzz streaked past Jael’s ear followed by a dull thud. He glanced back to see a soldier’s hands clutched about an arrow in his neck, choking on his own blood. Without shields, they were sitting ducks to the archers posted high above.

“We need to attract the spiders away from the platform. Any ideas?”

Aeza untied the bladder at her waist and held it up. “If we can get them in one position, we still have fuel to burn.”

Jael nodded, unable to think of a better plan. Aeza unplugged the opening of the bladder and poured the accelerant onto the stone floor in a large ring before emptying the rest into the centre.

We need bait…

Arrows and quarrels chipped into the ground about them, one narrowly missing Aeza’s foot. Jael followed the example of his soldiers and snatched an abandoned Ruan shield from the ground, holding it above for protection as he racked his brain for a way to attract the spiders. Soren suddenly howled with pain. Hit by friendly fire, a shaft with Ruanese fletching protruded from his gut. He collapsed to his knees as a second arrow punched into the left side of his chest, puncturing his heart to kill him instantly.

Jael stared at their Ruan prisoner-of-war, his eyes drawn to the warm blood leaking from his chest. That’ll do the job. Two arrows thumped into Jael’s shield as he ran to drag Soren’s corpse to the group.

“Use the fallen as bait. Their bodies can serve the living.”

The squad split into four groups, each with a spearman at the centre dragging a corpse. Jael led the way, climbing the stairs while creating as much noise as possible, smashing swords against shields and screaming bloody murder to attract the beasts. Light faded rapidly as the flame crystals extinguished one by one, darkness closing in from the far end of the great hall. Some spiders chased Larika’s retreating soldiers to the ladders, but most closed in on Jael’s squad.

“Open their throats.”

The Scalzini upended Soren’s corpse and drew his sword deep across its throat, severing arteries and veins. Cooling blood flooded from the ruined vasculature, filling the air with a tang of copper. Huntsmen were drawn to the smell like flies to shit. Hair bristling over their bodies, they lunged at the groups, trying to open a space between their weapons to attack.

Jael backed down the steps of the platform, one arm wrapped around Soren’s legs while the other held his spear. A spider charged within range and Jael stabbed the spear forward. The tip grazed the side of the beast’s head before plunging into its thorax, spilling warm goo onto the ground. The spider screeched and jerked backward off the spike. Jael thrust again, spear popping the cluster of eyes before burying in its brain. The spider collapsed, legs twitching in death as the Scalzini ripped out his blade. Soren’s head thumped on each step as they made for the ring of accelerant, another insult to the dead Jael would answer for in the afterlife, he supposed.

Hitting flat ground at the base of the steps, the groups retreated at greater speed. Jael glanced over his shoulder, saw the glistening stones and circled his group around them to avoid wetting their boots in the fuel. Aeza crouched in an alcove for cover and struck her flint to light a taper. Sparks fell on the tinder and she bent close, blowing on an ember until the taper burst into flame. The four groups circled to the far side of the kill zone, but the spiders took no such precautions, scuttling through the acrid smelling liquid.

The last of the flame crystals faded to nothing, plunging the hall into darkness except for the orange flame of Aeza’s taper. The huntsmen surged forward. Jael and the other spearmen stabbed madly at the beasts, driving them back onto the accelerant-soaked stone.

“Light ‘em up!”

Aeza touched the taper to the ground. Flame shot down a path of fuel to the circle, speeding around its perimeter before engulfing the centre in fire. Blistering heat hammered the soldiers like a physical entity, singeing eyelashes to nothing in an instant. Fire streaked up the hair on the spiders’ legs, covering the beasts in a skin of flame. They scattered from the fire squealing, streaks of flame in the darkness as they ran panicked and blind. One charged into the retreating Ruan soldiers, bursting through the line of spearman into the middle of the pack, setting people alight.

Slowly the spiders collapsed in twitching heaps as the fire burnt through joints and limbs.  From beyond the platform, new screams punctured the air—there were still more of the beasts to kill. Without need for direction, the squad broke into a run, taking the steps two at a time.

Jael skidded to a stop at the battlement and peered over the edge. With the wall blocking light from the burning spiders, he couldn’t see anything in the darkness below.

“Who’s carrying the flares?”

One of the soldiers stepped forward with a metal cylinder containing a solidified core of flammable powder. He unscrewed the lid, holding it gingerly away from his face. On the last turn, a flint and phosphorus liner inside the lid sparked, lighting the fuel stick within. The soldier hissed with pain as it seared his fingers, flicked away the burning hot lid and held the flare aloft.

Jael leant over the battlement edge, breath catching as he took in the carnage below.


Chapter Twenty-Six

“Lord Cathrite spits in the face of opportunity. If Sleepers were used in our army, imagine how quickly Ruan’s influence and power would expand? Oblivious to pain or fear, they exist only to fulfill our desires! And yet, we waste them in the mines.” Sarpeh paused, shaking his head in disgust. “Lord Cathrite claims it would turn the continent against us, but there is more to his reluctance than he’s willing to voice. He fears the Sleepers would serve only the priests of Aranax and ignore his generals. And maybe he’s right. As time goes on, I feel that is a future worth embracing.”

-               High Priest Sarpeh: overheard conversation.

Pollux’s chest heaved, each breath rasping as he panted from exertion. He slashed sideways with his sword, opening a Sleeper’s belly to gain space. A bloody coil of intestines spilt from the wound and yet the Sleeper ignored the injury, driving on with murder in his eyes. Four more Sleepers closed in behind it, one holding a giant mallet.

“Just fucking die!” grunted Pollux.

Dumb to pain, the freaks didn’t stop until drained of blood or incapacitated. Pollux lunged with his sword out straight, stabbing deep into the Sleeper’s chest. It coughed a spray of crimson and sagged as blood filled its lungs. Pollux ripped his sword free and took a strangle hold about its throat with his left hand. Dropping his sword, Pollux raised his other hand with fingers splayed, palm aimed at the attacking Sleepers. He growled a verse through gritted teeth and tore the life force of the dying man from his body. Instead of absorbing the energy, he kept it in a tight band, using his body as a conduit. Blinding light belched from his outstretched palm, pure energy that punched into the four Sleepers. Their flesh scorched and burnt, turned to ash in a heartbeat.

Pollux cut off the flow as his attackers fell. Looking down at the first body, he used the last of its energy to repair damaged tissue where the power had coursed through arms and chest. The burning sensation reduced, but he’d left it too late. The Sleeper had dried out, turning to a mummified husk before Pollux’s body was whole. The mage dropped the brittle corpse and it crumbled on hitting the stone floor. He stared at his palm for a moment, bubbled blisters marring its surface. Pollux swore in frustration that he still hadn’t perfected the art and picked up his sword. Blisters tore against the handle, making his grip slippery with serous fluid.

Aranax laughed inside the mage’s head.

Pollux growled in response, rapping knuckles against his own skull as if he could pummel the god’s voice within. “Get out of my damn brain!”

Aranax only laughed louder, the mean-spirited glee of a child pulling wings off a fly. Pollux knew the god was playing with him. He’d been allowed to escape so far, driven like a fox before the hunt with a pack of Sleepers, spiders, and Aranax himself close behind. Every now and then a Sleeper would be sent sprinting ahead of the pack. Some armed with the weapons of a miner; hammers, chisel, or pick. Others with nothing but a heart of mindless ferocity.

Pollux spat in frustration, turned and ran. He’d left the tunnel to Aranax’s sleeping chamber a while earlier, entering the mines proper. The red torch had guttered shortly after regaining the lit passages as if the god had preserved his source of light just long enough to keep the chase alive. He slowed on approach to a fork in the tunnel, searching for details to guide his path. High on the wall, he spotted a simple capital R followed by an arrow.

Ruan? That has to be it.

The mage ran onwards, knowing that the true fight hadn’t even begun. Finally, he found himself in the small tunnels that snaked about Ruan. Pollux searched the wall at ground level as he ran hunched over, looking for an exit point used by Sleepers while snooping for the high priest. The thought lit a wry grin on the mage’s face. Ruan had lost control of their slave workforce in the worst possible way, a poetic justice even Pollux could appreciate.

The mage almost missed his first chance of escape in the tunnel’s half-light, grazing his bald scalp on the low ceiling as he skidded to a stop. He crouched down and shoved at the stone block. Heavier than he expected, Pollux strained with effort, veins standing proud until it finally moved with a grating noise. A cacophony of footsteps echoed down the corridor behind him, the noise thundering off the tunnel walls and through his chest.

Pollux pushed his sword into the space beyond, then lay on his belly to worm his body through. The hole had been made for the emaciated slaves of Ruan, not a well-fed mage. Pollux jammed with the stone against his ribs, forcing him to exhale fully to squeeze through the narrow gap.

Pollux climbed back to his feet, finding himself in a broad tunnel that seemed to act as a street. Wide enough to ride four horses side by side, Ruanese citizens ran along its length, faces pale with fear. The mage struck out a hand and grabbed hold of a young woman.

“Let go of me, you fool!” she spat.

“Which way is the city exit?” Pollux shook her roughly. “The main gates, where are they?”

The woman froze at his words. “No citizen would need to ask that question. By Aranax’s blood,” she gasped, “You’re one of the enemy!”

Pollux pressed the tip of this sword against her gut. “Which way, woman? Lives depend on it!”

She raised a hand and pointed to the left, her finger trembling. “Follow this street, it will take you to the great hall.”

Pollux released her and bolted without another word, dodging around more citizens flooding the wide street. So many had already died in this conflict that few paid attention to a blood-stained man. A mighty crash of splintering stone and collapsing walls rumbled behind. Dust ballooned down the tunnel as Pollux pushed his aching legs harder. He stumbled into a crowd at the next corner. Soldiers filled the street in strict lines, grim-faced and ready to march. Pollux slipped along the side of the column, running past the stationary force.

Soon he was forced to slow again as the disciplined lines of soldiers became the crowded mess of a hasty retreat. Bleeding wounded dotted the edge of the street, their moans of pain mixing with the noise of the mob. Pollux pushed through the roiling mass of limbs and weaponry, his eyes on the latticed portcullis ahead.

Fuck.

The gate was slowly lowering from the ceiling, soon to cut off his path of escape. At the end of the street it was darker, the light of the flame crystals extinguished. Confusion filled the air, talk of huntsmen, retreat, and the need to attack once more. Pollux elbowed his way through the press to the front.

The gate was down to waist-height. If he didn’t get through, Pollux would be stuck finding another way out. He began to lean down to duck under the gate when he was suddenly yanked backwards.

“Where do you think you’re going? Our spiders are hunting out there. We’re to let them finish before re-joining the attack.”

The sergeant didn’t look the sort for discussion. Pollux grabbed his wrist, ripping energy from the man for a split second, enough to make him stagger and release his grip on the mage. Pollux dived for the gap beneath the portcullis, rolling through and back to his feet on the other side.

The cacophony of collapsing tunnels and smashing rock became louder, followed by a sadistic growl of excitement in his head.

The god was coming.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

“You try to keep it a secret, but I know Scalzini are capable of magic—take for example the invisible barrier about a clan’s keep. I want to understand why Scalzini don’t use it more widely,” said Agent Tarkin.

The beast hunter shrugged and pointed to his scalp as way of answer. A strip of naked, bubbled skin arced over his head. “Magic comes at a cost. It is not something to use lightly. You can never know how it will change you.”

“Magi strip the life from plants and use the energy to repair their bodies. I’ve met one who has lived for centuries through such methods. Why not use a similar technique to repair the burns on your head, or any other undesirable sequalae?”

The beast hunter’s eyes narrowed. “Magi willingly toy with the destruction of us all for nothing more than the vanity of endless youth. Selfishness of that magnitude should not be praised.” The beast hunter sighed and stood ready to leave. “Our world seeks balance. Magic upends the scales of life in an instant. Therefore, a price must be exacted from whoever wields its power. To use magic without accepting the cost is unnatural. It’s an obscenity that offends the gods who created our world and the laws of nature. Kal will not tolerate such practices for long.”

-                Extract: Imperial investigation into the Scalzini pogroms

Pyx widened her stance and gripped the spear with both hands, point aimed at the spider on the ladder above. The general stood with a ring of warriors surrounding her, their swords out. Light was disappearing fast, flame crystals snuffed out one by one. Keeping the lid of her light-sensitive eye closed, Pyx flicked up the patch ready for the encroaching dark. The huntsman reared up with front legs splayed ready to strike.

“Come on,” muttered Pyx under her breath. “Let’s get this over with.”

Light finally failed.

Pyx opened her red eye. Colour stripped from the scene in an instant, the features of the great hall rendered in white and grey. The huntsman hissed and leapt from its perch, landing with a meaty thump on the stone floor before the group. Pyx cursed. She’d expected it to land in the middle of their group to avoid the ring of swords, instead, it had changed tact with the loss of light. Unlike many species of spider, the Ruan huntsman had superb vision in the dark, able to use the cloak of night to stalk and attack. Jael had taught her as much.

Absorbing the impact with bent legs, the huntsman sprang upright and scuttled to the left on soundless feet. Warriors at the front of the circle stared blindly where they’d heard the spider land, a few of them stabbing uselessly into the dark. Pyx tracked the beast as it circled them, her spear in an overhead grip. The spider suddenly darted in low and grabbed the ankle of a solder with tiny, hooked claws at the end of its leg. Pyx stabbed and missed, the blade sparking bright white in her vision against the stone. The huntsman ripped the man’s feet from beneath him, dragging him away from the group. Once out of weapon’s reach, it pinned his legs and snipped off his sword arm at the elbow. The man screamed once before the huntsman slashed his throat.

Not stopping to feed, it launched back into attack. The spider snatched two more soldiers from the group in quick succession, so fast that the beast became a virtual blur even to Pyx as she tracked it in the dark. She’d barely touched the creature so far, let alone incapacitated it. Speed hampered by dodging about the bodies of her comrades, she’d only managed to sever one leg, a wound that had done little to slow the hyper-aggressive arachnid.

“Fill the gaps and swords out,” growled Larika. She wrestled with a flare, sweaty hands slipping on the tight lid as she swore with frustration.

The huntsman zeroed in or the general’s voice, changing direction at the last second. Pyx lunged over Larika’s shoulder, her spear in an overarm grip. The leaf-shaped blade scored a runnel down the beast’s thorax before plunging into its abdomen and out the other side. The spider screamed at the wound and flipped onto it’s back, ripping the spear from Pyx’s grip. With hooked legs, it brought the shaft to its mouth, chopping through the wood with three convulsive bites.

A foot length of shaft hung from its belly as it attacked the general again. On instinct, Larika hit out at the sound of the beast’s movement. The beast easily avoided her arm, knocked the flare aside and tore the general from the group. Larika landed on her face, blood spurting from a crushed nose as the spider climbed onto her back. Pyx followed, scooping the flare off the ground.

Larika fought back, arching her back to dislodge the creature and draw a weapon. The spider splayed its fangs wide, thick globs of saliva oozing from its mouth as it readied to close the hideous blades about the general’s neck.

Pyx turned the lid of the flare one last time and felt the abrasive scratch as the chemicals within sparked and lit. The lid burst off, releasing a brilliant glare of the flame that burned painfully against Pyx’s sensitive red eye and she leapt the last two paces. Pyx jammed the burning flare into the cluster of eyes atop the huntsman’s head, reducing the black globes to a mess of boiling jelly.

The beast screamed and lurched back, forelegs smashing at the agony of its ruined eyes. Larika rolled over and gained her feet, knife already in hand. Her sight restored by the flare’s glow, Larika stabbed deep into the gooey mess of the spider’s face and into the brain. The arachnid hit the ground like a marionette with its strings cut.

New light flared atop the battlement, held aloft by one of their soldiers. A familiar figure stood above, his face lit orange by the flare.

“Jael!”

The old warrior’s gaze flicked to her voice, his expression softening with a relief that mirrored her own. But the fight wasn’t over. Two more huntsman stalked soldiers further along the wall. Jael slid down the nearest ladder, cupping the outer edge of the poles with feet and hands.

On landing he glanced up at the battlement. “Aeza, I need the spears!”

The Scalzini woman appeared at the edge and dropped two long spears one at a time. Jael caught them by the middle of the shaft before looking up to find Pyx at his side. He passed one of the spears to her, a deep crease between his brows as he glanced at the ongoing slaughter down the line.

“Remember that nest of huntsmen we emptied last year?”

“It’s hard to forget,” said Pyx.

Contracted to kill the beast targeting a farmer’s prize goats, they’d found themselves up against six wild huntsmen. Granted, they’d been smaller than the beefed-up Ruan version, but it had been the first large species of spider Pyx had faced, and she’d been near paralysed with terror.  

“Good, we’ll attack same as before. Stay close. I’ll have eyes to the front, but you’re our protection from behind, got it?”

Pyx nodded, heart thumping in her chest. She glanced back for Torc and saw him standing by the general’s side with axe in hand, taking a self-appointed role of bodyguard. Larika hardly needed the blacksmith’s apprentice for protection, but extra blades improved the odds in any fight.

“Let’s go.”

Jael took off at a sprint with Pyx close in his wake. More flares were beginning to light the battlefield, bursts of bright yellow that forced Pyx to flip down her eye-patch once again. A large male huntsman terrorised a cohort of soldiers, randomly stripping soldiers from the edge to inflict killing blows. Jael led them at a sprint, using an ambush attack right out of the huntsman’s own playbook.

The spider plucked another victim from the pack and as it scuttled backward, Jael plunged the tip of his spear into the arse end of the beast. Driving forward, he transfixed the abdomen and thorax on the spear. The spider dropped its prey, body convulsing about the wound as Jael ripped out his weapon. Pyx kept an eye on their rear, expecting another beast to attack from the shadows.

“There it is!” shouted Aeza from up on the battlement.

She set off another flare and threw it in a high arc to land near the first barricade of barbed wire. The flare hit the stone, burning chemicals scattering from the cannister to light the visage of a huge huntsman. What must have been a breeding male, the brute was near shoulder height. Head coated in bright red blood, the huntsman dropped a mangled soldier from its fangs and charged.

Pyx spun around and joined her mentor, shoulder to shoulder. The spider came at them on an angle. It hit the battlement wall at incredible speed and mounted the side, using its momentum to run perpendicular to the ground. At the last possible moment, it leapt off the wall at them. The pair took a side-on stance and wedged the butt of their spears on the ground.

“Brace!” shouted Jael.

Pyx clenched every fibre of her being as she tracked the beast in flight and lifted the tip of her spear. Committed to the attack, there was nothing the spider could do to avoid their blades. The old Scalzini’s spear took the beast through the chest, Pyx’s penetrating the abdomen from one side to the other. The spider’s weight drove the weapons deep, forcing the two warriors to abandon their grips. Ignoring the beast’s death throes, Pyx found herself in a crushing hug from her mentor.

“For Kal’s sake, you’ll crack my ribs.”

Jael let her go, his eyes glassy as he held her at arm’s length for a moment, searching her up and down.

“None of the blood’s mine.”

“You sure? Sometimes I don’t feel a wound until the adrenaline fades.”

Pyx stepped back a pace, running her hands down her torso. “Nothing more than a scratch, I swear.”

A burst of pure light erupted forty paces to their right, the beam searing a path through ten soldiers. Anything touched by the light burned to ash in an instant. The source of the light was a bald man with outstretched hand, eyes wide with manic rage. In his other hand was the throat of a limp recruit. Tattoos writhed across the man’s scalp, changing shape as the energy coursed through him.

“For fucks sake, that’s…” murmured Jael.

“GET. THAT. MAN!” roared Larika somewhere behind them.

Jael suddenly lurched into action, drawing his sword from its scabbard over his shoulder on the fly. Pyx stared after him for a moment, her brain lagging until she realised where she’d seen tattoos like that before.

Pollux.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

“When troops are killed due to a commander’s ineptitude? That’s a fucking travesty, one that can’t be excused. There’s a difference between dumb bravery and having the balls to do what’s needed—it’s up to the officer in charge to know the difference. If your force doesn’t stand a hope, retreat and fight another day. There is always a way to win, whether by guerrilla tactics, diplomacy, or set battle. I don’t expect perfection from my officers, but competency is a must.”

-                King Loic: Royal inquest into troop losses during the Soutrim Province campaign.

“REVARC!”

Revarc’s eyes blinked open.

Shit. He threw aside the bearskin blanket and climbed groggily to his feet.

“Get out here, you coward!” The challenge boomed across the gorge, bouncing from one cliff to the other.

He knew and hated the owner of that voice. A colonel who’d felt free to criticize and ridicule him as a teenager despite his relationship to the king. Colonel fucking Zhane. The colonel of Loic’s First Tumen, a man who’d fought more battles than Revarc had taken morning shits. If Zhane was calling him out, he’d already lost the advantage of surprise.

After allowing his army to break for a short rest, Revarc had left his colonel in charge and followed suit, crawling under his pack blanket to pass out. All around him, his army were rising from the ground, rubbing sleep from their eyes as they stared up the chasm in confusion.

“On your feet!” Revarc kicked the closest body in fury. “On your feet and form up. NOW!”

“You know what the tumens do to traitors, boy? Are you ready for that?” yelled Zhane from further up the gorge.

Oh, Revarc was very aware of the price of treason. As a noble, he faced decapitation or hanging. His body would be subsequently quartered and distributed about the continent as warning. But if he fell into the hands of common soldiers, death would come far less easily. The tumens took loyalty very seriously. Deserters paid a dear price, but not as steep as those found guilty of treason. If Larika chose to look away and allowed her troops to inflict their penalty of choice; Revarc would be force fed his own balls after a blunt castration, then disembowelled and strangled with his own intestines. Maybe worse. If there was such a thing.

His sergeants and officers forced the conscripts into a column on the road, twelve men wide. Revarc cursed as he saw prostrate figures still dotting the snow, victims of hypothermia. Those who had survived the night stood in shivering lines, a mishmash of weapons in hand. When he’d stolen the force off Triborne, he’d felt like a general again, but now that a battle was imminent, Revarc could only see them for what they truly were…a poorly armed group of farmers and street rats. Still, rats will bite when cornered.

Revarc took the reins from his steward and climbed into his horse’s saddle. With the extra height, he was able to see past his own men. The gorge narrowed further as it rose to the pass. Standing on the lip was a single backlit figure—Colonel Zhane.

Revarc spat in disgust, kicking his heels into the horse’s flanks. His mount sprang into motion as if a hot poker had been touched to its rump, dirt and snow kicking up from its hooves as it surged to the front of the column. Colonel Morcom sat astride his own mount, waiting for him. The old soldier’s expression was grim, eyes sunken as he saluted.

“It seems our path to Ruan will be contested, sir.”

Revarc barked a humourless laugh. “Your powers of observation never fail to surprise me, Colonel. If we’d marched on, I’d already be the damned victor.”

“Maybe.” Morcom shrugged. “Maybe not.”

“What do you suggest we do now then? We were supposed to have surprise on our side, now we have nothing.”

“You knew the chance of surprising a tumen was slim. They would have had scouts and sentries monitoring every approach.”

Revarc’s lips thinned in irritation. Yes, Morcom had voiced these concerns days ago, but he’d been certain Larika would have all eyes focused on the Ruan attack. “Bullshit. This predicament’s on your head, Colonel.”

Morcom didn’t look away, holding Revarc’s gaze with a flat, expressionless face. “As you wish, sir. Either way, it’s time to fight. The column will advance in its current formation and punch through like a battering ram. I have veterans at the front and sides, green horns in the centre where they can be controlled. This is our best chance, sir. A way to win through sheer weight of numbers.”

“Fine,” muttered Revarc. He looked down the column before staring up at Colonel Zhane’s figure. He’d show that arrogant fuck how to win. “Send them on, Morcom. And once we win, I’ll give a purse of gold to whoever brings me Zhane’s balls. It’s time that prick was a little lighter in his step.”

Revarc turned his horse around and walked it part way down the column to the usual place he occupied whenever his prior tumen had fought. A prince did not lead his own troops into battle. He was too valuable to the cause. A bugler gave two short blasts on his horn, setting the column into motion.

Revarc drew his sword, thinking that it would inspire the soldiers to see their future king keen for the fight. Disappointingly, none of the ungrateful sods even looked up as they marched. Revarc followed, the lip of the rise growing closer with every step. As they neared the top, the troops behind Colonel Zhane came into view. Revarc flushed pink, lip snarling in fury at the sight.

The arrogant fuck had brought less than a hundred men to stop his advance. Did Zhane think he could be brought to heel with no more than the flick of a wet towel? Revarc kicked his horse into a gallop, reaching Morcom as the column ground to a halt forty paces from the enemy.

“What are you doing, man?” shouted Revarc. “Get them moving, I want those sons of whores dead!”

Morcom tipped his head forward. “Zhane seeks to parley, sir. Maybe he recognises our numerical superiority and wishes to avoid a clash. I would advise you to agree. It would save numbers for a future engagement against Larika where we’ll need every man.”

Zhane stood under a white flag with a single man at his side. Revarc’s lip twisted in anger, but he nodded and slipped from his saddle, passing the reins to a subordinate.

“Morcom, you’ll be my second. Let’s get this over with.”

Revarc walked forward, feeling every eye of the opposing forces upon him as Morcom trailed a respectful half step behind. He pulled up short, leaving a few paces of open ground between them. Revarc stood straight and tipped his chin up slightly, looking down his nose at Zhane despite the men being of similar height.

“You are lucky to find me in a magnanimous mood today, Colonel. I’ll give you ten minutes to clear the field. My feud is with Larika, not you.”

Zhane’s eyes widened for a moment before he burst out laughing. “Oh, I think we have a misunderstanding, my boy,” he said, wiping a tear from his eye. “I’m not here to surrender. I’m giving you a chance to hand yourself in and save the lives of your misguided followers.”

Revarc’s mouth dropped open. “But I outnumber your soldiers ten to one. You couldn’t possibly hope to win.”

“And that’s why you never had success as a general, Revarc. We tried to drill strategy and the mechanics of battle into your thick skull, but you always knew better. Didn’t you?” Zhane pointed to Revarc’s column, hemmed in by the sheer walls of the chasm. “You might have greater numbers, but you can only bring twelve of them to bear at any time. That, and they’re poorly armed and most likely untrained. For fuck’s sake, some are even carrying farming tools.

“Hand yourself in now and I might even deliver you to Larika rather than the men for punishment.”

“I’d rather die,” spat Revarc.

“The dying part was never up for discussion, only ‘the how’ of it.”

Revarc gripped the pommel of his sword hard enough to make his knuckles creak. “I’ve had enough of this fool’s insolence, Morcom. Take his head.”

Morcom’s sword scraped in its scabbard as the colonel stepped forward. Zhane flicked his wrist releasing a blur of metal and suddenly Morcom was gurgling on his knees. Revarc looked back, saw a throwing knife buried deep between his colonel’s lips, lodged in the back of his throat. Morcom’s eyes bulged as he ripped the knife out with a squelch, blood pouring from his mouth. He coughed a spray of carmine and fell on his face.

“But we met under a flag of parley,” whined Revarc. “You can’t do that!”

Zhane closed distance and levelled his sword at Revarc’s throat before he’d even thought to draw his own. “On behalf of the king and princess, I charge you with treason.”

Revarc jerked backward, spinning on his heel to start running back to his own troops. “Attack! Attack you fools,” he screamed.

A heavy blow smashed into the middle of his back, knocking him from his feet. Revarc landed awkwardly on his right hand, the wrist snapping with an audible crunch. As he tried to rise, Zhane drove a knee into his back, pushing him down.

Heavily armoured veterans of the First Tumen ran past, closing with Revarc’s column. The fight was over in minutes, his poorly trained army throwing down weapons after the front lines were massacred with abattoir-like efficiency.

Zhane pulled Revarc’s hands behind his back and fastened a pair of steel manacles tight about the wrists. Nausea rose up Revarc’s throat at the grinding of his broken bones and he bit down on a scream.

“Get his boots off,” ordered the colonel.

Zhane’s officer complied, removing Revarc’s riding boots with short business-like tugs. “Not bad quality, sir. The leather’s softer than a newborn’s arse. You want ‘em?”

Zhane shook his head in the negative. The office shrugged and compared them to his own boot, cracking a broad smile on seeing they were of a size. He tugged his forelock in mock thanks to Revarc then walked away, prize in hand.

“That’s the last time you run from me. I guarantee it,” said Zhane, pulling a knife from his belt.

Any humour in the colonel’s expression was gone, replaced by the lifeless gaze of a professional killer. Zhane jabbed his blade through the tissue behind the left heel and cut through the tendon. Revarc gasped as the pain hit home, still not quite believing what was happening to him. He jolted again as burning pain stabbed through the back of his right ankle. The second tendon parted with a pop, retracted by the calf muscle to leave a flaccid gap.

This wasn’t the way it was supposed to happen. Larika was supposed to grovel before him, begging for her life. Tears welled as Revarc was hauled to his feet and his weapons unceremoniously confiscated. With tendons severed, Revarc was unable to stand on his own, ankles giving way like an oiled hinge at the slightest movement. He looked to the side for Morcom. His colonel lay lifeless in a dusting of snow, a red slush of blood pooling about his head. For the first time, he was truly alone. Pollux had failed to arrive with his promised weapon and there was no one to guide his next move.

“The king wants to see you,” said Zhane. “I imagine he’ll have some choice words for a traitor who sought to steal the inheritance of his daughter and chosen heir.”

Revarc glanced up, torn from his self-pitying thoughts by Zhane’s words. “Surely Loic’s dead? Every report said he had a bloody arrow in his heart?”

Zhane smiled at his confusion. “Yes, but the king has the luck of a demigod. He lives yet.”

Revarc swallowed, trying to think of a way out. He opened his mouth to speak, only to have a thick length of cotton forced between his teeth and tied behind his head. The material was filth encrusted, making him gag. Revarc swallowed convulsively, knowing he'd inhale his stomach contents if he vomited now.

“Ah, an escape from your traitorous voice. Much better.” Zhane looked at the guards carrying Revarc. “Take him to the king, I’ll follow after cleaning up this prick’s mess.”

***

Revarc knelt outside Loic’s tent, shivering in the bitter wind. The snow beneath his knees had melted, soaking his bloodied pants with freezing slush. Face pale, he clamped his eyes shut and willed himself not to cry out. The mutilated tendons had subsided to a dull ache unless he moved. However, the pain from his broken wrist had only grown. Swelling had ballooned, while the manacle of steel bit into the fracture site, causing a grating sensation of bone on bone.

Two guards stood at the entrance to Loic’s tent. Revarc had tried to gain their attention, but they’d resolutely ignored him, staring straight ahead as if he did not exist. Eventually he’d given up, mutely watching the camp movements as siege equipment was transported to the mountain.

Revarc glanced at a pair of injured soldiers slowly making their way to the field hospital, walking wounded sent by their commanding officers to have gashes repaired. Those who had avoided muscle or tendon damage and were still capable of wielding a weapon would be stitched and sent back to the front line with a dose of poppy milk to dull their pain. One of the soldiers dragged an injured leg, drenched in blood from a rent in the knee. He had his arm around the shoulder of his fellow wounded for support. The second warrior’s legs were intact, but an arm hung limp, a hideous gash chopping through the fat and muscle of his upper arm down to the bone. If the surgeons found blood or nerve supply to the hand were compromised, the arm would soon join other amputated limbs on the field hospital floor. Revarc averted his eyes from the wound, wishing he awaited but the loss of an arm. Everything was relative. The amputation of a limb would likely be preferable to whatever hideous punishment Loic could dream up.

Ahead, the tent door twitched aside exposing the colonel. Revarc’s pulse surged, anxiety building in his chest like a nest of wasps. He stared up at Zhane, trying to divine the king’s plan from his expression. 

“Bring him in.”

Zhane held the door aside as the guards hauled Revarc to his feet. He groaned in agony from his deformed wrist, blood-stained spit oozing about the foul gag to drip from his chin. The guards dragged him into the huge tent and dumped him on his knees. Revarc’s vision greyed for a few moments at the pain. Lightheaded, he swayed on the spot, struggling to maintain consciousness.

“A traitor returns.”

Revarc shook his head, trying to clear the pain-riddled fugue from his mind. King Loic sat on a padded chair two paces away. Bright eyes stared at him from a near unrecognisable body. Skin pale and muscles wasted by the arrow wound, Loic had blankets wrapped around him. The vessel holding his soul might have weakened, but Revarc knew at a glance the same king remained inside. Zhane stepped close with a dagger in hand and Revarc instinctively flinched away from the blade.

“Keep still, coward,” muttered the colonel.

He slipped the tip of the dagger under the cloth gag and cut it away. Revarc dry-retched as he realised a length of old bandage soaked with pus and blood had kept him mute.

The colonel touched his knife to the pulse under Revarc’s jawline. “Speak only if you have been asked a question.”

Revarc gave a stiff nod. He wouldn’t have spoken anyway, not until he devised a strategy to gain clemency. If Larika was still in the battle, he might have a chance to convince the king he was needed.

Loic leant forward slightly in his chair, lip curling with disgust as his gaze travelled up Revarc’s body to his face. “You thought to murder my daughter and steal the empire for yourself.”

“No, sir, I—”

“It wasn’t a question,” said Loic. “You turned my tumens against each other and convinced a lord to back your rebellion.”

“I acted only in the interest of the empire, sir, to protect your legacy from Larika’s incompetence.”

Loic raised an eyebrow, glancing across at Zhane. “Did I just hear that right, Colonel? His treasonous act was only to protect my legacy?”

Zhane gave a slight nod. “He’s fucking delusional, sir.”

Revarc’s breath came more quickly. “What if Larika was to die in combat? Without me your dynasty would end.”

Loic shrugged. “I suppose you wish to be spared?”

Hope sparked, Revarc’s breath catching. “I would spend every waking breath in your service.”

“If we were at court, I’d be forced to hold a trial. Can’t have royals being slaughtered without a chance to defend themselves, you see.” The muscles tightened at the corners of Loic’s eyes, his gaze furious. “But here on the front line, we are far from the niceties of the capital, my boy.”

“If you executed me without trial, the nobility would cry injustice,” stammered Revarc.

“Yes, it is a dilemma. Luckily, I have a tumen who are more than happy to solve my problem.” Loic smiled for the first time, a harsh grin below the eyes of a shark. “You see, boy, you never made it to this meeting. Despite trying to flee like a coward, you unfortunately died during the traitorous attack on my camp.”

Revarc’s gut turned, sour vomit rising at the back of his throat. No, please, no. A warm stain spread down his thigh.

Loic turned to Colonel Zhane. “Give him to the men. Ensure they know he’s guilty of treason and to be afforded whatever sentence they deem fit.”

At a gesture from the colonel, the two guards wrenched him to standing and dragged him outside. The guard to his right leant close to his ear, breath heavy with raw garlic.

“You’re in for a treat, my lord. We save our best knife-work for pricks like you.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine

“Hidden deep within Beacon Castle’s ancient library, I found an obscure reference to magi wielding a spell of incredible power, so devastating it destroyed an entire army. We now know the magi order to be real. What if there’s an element of truth to this account as well? Agent Tarkin, I wish you to explore this possibility. To have such a weapon at my disposal could shorten our campaign by years.”

-                King Loic in conversation with Agent Tarkin.

Jael kept his eyes on the mage as he sprinted forward. Bursts of light cut through the darkness, the white brilliance of flares interspersed by flashes of pure energy from Pollux. Jael reached over his shoulder and drew his weapon in a smooth flourish. The Scalzini sword was of falchion design. Perfectly weighted, the heavy blade was engraved with fighting beasts. Dragons, scorpions, spiders, and wolves careered over the bright steel, brought to life by shimmering light across its surface. His since a young man, the sword felt at home in Jael’s palm becoming an extension of his body, a razor-sharp tooth to slaughter his enemies.

Pollux dumped a corpse and leapt forward to his next victim. Legs burnt to ash by magic, scorched links of mail hid the man’s stumps. Pollux grabbed his hand and dragged the soldier backwards as he shot another blast of pure energy. With each beam of light, the wounded man seemed to shrink in on himself, muscles drying to leathery sinew like a corpse left in the harsh desert sun.

Whoreson.

Jael grimaced in disgust, realising the mage was somehow stripping the soldier’s lifeforce. He scooped up a shield from the ground as he ran. Abandoned by a Ruanese soldier, it was different to those employed by the tumens. Heavier, the shield was circular and covered by a thin sheet of steel.

“Pollux!” shouted Jael. “You’re mine!”

The mage glanced his way, eyes widening with recognition. Pollux flung up his hand, palm facing toward Jael. The skin of the palm was blistered at the edges, charred black at the centre exposing damaged flexor tendons. A red glow suffused the black tissue, brightening in an instant. Jael ducked at the last second, crouching behind the metal shield as a scorching beam of pure energy streaked from the mage’s hand.

The light hit his shield with the force of a sledgehammer, knocking Jael back a step. The metal heated like it had been dropped in a pool of lava as it reflected the energy to the ceiling of the grand hall. The beam hit the top of a supporting pillar, blasting huge chunks of rock free as the column split.

Finally, the surge of energy stuttered from existence, leaving a smell of burnt phosphorus in its wake. Pollux sucked in air, chest heaving and face a rictus of agony as he stumbled from exhaustion. The black centre of his hand had expanded, ruined flesh now reaching up to his wrist. The victim in his hands twitched, a silent scream of agony upon charred lips. Pollux changed grip on the dying man, murmured another word and stole the last of his energy. Light infused the mage’s hand, flesh regrowing until the palm and fingers were whole once again, the whole process taking only seconds.

Jael took his chance. Closing the last ten paces at a sprint, he slammed into the mage, using his shield as a battering ram. The metal boss, still glowing dull red with heat took Pollux in the face, spreading his nose sideways like putty. Claret spurted from his nostrils as the skin of his nose and cheeks melted to the superheated metal, stripping from the underlying flesh in an instant. Pollux staggered backwards with a cry of pain, spitting teeth as he drew his own sword.

The wooden handle at the back of the shield finally burnt through at the join and fell from Jael’s grip, leaving the Scalzini without protection against another blast. He had to keep the mage away from another energy source. Jael took a dagger from his belt in an overhand grip and closed. Pollux met his first strike, sparks glowing in the dark as their blades clashed. Jael absorbed the power of the blow and continued the attack, raining strike after a strike in a blur of movement. There was no conscious thought, only instinctive reaction. Decades of practice and skill moved his body with deadly grace as he forced the mage back.

In the periphery of his vision, Jael saw Pyx skirting in behind the mage. He growled annoyance. Pollux had inflicted a hundred wrongs on Jael over the past decade and he sorely wanted to finish the prick himself, to see his face contort as he plunged cold steel through his chest. Suddenly a spike of steel erupted from the front of the mage’s right shoulder. Pollux grunted with pain, dropping his weapon from nerveless fingers. Jael stopped mid-strike, his blade kissing the skin of the mage’s throat. Pyx wrenched her sword from Pollux’s shoulder, drawing a grunt of agony from the mage.

“Don’t give him an easy death, Jael. He belongs to Larika.”

Jael’s chest heaved as he regained his breath, his blade still pressed against Pollux’s throat. The mage stared unflinchingly into his eyes, taunting him to finish the job. Slowly, Jael increased pressure. Blood sprang from the edges of his blade as skin parted like silk, runnels of warm crimson trickling into the neckline of the mage’s clothes.

“Jael! Enough!” said Pyx, her voice urgent.

The girl was right. Jael lifted the blade from his neck, changing its position so the point rested in the hollow of his throat. “Stay still, mage. I wouldn’t want to slip while your wrists are bound.”

Pyx sheathed her sword and pulled a length of cord from a pouch. With precise movements, she secured the mage’s hands behind his back and wrapped them in material so he couldn’t touch another’s body and rob them of their energy. Jael sheathed his sword and took a rough grip about the nape of Pollux’s neck.

“The general has unfinished business with you. Move it.”

***

Jael found Larika atop the platform, the general having moved her troops forward to continue the fight. On the far-right wall of the hall, access to the main thoroughfare of Ruan was hampered by an iron portcullis. Defending soldiers fired a steady stream of crossbow quarrels between its bars, repelling any attempt to approach. Two guards held shields above the general’s head to protect her from arrows as Larika received a scout’s report.

“Surely there has to be way to flank their main force?”

“If there is ma’am, it’s been sealed with stone. The only open passage we’ve found curls away in a different direction.”

Larika’s hand tightened about the pommel of her sword, the only outward tell of her frustration. “We already have a siege tortoise in the grand hall. Get it up here and re-hang the battering ram. If Cathrite won’t come out to play, we’ll take the game to him.”

The scout dipped his head in acknowledgement and ran to deliver her order. Jael stepped forward dragging the mage behind.

“General, we have Pollux.”

An arrow hit the stone floor by Larika’s foot and skittered away, another burying into the shield above her head. The general turned towards them, staring intently at the mage.

“You were running away from Ruan, risking a path straight through my troops to do it. What the hell are you doing here, Pollux?”

The mage stared defiantly at Larika but said nothing.

“Were you working for Lord Cathrite and Revarc? Answer me!”

Still nothing.

A roar of falling stone rumbled from deeper in the mountain, shaking the floor under their feet. Jael glanced toward the portcullis, saw a few of the enemy soldiers scatter at the noise. Was it a cave-in?

“I haven’t got time for this shit.” Larika shook her head. “You taught me a great deal over the years, mage. I can’t lie, it was a knife in the ribs to have you choose Revarc over me.” Larika paused, as if waiting for some sort of reply, but Pollux stayed silent, his face sour with disdain.

“I’d prefer the tumens witness your punishment and hanging, but there isn’t time.” Larika’s gaze flicked towards the Scalzini warrior. “Pollux is guilty of treason and I won’t risk his escape a second time. Execute him.”

Jael was happy to comply. He drew a dagger from his belt and forced the mage’s head back to expose his throat. After seeing Pollux’s new capabilities, it would be only a matter of time before he escaped. Jael touched his dagger to the side of the mage’s neck, readying to stab deep and rip to the side through vessels, trachea, and oesophagus.

“Wait!” said Pollux, his voice distorted by broken teeth and swollen lips. “I didn’t work for Cathrite. I entered the mountain to wake a god.”

Jael released the pressure of his blade for a moment. “Aranax? You found him?”

“Yes, and he answers only to me. He will tear through your tumens unless I command otherwise.”

Another crash of falling masonry and stone rumbled from beyond the portcullis. Screaming joined the chaos of noise, sounds of pure terror and pain emanating from deeper in the mountain. The general looked toward the Ruanese defenders, her brow creased with concern.

“What the hell is going on in there?”

“I told you, Larika. Aranax comes, sweeping all before him with a horde of spiders. Revarc waits with an army to prevent your escape, ready to watch Aranax mash you to pulp. The only thing standing between you and annihilation is me.”

“It’s a trick, General, don’t listen to him. Even if the god has awakened, why would he listen to a pathetic mage?” growled Jael.

“Because I have powers you can’t even begin to fathom,” said Pollux.

If it was a bluff, the mage was a good actor. Screaming beyond the portcullis intensified and suddenly blood poured through the gate, running like a stream between the warriors’ legs. A cry of evil joy lacerated Jael’s mind, making him wince with pain. He saw Larika raise a hand to her temple and shake her head slightly.

“Did you hear that as well?” asked Jael.

The general nodded.

“It’s Aranax,” said Pollux, a broad smile on his face. “He feasts on the people of Ruan who have pestered his sleep for centuries. Soon it will be your turn.”

The deluge of blood escalated, rising to the defenders’ knees. How many people must have been killed to generate such a torrent? Suddenly the soldiers were screaming for the portcullis to be raised. The crowd rushed forward, each person desperately trying to reach the front of the pack, stomping others to the floor in their panic. Jael watched a man trapped against the portcullis scream in agony, his face deforming about the metal as facial bones were crushed by the weight of terrified humanity at his back.

The god screamed again, driving soldiers to their knees in agony. Aranax was close, Jael could feel it like a million fire-ants running up his spine. The rumble of cave-ins and structural damage to the tunnels beyond intensified. Pieces of stone began to drop from the ceiling far above, the carved murals curling up around the huge columns chipping and peeling away in clumps.

“Keep the traitor alive and for Kal’s sake, don’t let him touch another person.” She called over the nearest messenger. “Call the retreat. I want every soldier out of this mountain at the double.”

The messenger nodded, his face pale as he lifted his bugle to his lips and blasted her order in sharp notes.

Jael began to push the mage back to the ladders when intensifying screams forced him to look back at the portcullis one last time. The metal gate had finally begun to lift but it was too late. Something huge punched into the crowd from behind, mashing people against the metal work with such awesome power that their bodies were forced through the bars like meat through a grinder. Aranax’s dark laughter blistered Jael’s mind at the carnage.

By the gods…

Jael’s stomach turned. What sort of creature had Pollux raised? He turned, sought out Pyx and Aeza and waved them ahead. Jael forced the mage into a run, guiding him to the far edge of the platform.

“You need to untie my hands so I can descend the ladder,” said the mage.

“Like fuck I do,” muttered Jael. The Scalzini shoved Pollux hard between his shoulder blades, sending him tumbling over the edge. He hit the ground with a dull thud, Jael sliding down the ladder after him, with Pyx, Torc, and Aeza close behind.

“Kal’s sake, Jael,” muttered Aeza. “Larika said to keep him alive.”

“Save it. I pushed him onto some bodies to absorb the impact.”  Jael grabbed the mage by the shoulder and heaved him upright. Pollux looked at him groggily, blood running from his mouth. “See, he’s fine.”

A scream rang out from above. Jael glanced up to see a Ruan archer jump from a perch higher up the wall, pinwheeling until he hit the floor with a crunch. Wolf spiders covered with spiky hair flooded from the site. More archers abandoned their posts, choosing flight and a quick death. Others fought but were quickly overwhelmed and punctured with hundreds of bites, the venom causing their bodies to swell hideously. The spiders spread across the ceiling and walls, covering the upper sections of the grand hall in a writhing mass of multi-jointed legs and fangs.

“Where’s the general?” shouted Jael as he ran, dragging the dazed mage behind.

Pyx pointed ahead. “There she is.”

Thank Kal for that.

If he’d had to turn back and search for her in the chaos… He pushed the thought aside and ran after Aeza and the teenagers, joining the flood of soldiers escaping through the numerous holes torn in the barricades of barbed wire. Carried flares provided bobbing circles of light interspersed by deep shadow.

Not far now. The main exit tunnel was less than twenty paces away. A screech of tearing metal was followed by an almighty crash as the portcullis flung across the hall. Jael glanced over his shoulder into the pitch black at the far end of the hall. He sensed rather than saw a hulking menace squeeze through the gap, the sensation of a thousand scratching blades against his mind.

Spiders closed in from all directions, plucking soldiers from the edges of the mob. Jael ignored their plight. There was nothing he could do against such overwhelming numbers. Knowing the general was safely ahead, he tailed Aeza, Pyx, and Torc into the final tunnel and sprinted for the sun.


Chapter Thirty

“Organise a meeting with Xares. He will not refuse my request in person.”

-                Missive From King Loic to Agent Tarkin, Imperial Secret Service

At a whispered phrase of enchantment from Xares, the guard opened the flap of King Loic’s tent, allowing the ancient mage and his partner Shreya to enter. Zhane leapt from his chair and drew his sword in one smooth motion, moving between them and his king. Xares ignored the colonel, seeing him as less threat than a growling pup, instead focusing upon the king. Loic sat in a large armchair, covered in blankets against the cold. Pale and horribly aged compared to Xares’s memories, Loic’s eyes were still bright with intelligence.

“Stay where you stand,” growled Zhane with his sword levelled. He glanced at the guard. “Who the hell is this?”

The guard blinked and stared at the cloaked figures as if seeing them for the first time. “I…I don’t know, sir.”

“Stand down, Zhane,” said Loic. “This is Xares and Shreya, senior magi of their order.”

Xares shrugged off his cloak as the guard belatedly patted him down for weapons. He gave the king a perfunctory bow of acknowledgement. “Apologies for our unannounced arrival, however, there is an event of great import to discuss.”

“You come forty years too late, mage. If you’d joined my army when first invited, Kalech would have been a united empire decades ago and countless deaths averted.”

“And if you’d never beaten the drums of war, none would have died at all. But such discussions waste both our time.” Xares ignored the open-mouthed stare of the colonel and walked to a brazier in the corner where he removed his gloves and warmed his hands over the coals. “We had good reason to decline involvement in your family’s conquest. Whether right or wrong, the deployment of magic at the scale you desired would have drawn unwanted attention.”

“And unlike you, our experience stretches back centuries,” said Shreya, her voice curt. “We have seen events you can’t imagine.”

Zhane drew his sword an inch from his scabbard again. “I advise both of you to watch your tone. You speak to a king.”

“Yes, you’ve been alive for centuries,” said Loic. “And what do you have to show for such a gift? You waste your talents, guarding knowledge to an extent that most believe magic to be a fairy-tale, nothing more than smoke, mirrors, and munitions.”

Xares’ jaw tightened. Loic had a talent for getting under his skin. “It is better than the alternative.”

“So you say. And yet you eventually sent one of your order my way. But instead of providing a master of your art, you insulted me with a failed student.”

“I didn’t send Pollux to you; you should have turned him away.”

Loic leant forward. “Not until I milked him for every penny of his worth. Only a fool wastes opportunity, meagre as it was.”

The king collapsed back in his chair. Chest heaving, he was clearly exhausted by the exchange. Sensing Loic’s weakened heart, Xares reigned in his frustration. There was too much at stake, he couldn’t waste the man’s life on an unresolved argument.

“Over three hundred years ago, our order resolved to never again intervene in the politics of Kalech.”

Loic opened his mouth to speak, but Xares raised a hand for silence.

“You wish to know why I refused your requests for aid and counsel, yes? Then bear with me for five minutes and I will explain.” Xares closed his eyes for a moment, willing himself to relive the painful memories. “Our order once played a key role in the politics of Kalech. As respected intermediaries, we helped resolve disputes between the provinces, held petty warlords in check and prevented many outright conflicts. Up to a point.

“One lord was aggrieved at a perceived slight and created an alliance to halt our influence. Our leader, Olitka, saw it as a petulant outburst requiring decisive action, lest the behaviour set a disruptive precedent.”

“Olitka convinced us that violence was required to achieve future peace,” Shreya looked at the ground as she spoke. The intervening centuries had changed the face of the continent, but Xares knew her shame had only grown with the passage of time.

“You must understand,” said Xares. “He was the father of our order, a man we trusted implicitly.”

“So the stories are true?” asked Loic.

Xares and Shreya nodded.

The king closed his eyes for a moment. “Mine was not an empty offer, you would have been my right hand, a trusted counsellor to guide the steps of a new king.”

“Your price was too high, Loic,” said Xares with sad eyes. “You wanted me to wipe your enemies from the field in a torrent of fire and flame—”

“Yes,” said Loic. “To spare the lives of my soldiers and negate the need for future battles. After seeing such a weapon deployed, none would have stood in our way. Opposition would have melted without a drop of blood.”

“You don’t understand,” said Shreya. “Under Olitka’s direction, we burnt an army to the ground, and in so doing…woke a god.”

“Such power is not meant for men. By stamping out life in the blink of any eye, we mimicked the power of a deity,” said Xares. “Like a child taunting their school master with a raised middle finger, we spat in the face of the gods.”

Shreya looked up, her eyes bright. “Our violence pierced the slumber of Aranax, raising the spider-god from the depths. The cataclysmic savagery he subsequently unleased made our abominable act seem like a summer breeze to a hurricane. And what it took to placate him brought our order to its knees.”  

Xares felt his next words like an iron weight in his chest. “Early this morning I heard a demonic wail deep in my brain. I fear Aranax has awoken again.”

“Aranax? The god of Ruan?” asked Zhane.

Xares nodded. “Their priests were set to guard the deity’s slumber beneath the Northern Mountains, and yet, their role morphed over the years from watcher to worshiper. They needle at his dreams with prayers and entreaties. And combined with your impact, Loic, Aranax’s sleep has become fitful.”

“I’ve never sought the aid of gods,” said Loic. “My victories were gained by the swords and bravery of the tumens. If what you say is true, I fail to see how I am to blame.”

Shreya coughed a rueful laugh. “You brought the provinces of Kalech to their knees. Your soldiers raise fists to the air and shout your name in praise, while the vanquished curse you with their dying breath. A continent of people with you at the forefront of their consciousness for decades. Thoughts, prayers, curses; all cast into the ether for any listening god to hear—whether they want to or not.”

“If you have a point to make, Xares, get to it,” growled Loic.

Xares glanced at Shreya for a moment, saw her resolve beneath the outer trepidation and turned back to the king. “We can help keep Aranax at bay for a time, but it will come with a life cost to produce the energy required.”

“Every battle takes a tithe of human life,” said Zhane. “How will this be different?”

Xares’ lip curled with disgust at the colonel’s flippant comment. “The acceptance of death to further your own causes is not something of which to be proud, sir. Yes, we may keep the god at bay for a time, but to put him to sleep will demand a greater price. One I fear you will be unwilling to concede.”

“Out with it, man!” said Loic.

Colonel Zhane took a step backward and sat down hard on the nearest seat as he heard Xares’ answer. Not a muscle twitched on the king’s face as he stared at the mage.

“You are sure?”

“It is how Olitka put Aranax to rest the first time. It has to work, or Aranax will carve a path of slaughter across Kalech.”

Loic gave a stiff nod and looked at Zhane. The colonel reluctantly met his king’s gaze, his eyes bright. “Organise the resources needed by the magi for the coming battle.”


Chapter Thirty-One

“The scorpion bow is the smallest siege weapon employed by the tumens. Like a huge crossbow with metal arms, the scorpion fires giant metal bolts using a system of torsion springs. Great accuracy is possible, with a single bolt capable of penetrating multiple soldiers in distances under one hundred paces. During parabolic firing, the scorpion’s range extends up to four hundred paces. Once primarily used as a defensive weapon atop castle battlements, the scorpion has been recently employed in the field to engage the enemy at a distance, and to penetrate formations such as shield walls.”

-                Excerpt: Artillery Field Guide, First Tumen.

Screams bounced off the tunnel walls, mixing with the heavy feet of running soldiers, clanging armour, weapons, and shouted orders. Jael was near the back of the retreating mob, Aranax’s spiders close behind. Most flares had burnt out, leaving the passage in near perfect darkness save for the merest hint of grey from the exit ahead.

Jael tripped over a fallen soldier, losing his grip on Pollux as he sprawled head long on the stone floor. A foot stamped on his back as he went to rise, forcing him down as others ran around and over him. A heel crushed the tip of his finger, stripping the nail from its bed. Jael growled in frustration and forced his way upright. A hip smacked into his shoulder nearly knocking him down again, and then he was on his way, running once more. Faint grey light grew in intensity as he progressed closer to the exit and soon details of the smooth, rock walls to either side became visible, streaking past as he sprinted with sword in hand.

Finally, he burst through the exit into clear air. Morning sun bit through scattered clouds above, making Jael wince as his eyes adjusted to the brightness. Dry alpine air hit his face in a cold shock, bringing a chill of relief to have escaped the confines of the mountain. Free of the claustrophobic crush of millions of tonnes of stone above his head, standing in open air removed a lead weight from his shoulders.

He searched the crush for the mage and picked out his tattooed head pushing his way through the retreating press with Pyx and Torc on his tail. The blacksmith’s son caught up with Pollux, grabbed hold of the tied wrists behind his back and wrenched him to a stop. The mage spat obscenities at the two youths, desperately trying to break free as Jael caught up.

Jael reversed his grip on his sword and raised the pommel above Pollux’s temple. “Keep that shit up and I’ll knock you unconscious. It’s just as easy to move a limp body.”

The mage stopped pulling on his ties and quietened, knowing Jael wasn’t a man to make empty threats. Larika rallied her tumen a hundred paces onward, trying to create order from the mob of soldiers. Companies were mixed together. Separated from officers and corporals, and without the usual structures of leadership, it was taking longer than usual to achieve formation for the coming fight. Jael glanced back at the tunnel, to the broken steel doors hanging ajar on either side. Deep in the darkness he saw the first movement of jointed legs.

Jael grabbed Pyx by the shoulder. “You and Aeza get the mage to Larika, I’m going to do what I can to buy her some more time. Torc, stay with me.”

Pyx frowned and opened her mouth like she was about to argue.

“It’s not a request, girl. It’s a bloody order. Move!”

Pyx grunted an affirmative and shoved Pollux forward, her sword at the base of his spine for motivation.

“Create a line!” shouted Jael.

Jael stopped the last of the soldiers leaving the tunnel, coercing them into a rough arc about the broken doors of Ruan. Some shrugged off his hand, but most stayed, panic settling under the steady gaze of the veteran and an open sky. Jael would’ve preferred to have a crescent of bristling lances, but most spears had been dropped in the retreat, proving too difficult to carry in the dark press without causing injury to comrades. Swords, axes, and shields would have to do.

Torc stood at Jael’s right shoulder. The lad held his ground, pupils dilated with a hawkish grimace cutting his features. Jael recognised the lad’s expression and knew he wore something similar. The moment before contact, when there was nothing left but fear, adrenaline, and the freakish exhilaration of knowing the next seconds could be your last. All other life paled in colour once you’d stepped into the maw of death and come out the other side intact.

“We only have to hold long enough for the general to form an ordered defence. If we let the beasts hit the chaos behind us, there’ll be slaughter. Are you with me?!”

The soldiers grunted an affirmative.

“Bring the fuckers on!” growled a veteran soldier, her left ear reduced to a mess of scar tissue from an old wound.

Giant wolf spiders massed at the front of the tunnel. Hesitant to enter the sun’s domain, they crawled atop each other in a mounting wave, inching ever closer to the tunnel’s mouth.  Aranax shrieked in Jael’s mind, and he saw others in the ring stagger under the mental onslaught. At the god’s order, the spiders finally spilled from the tunnel.

Hissing, they ran forward with forelegs raised and fangs bared. Torc growled a wordless battle cry at Jael’s side, swinging a long-shafted axe overhead. The blade bit into the head of a spider, cleaving it neatly in two from eyes to fangs. He wrenched the axe free, taking out the legs of another on retrieval. Jael trusted the arachnids on his right to the savage care of the blacksmith’s boy and carved his own trail of anger and destruction. The arachnids attacked with ferocity, lunging at the blades of the defenders as if they were no more than sticks of cotton.

Jael and his warriors wet their blades time and again. Guts of orange and green spilled over the ground, mixing with the snow underfoot into a foul slush. A woman’s feet were yanked out from beneath her to Jael’s left, her body torn into the mob of spiders. Corpses mounted in front of them, the warriors’ numbers thinning beneath the onslaught.

A beast sprinted up the mound of its siblings and launched into the air, jumping clear over Jael’s ring of fighters. Jael swept his sword upward, its point only just reaching the spider’s abdomen. The razor tip unzipped the swollen belly, releasing a tide of guts over Jael and Torc before the creature hit the ground in an ungainly mess of limbs.

Around the arc of warriors, the same occurrence happened, spiders escaping their defence to run onwards. Jael spared a glance behind and saw Larika had the Eighth Tumen finally in battle formation. He nodded in satisfaction at the general’s choice of array, seeing the tumen divided into company squares. Usually deployed by foot soldiers to defend against a mounted enemy, it would serve against the fast-paced attack of arachnids just as well.

“Job’s done! On me!”

***

Jael’s gaze swept across the battle formation until he spotted Larika’s position, denoted by the royal standard, snapping in the wind. A two-headed golden eagle on a field of blue, grasping a sword in one set of talons, an axe in the other; three generations of Larika’s family had carried the flag from one conflict to another, teaching an entire continent to fear its presence…on or off the battlefield.

Jael led his group at a double-march towards the general’s standard, located in the centre of his own company. Formed into a square, the formation was three lines deep and bristling with steel. The forward-facing wall split aside, making room for Jael’s depleted squad through to the centre. Pollux knelt in the open space with hands tied behind his back.

Larika stood large over him, glaring in barely contained fury. “You still think I’m a fool? If Revarc is approaching our rear like a fucking coward again, why in Kal’s name would I allow you to join him?”

“Do it, or I’ll order Aranax to crush you alongside your troops,” said Pollux. “I’m done playing, Larika.”

“I’ll risk it,” she spat and turned to Pyx. “Don’t let this prick out of your sight. Hamstring him if need be.”

The first wave of arachnids collided with the square. The back two lines braced against the first, stopping it from buckling and giving way. Spiders recoiled from the edge, lacerated and bleeding, while those behind them spilled around the margins of the square like a stampede about a rock outcrop.

“Hold!” shouted Larika.

A deafening crack thundered from under the mountain. A second later, a fissure appeared above the gates, splintering up through the cliff like a streak of lightning. From the tunnel two legs emerged, wide as a tree-stumps. Hook-like attachments at the ends gripped the shattered doors to either side and flung them away with an irritated flick, then gripped the sides of the tunnel and flexed. From the depths, a vast black head covered in thick wiry hair emerged. Topped by a huge nest of blinking eyes, enormous fangs curved under the monstrous visage. Two more legs squeezed out either side of the head and began to strain in unison. For a second nothing happened, then suddenly it was moving. A long thorax emerged followed by a narrow abdomen.

Once completely in the open, the shape of the freakish spider altered. Freed from the narrow confines like a babe from the birth canal, its abdomen grew rounded in shape, the outer plates of its thorax unfolding and expanding until it stood proud. Legs stretched as its head turned this way and that, taking in the sight of Larika’s army. The smaller spiders swarmed around its legs, like fleas to a dog.

Aranax flexed down, abdomen vibrating with excitement as it fixed on a target. Suddenly, it leapt! Soaring a full fifty paces, it hit the ground running, barrelling into a company on the far right of Larika’s battle formation. The huge beast careered into the square. Forelegs smashed holes in the lines, sending broken bodies flying as smaller spiders swarmed through the gaps. Aranax quivered with excitement, its wiry hair producing the noise of a rattlesnake as it scooped corpses of the fallen into its bloody mouth.

The adjacent square attacked, soldiers throwing spears in high arcs against Aranax’s grotesque corpus. Steel blades skated across its hide or bent on impact, the god’s skin impenetrable to the small weapons. Laughter filled Jael’s mind, Aranax sharing its joy at the destruction. It bit down on a man’s body, ripping the soldier in two at the waist before throwing aside the remains and turning its attention to the attacking square. It scuttled across and stood over the company, the corpulent girth of its abdomen casting a shadow across the entire formation.

Jael watched a warrior climb on another’s shoulders to reach the god’s dark underbelly with a spear. A smaller spider leapt in from the side, latching onto the man’s face and pulling him sideways from his unsteady perch. Suddenly the god dropped, smashing its incredible weight onto the ground. Jael’s breath caught, mind reeling at an entire company of men and women crushed from existence in one hideous and unforgiving strike.

The general grabbed Pollux by the scruff of his neck and held a knife to his throat. “You claim to command the god? Prove it. Demand that he stop—or I’ll gut you here and now!”

Pollux blanched, his eyes looking anywhere but at the general, searching for a way out.

“He might have woken it,” said Jael. “But he doesn’t control the beast, ma’am, it was always a bluff.”

Reading the truth of Jael’s words in Pollux’s expression Larika snarled with rage. She took the knife from the mage’s throat and stabbed it deep in his gut. Pollux’s mouth formed an oval of surprise before emitting his first shriek of agony. Larika twisted the blade, ripping it free in a spurt of blood and feculent liquid. She stood and kicked the mage onto his back.

“Open your eyes worm and witness the curse you’ve brought on us all.”

Larika spat on the mage and turned to the carnage raining down upon her army. “We need something larger. A scorpion bow or trebuchet might be powerful enough to pierce the wretch’s skin, no?”

Jael looked behind to where the siege equipment lay. When the tortoise had been brought from the camp to use in the grand hall, other large weaponry had been brought as well for potential use. Problem was, most were deconstructed in preparation for transport through the outer tunnel. There was no time to build the larger stone throwing engines, not when it took the god mere seconds to turn a hundred soldiers to mince. But the scorpion bows could still do some damage. Mounted on wooden platforms, three were located around forty paces behind them. Unfortunately, wolf spiders owned the ground between.

“Give me ten soldiers, ma’am. I’ll get it done.”

“Take whatever you need.”

Pyx was at his side before he’d even had a chance to start assembling his squad. “Guard duty’s over. The mage isn’t going anywhere.”

Jael grimaced but accepted her help. There was nowhere safe on this battlefield, and if he would trust anyone to protect his back from a beast, it was her. Torc was half a step behind her, bloodied axe in hand, his face resolute. Jael pulled another six soldiers from the back line of the square and pointed out their target.

“We run as a tight group. Don’t stop to engage. If attacked, maim the beast and move on. Ready?”

He made brief eye contact with each warrior in his squad, gauging their readiness. There were a few pale faces, but none backed away from the challenge. They’d do.

“Okay, stay on my back and don’t get separated.”

Spiders streamed past the outer edge of the defensive formation, running in haphazard patterns between the companies. Some attacked the squares, while others were driven mad by the voice of their god, attacking anything in their path whether arachnid or human. Soldiers on the near side of the square formation made a gap for them to exit, then closed it up as soon as the last of his squad was through. Torc swung his axe in a wide sweep, cutting a path of limbs through the spiders that swarmed the edge of the square.

“Go! Go! Go!” shouted Jael.

They pushed onward, shields held tight in their left hands while the right kept the beasts at bay with pointed steel. Jael stabbed at the eyes, slicing through malevolent grape-like clusters to send the spiders scuttling backwards oozing bloodied jelly.

Finally, they reached the weapons cache. Jael chose the closest scorpion bow to use. Mounted on a heavy wooden platform, the metal bow of the scorpion was as long as a cavalry horse. While the rest of the squad formed a defensive ring, Torc helped him drag the scorpion around until it was aimed at Aranax’s vast bulk. Torc wound the mechanism back, corded muscles standing proud with the effort, then Jael loaded a steel-shafted bolt.

“Fire!”

The metal arms of the bow sprung forward with an ear-splitting thwack!, firing the projectile with incredible force. The razor tipped shaft was a blur as it tore through the air before plunging into the near side of Aranax’s abdomen. A split second later it exited out the other side. Barely a dribble of blood flowed before fresh skin sealed the wounds.

The god screamed, a demonic wail that tortured mind and ear. Aranax spun on the spot, tree-trunk legs stamping upon spiders and soldiers alike, hideous eyes fixing upon Jael and his squad. Shit. They had its attention now. Jael grabbed another metal shaft as Torc madly wound back the mechanism. Aranax broke into a run, ground shuddering under every footfall.

“Fire!”

Like a wasp, the shaft zipped in a blur straight into the god’s face, lodging in one of its eyes. Aranax bellowed in pain and skidded into the side of the weapons cache as it shook the metal spike free. Huge timber beams used to construct a trebuchet were thrown into the air like matchsticks before the god righted itself. It slammed a leg onto the scorpion, Jael and Torc jumping aside at the last second as the weapon was smashed to splinters.

Jael lay on his back winded. He stared up at the behemoth blocking the sun. Instinctively, his hand went for a blade. Jael knew it was a battle that couldn’t be won, but if the end was near, he would go down fighting. He climbed to his feet screaming a battle cry.

Blinding light flashed, an arc of blue-white lightning that struck the god’s thorax with an ear-splitting thunderclap. Heat filled the air like a furnace, sucking the moisture from his lungs as Jael threw up an arm to shield his eyes and stumbled backwards.


Chapter Thirty-Two

“Do you love your king?”

“Why mock me with such a question? The word is not adequate. I would die for him or any other warrior of the First Tumen. They are all my brothers and sisters, our family bonds forged through blood and pain. I would walk to the gates of Hell for that man.”

-                Sergeant Bazach, First Tumen.

Xares gauged the distance to the spider-god, knowing they needed to start soon. If Loic succumbed to his injuries before the god was brought to heel, all would be for naught. Aranax raged across the field of battle below. Wolf spiders hunted the plain, swarming about the square formations of soldiers like a nest of millions had been upended. The huge bulk of the arachnid god dwarfed all below it, a vile behemoth of spite and rage.

The First Tumen had abandoned the camp minutes before, marching at the double to join the fray. Colonel Zhane led half the tumen to join Larika’s Eighth in hand-to-hand combat, while Loic remained with the two mages and volunteers.

The king sat astride his war horse. Expression pained, he’d had to be lifted into the saddle, requesting that Zhane tie him in to prevent an embarrassing fall if his strength gave out. Loic’s wound had torn at the activity, his left hip sodden with dark blood that seeped from under his armour.

“Bring me the first volunteer,” said Xares. They would have to start now and close distance during the fight. A soldier stepped forward and removed his helmet.

Xares met the veteran’s gaze, a sadness in his chest at what he was about to do.

“Thank you.”

“Get on with it, mage,” muttered the veteran. “They’re dying down there.”

The soldier was old, a survivor of campaigns spanning the continent. Brown skin weathered by the desert sun, muscles tough as iron. No one had been able to kill him in three decades of war, and yet he was offering his life without a second thought. All to save the lives of his comrades. And because his king had asked it of him.

Loic had addressed the First Tumen without hyperbole, laying bare the risk and the stakes. Only one weapon could slow the god, but to power it required the energy of life. The veterans of the First weren’t fools, knowing there was only one source at hand to fulfil the need. It had taken less than a second for the first soldier to step forward and volunteer. A flood had followed.

Xares had looked on in wonder at Loic. That the king could inspire such trust and loyalty from his soldiers, it should have been no surprise he’d brought a continent to heel. Despite his stern expression, he’d seen the brightness to Loic’s eyes and knew in that moment the king loved his warriors more than the crown itself. From there, the soldiers organised it themselves; older veterans pushing younger warriors to the back of the line, an unwritten understanding that greenhorns should be given every chance to see another day.

That had been less than twenty minutes before. Xares grasped the veteran about the throat, fingers and thumb over major vessels on each side of his neck. He could feel the man’s energy; lifeforce pulsing beneath his fingers with each beat of the veteran’s heart. Xares caught Shreya’s eye. Silent tears streamed down the mage’s face as she gripped her volunteer and nodded her readiness.

Both mages raised their right hands with palms outfacing toward Aranax and spoke the words of power. The soldier jerked in Xares’ grip, body convulsing as energy was stripped and sucked into the mage’s own. The life-force entered his hand, searing the tissue like a hot poker straight from the fire. Xares bit his lip to stifle a cry of pain and focused his attention on the energy, guiding it through his body in a narrow band up through his arm, across his shoulder blades and out the opposite hand. Controlling the power was critical. If the pathway was altered to pass through heart or lungs, the mage would be killed in an instant. It was also critical to siphon enough of the energy to repair his own bodily tissues as it coursed through him, lest he be burnt to death from the inside out.

The veteran’s life-force burst from Xares’ right palm, arcing in a bolt of blue-white down the slope into the god’s thorax. Aranax screamed, shuddering under the force of the strike. The god’s skin smouldered and blistered, but as soon as the focus of the energy changed position upon the spider’s body, the injured tissue knitted back together.

“Come on, Shreya, I need your help!” growled Xares.

A cry of grief-stricken anger at the situation tore from his partner’s throat. From the corner of Xares’ eye, he saw Shreya’s muscles flex and a glow of energy course through the corded muscles of her neck. A split second later, a green flow of lightning surged down the slope from Shreya’s palm, slamming into the hulking god. Once more, Aranax screeched rage as their combined might forced him back a step.

Xares drove forwards, dragging the volunteer behind him down the slope, desperate to narrow the distance to Aranax. The veteran’s neck shrunk under his hand, tissue drying out and contracting. Soon there would be nothing left. Xares redirected the remaining energy, using it to regenerate the skin, tendon, and muscles of his hands. Life-force spent, he released the man’s neck, the corpse crumbling like ancient parchment as it hit the ground.

“Another!” he panted, sweat rolling down his forehead in thick beads.

The second veteran stumbled forward, eyes wide as the mage took a vice-like grip under his chin. Xares ignored the volunteer’s scream as he started the process again, dragging the man’s disintegrating body behind to close on the god.


Chapter Thirty-Three

“Some would suggest Loic pays too little attention to life at court, ignoring the rumours and petty squabbles that inhabit such an environment. They would be wrong. It’s no secret the king and his heir prefer a life in the saddle over one of comfort, but this does not mean Loic’s ill-informed. Not by any means. Amongst our other duties, the Imperial Secret Service monitors the aristocracy and those in positions of power. If a lord breaks wind, you can trust we know about it.”

-                Agent Tarkin, Journal Entry

Aranax screamed as a second path of green lightning slammed into his bulk, a roar of overwhelming anger and pain that engulfed all other sound of the battlefield. Recognising the magic from the grand hall, Jael searched briefly for the mage. No, it couldn’t be from Pollux. There was no way he could have escaped again, not with Larika’s knife buried in his gut.

Oblivious of the warm blood running from his ears, Jael stood with sword in hand. The air about him was charged, static electricity bristling hairs along his arms and legs. Unable to hear anything over the whine of his damaged tympanic membranes, he waved his squad on to the next scorpion bow and out from beneath the god. Torc ran with axe in his non-dominant hand, the right arm hanging limp below the step-deformity of a dislocated shoulder. He wasn’t alone. With bodies and armour doused in blood and dirt, few of the squad were untouched by blade or fang.

The lightning faltered and retracted up the slope. Jael followed the path of the energy back to its creator. He saw a man take hold of a soldier’s neck before sending another burst of pure energy at the god. At his side, a woman dropped a corpse from her own grip, the body disintegrating into dusty fragments on contact with the snow.

Mages.

Buried in blankets of fur, the king sat astride his warhorse behind the magi. A mere shell of the warrior-king Jael remembered, Loic’s skin held the waxy paleness of a person nearing death. The king watched his beloved veterans die under the mage’s hands, face drawn and grim. Remembering how Pollux had fuelled his attack in the grand hall, Jael understood the scene in a heartbeat. His gut dropped at the bravery of the First Tumen’s soldiers; of veterans willing to sacrifice their lives in a last-ditch effort to bring the rampaging god to heel.

Jagged lightning bit into the god, scorching charred furrows deep in the spider’s flesh as it turned to face the mages. Aranax roared and leaned into the lightning, fangs gnashing and muscles straining stubbornly against the magic even as it burnt his flesh. First one mighty leg slipped backward, then another, ploughing deep channels through snow and soil. A thick stink of corruption filled the air, a foul mix of burning flesh, shit, and rotting meat. Suddenly Aranax stumbled back a handful of steps towards the mountain, his mighty body shivering with pain. Bloodied devastation was left in the god’s wake, bodies crushed and unrecognisable. The smaller spiders fled, breaking away from their attack of the companies to scuttle back into the darkness of the mountain’s interior.

A spark of cruel hope kindled in Jael’s chest, one that wavered as he saw the pile of veterans it had taken to move the god such a small distance. The mages needed help. Jael looked behind and saw there were five scorpion bows remaining. Now that the smaller spiders had fled the battlefield, they could bring them all to bear.

“Two soldiers to a bow,” he shouted over the whining tinnitus in his ears. “Aim carefully, let’s make this fucker hurt!”

As the first shots whipped out around him, Jael aimed for the beast’s head. If there was a brain in there, he planned on driving steel straight through the middle of it.

***

Larika winced at the god’s scream as the mammoth spider retreated in agony. Blue and green streams of energy forked and crackled across its thorax, leaving smoking rents of burnt flesh in their wake. Larika was still dumbfounded by the appearance of mages alongside the First Tumen. What she could have done with such a weapon at Beacon Castle! How many deaths would have been prevented if she’d been able to destroy the Burdikesh warriors with a blast of mage-fire?

Larika stared past the god to a new problem, her jaw clenching with frustration. A company of soldiers occupied the field between Aranax and the smashed gates of Ruan. Manoeuvred by Larika to flank the god, they now found themselves directly in his line of retreat. Spears and arrows launched from their ranks, harmless as toothpicks against the creature’s thick hide.

“Get those poor bastards out of there!” she roared.

A signaller raised a flag to convey her order without response.

Damn it, they can’t see. The spider’s in the way. “Send a runner!”

It was too late. Aranax stumbled again, his massive frame obliterating half the company’s formation with a sickening crunch of breaking bones and armour. Larika swore viciously at the loss. Aranax regained his feet with blood dripping from his undercarriage in fat red drops. Flattened corpses peeled off his abdomen as wet bags of gore, falling to the crimson-stained snow below. The god ignored the slaughter as it they were no more than ants and continued his retreat to the mountain.

“General!”

Larika tore her gaze from the god and found a messenger at her side holding the reins of her mare.

“A message from the king, ma’am,” shouted the young soldier. “He rides to battle and requests your presence.”

What?

She looked up the slope following the messenger’s pointed finger. Seeing nothing, she took the offered telescope and focused the lens. Sure enough, behind the two mages sat her father on his warhorse.

Stubborn son of a bitch.

Pride burnt deep in her chest at the sight, though. A lesser man would have accepted fate and seen out his days in bed. But not Loic.

“Take heart,” shouted Larika, sword raised in her fist. “We fight beside the king!”

Larika turned to the messenger again with a fresh order. Without wolf spiders roaming the field, there was no need for the square formations. “Send instruction to the other companies—we merge forces with the First Tumen and fight as one. Hurry!”

A horn blared her order in a staccato series of blasts and within seconds, officers enforced her will. Soldiers broke rank with practiced smoothness, formed column and marched at the double for the First Tumen. A scorpion bow fired with a loud thwack!, sending a thin projectile of steel buzzing through the air above the soldiers. The shaft plunged deep into the god’s abdomen, making the spider recoil with pain. It spun on the spot, legs becoming clumsy as four other scorpion shafts streaked home as well.

Larika hauled Pollux to his feet, the mage groaning as shit-stained blood leaked from his gut wound. “You’re not leaving my sight.” She grabbed the attention of two nearby soldiers. “Tie the traitor behind my saddle.”

Larika climbed on her warhorse and turned its head for the king. At a touch of her heels, the mare launched into a gallop up the slope. If this was to be her father’s last battle, she’d fight it by his side.
 


Chapter Thirty-Four

“By Kal, how many centuries have you lived? Do you not grow tired of life?” asked Tarkin.

“Aspects of our world no longer interest me; politics, the accumulation of wealth and power for example,” said Xares before taking a sip of tea. “But how can you deny the beauty of a desert sunrise, the flowers in spring or the mewling cry of a newborn? It may be selfish, but I cling to life because it’s too beautiful to release.”

-                Field notes from Agent Tarkin’s Investigation into the Order of Magi

Come on, give in you foul thing!

Xares grit his teeth, lips snarled back in a rictus of effort. Pain flowed through the mage’s body, the life energy he stripped from each veteran’s body scorching nerve fibres, muscle, and tissue with the searing lick of flame. The concentration required to protect his major organs from the path of energy was becoming harder. If the god did not call for mercy soon, it would be only a matter of time before he made a fatal mistake.

Shreya stumbled next to him, falling to her knees as she dropped another veteran’s corpse. Xares spared her a glance, saw the skin of Shreya’s hand and forearm had melted to expose blackened and bloody muscles, rendered fat running slick from the exposed bone of her fingertips. Shreya clasped the ruined arm to her chest with a shriek of agony.

Damn it.

Xares turned his attention back to the god, redoubling his efforts to compensate for Shreya. He risked it all, sucking energy from the veteran at a greater rate to widen the beam of mage-fire. Scorpion bolts began to pepper Aranax’s body, compounding the god’s agony. The great beast scuttled around, legs growing uncoordinated, scorched tissue failing to heal as it had before. Another bolt whipped through the air, its passage a shimmering wraith of death. The shaft plunged into Aranax’s face, puncturing a bulbous eye and stabbing deep into the skull. The vast beast dropped with a howl of pain, shaking the ground with the power of an earthquake.

“ENOUGH!” Aranax curled up a foreleg and plucked the offending shaft from his face and threw it aside.

The force of the god’s screech brought Xares to his knees, but he kept the stream of energy coursing. Arm extended, his fingers curled like a claw about the blue lightning erupting from his palm.

“There will be no relief until you negotiate. Only pain,” said Xares.

YOU CANNOT KILL ME. YOU ARE INSIGNIFICANT. A GNAT BUZZING AT THE EAR OF AN ELEPHANT!

“No, we are the desert wasp, and our sting will make your existence a living hell.” Xares grabbed at another veteran and stripped his energy, doubling the width of the mage-fire thrown at the god. “Return to your mountain and sleep or live in agony.”

More scorpion bolts struck, the group of soldiers manning siege weapons off to the right of the slope working like madmen. Brown goo ran from puncture wounds across Aranax’s abdomen, while multiple shafts studded his thorax. A wave of the god’s emotion coursed through Xares as if the sensations were his own. Anger, pain, disgust. And finally, resignation.

“STOP!”

Xares ceased the mage-fire, the blue lightning vanishing as he redirected the stolen life energy from the soldier, using it to regenerate and fix the damage wrought upon his tissues.

“State your terms, Aranax, or the pain will begin again.”  

“What I seek, this king will not pay.”

“Do not claim to know my mind.” Loic stepped his warhorse forward to stand beside the mage.

Hooves trembled the earth as General Larika galloped up the slope, pulling her horse to a stop in skid of snow and soil. She slid from the saddle, landing with the poise of a gymnast. Xares met the pained eyes of his ex-student behind the general’s saddle. Pollux was trussed like a pig for slaughter, his hands and ankles bound, belly slick with blood.

“Why has your attack stopped? Aranax is on the retreat, now is not the time for mercy!” said Larika.

“Patience, daughter,” said the king. “Negotiations have begun. We will not win this fight through force alone.” Loic’s voice was thin, his skin pale as new fallen snow.

“What price do you demand, Aranax?” asked Xares.

“My wants are simple. Firstly, I seek a resting place of silence. Ruan shall stay empty. No humans are to walk the mountain tunnels again, whispering selfish prayers of want and need.”

Larika glanced up at the king, eyes wide with surprise. “I can hear his voice.”

“Aside from this, I want but three lives,” said Aranax. “I demand the life of the imbecile who wakened me.”

Pollux began to struggle in his bindings, finally managing to unhook a loop of rope from a saddle horn to hit the ground with a thump. Larika stopped his movement with a boot on his throat.

“A price I’m happy to pay,” said Larika.

“You may not be so fond of my next request, princess,” chuckled the god. “Your father has subdued a continent, bringing Kalech under the rule of a single person for the first time in history. This achievement has ramifications. Not a second passes without his name being cursed or praised. He generates hatred and loyalty alike, with such depth of emotion that it penetrates my slumber like a knife through silk.

“I have dreamt of tearing his body asunder, but I see his life is now counted in minutes. There is no satisfaction in taking something which is soon to expire.”

“Damn it, mage. You said he would take me,” spat Loic under his breath. He glared across the battlefield at the huge god. “What do you want, Aranax?”

“I will have your daughter’s life.”

“No.”

“Then we will see how long Xares can restrain my rage. Already his accomplice has fallen, it won’t be long until he too falters.”

“You said three lives, three sacrifices to be offered up for your retreat. Who is the other you seek?” shouted Xares.

“That is for you to work out. If you choose right, this will all be at an end.”

***

Larika’s mind reeled, her dreams swept away like dust in a sandstorm.

A day ago, an empire awaited. Confirmed as heir with the tumens’ sworn allegiance in hand, she’d been a breath away from becoming Kalech’s first warrior-queen. But now she was offered a simple choice; her own death or to release a god’s wrath. Larika knew her army stood no chance against the abomination. Without the mages, Aranax would wreak devastation until his anger was sated.

She looked down the slope at the massed ranks of the First and Eighth Tumens. Comprising people from across Kalech, they were a representation of the many cultures facing annihilation if Aranax was allowed to roam free. Early on, Loic had taught her a monarch’s first responsibility was to their people. If a king or queen could not protect them, then what right did they have to the crown? Larika sighed knowing she was her father’s daughter, and as such there was only one path to take. Her primary duty was to ensure the safety of the empire and all who lived within.

She looked up at her father. Sitting astride his horse, Loic’s back was hunched and eyes downcast, his once unbreakable stoicism shaken to its core by the god’s demand. Larika reached a hand to his knee. The words were like ash in her throat, but she forced them out.

“I will do as Aranax wishes. There’s too much at stake.”

“No.” Loic stared down at her, his eyes tired. “Without you, Kalech will be consumed by civil war after my death. It cannot be.”

Beside them, Shreya crawled to a half-used body and drew the last of the soldier’s lifeforce for herself. Before Larika’s eyes, she saw tissue repair across the woman’s injured arm, the stolen life-force enough to seal paper-thin skin over her wounds. Larika’s heart skipped a beat at the sight—maybe a solution existed.

“What if you defeated death?” posed Larika. “These mages steal energy to heal their own bodies; surely they could do the same for you? If you were restored to youth, Kalech would be gifted decades of stable rule—and you, ample time to father a new heir.”

Shreya cradled her injured hand. “You ask too much, princess. Loic is not just any man. To restore him to his prime would take more than a single veteran could offer, and yet if the process is stopped halfway, the king would die along with the lifeforce’s donor. The added energy would have to come from the mage, and even that might not be enough.”

“Don’t you see,” Xares laughed, a bitter sound devoid of humour. “This is exactly what Aranax wants. He desired a third life, and what better than that of a mage who’s tortured him twice throughout the ages. And if I fail to rejuvenate Loic, he will have killed a dynasty and destroyed an empire.”

“No. You can’t do this, Xares,” said Shreya, a quaver to her voice. “You would leave me alone after all these centuries? And what if he reneges on the bargain? I cannot fight him alone, I’m not strong enough.”

“He kept his word last time. We will have to trust that he will today as well.” Xares reached a hand to Loic. “Here, sire, let me help you to the ground for the process to begin. We don’t have much time.”

Larika and Xares untied the knots of rope that held the king in his saddle, Larika catching her father as he slumped to the side. She eased him to the ground, undid the fastenings of his armour and removed his helmet. Loic’s eyes were sunken deep in his skull, his breath shallow and quick.

Colonel Zhane came forward, eyes reddened as he stared down at his commander. “If it will bring the king back to health, my life would be a fair trade.”

A croak of opposition came from Loic. “I forbid it.” His words were barely a whisper now. “You’re needed as a general.”

Yes, needed as a general to lead my tumen once I’m dead.

Larika had always walked a path in death’s shadow, but the blade had never felt quite so close as now. She had not a fool’s hope for survival or even a chance to go down fighting, splattered in the blood of her enemies. No, she would be a sacrificial lamb, stretching her neck beneath the blade. She would not shirk the duty to her people, but the requirement tasted foul as rotted meat. It was not the death she had imagined.

Across the plain, the spider-god settled its vast bulk in front of the destroyed doors of Ruan. One after another, it pulled long legs close to its thorax and fell still as death. Smaller spiders appeared from the tunnel behind and began to climb over Aranax, preening the coarse hair of his body and feeding upon the gore covering his flanks.

“Every minute wasted allows Aranax to heal,” said Xares. “We must hurry before he reneges on his terms and chooses to fight.”

Then act fast little human. My patience runs thin.  

Xares glanced over his shoulder at the god, eyes narrowed in anger before turning back to Loic. The king lay with chest exposed on the ground. Larika winced at the vast surgical wound across her father’s chest. The man shouldn’t be alive, not after such trauma. Surely there had to be some aspect of the surgeon’s hibernation spell that continued to aid his grip on life. The mage shrugged off his cloak and knelt beside the king, placing one hand over Loic’s heart. The other, he reached to the next veteran in line, a woman holding a halberd with the First Tumen’s pennant hanging below the axe blade.

“If you are willing to give your life for the king, come forward and kneel.”

Not pausing a heartbeat, the veteran passed the halberd to another, took a knee by Loic’s right shoulder and bowed her head. Xares placed his free hand on the woman’s scalp and spoke the words of power beneath his breath. The veteran’s eyes bulged with pain, a silent scream upon her mouth as the process started. Larika watched energy course through Xares’ body, bright under the sheer material of his shirt. From one arm, across shoulder blades and down the other to her father’s body, lighting the tissue from within so that the bones showed dark against red muscle and sinew.

The energy poured into Loic’s chest, yellow light infusing his skin as cellular healing began at the point of contact, spreading outward like ripples about a thrown pebble. Loic’s head sagged backwards unconscious, the massive changes in-play too much for his brain to handle. Larika watched, fingers gripping her sword handle as a life-rope to stop their shaking. If the mage failed, not only would she lose her father, but an empire would fall.

Slowly a circle of healed flesh expanded around Xares’ hand. Tufts of thin, grey chest hair were renewed with a forest of brown. Loic’s skin lost the hypoxic sheen of expectant death, replaced by tanned skin of a healthy young man. Even the patchwork of scars that covered near every inch of the man’s body faded to nothing, muscles firming and bulking beneath. The shirt about his shoulders grew taught as it filled with the broad musculature of the king as a young man.

And for every improvement gained in the king’s body, his loyal veteran faded before their eyes. Her body shrivelled under the mage’s grip. Larika stared aghast as the woman rapidly deteriorated, aging decades in the space of a minute. Her spine became stooped and bent, skin thin and translucent, muscles atrophied, eyes dull and milky. Larika saw the moment life passed from the woman as her joints unhinged, and still the mage sucked energy from the corpse until there was nothing but a dried, mummified husk in a soldier’s uniform.

Xares grimaced as he finally released his hold on the veteran’s head, muscles trembling as the mage’s own lifeforce began to flow into the king. Xares groaned, blood dripping from his mouth as he bit a lip to silence his agony. Shreya knelt by him, tears streaming as she helped Xares stay upright.

Larika stared across the battlefield to the waiting god. Wolf spiders still crawled over its bulk, but near all evidence of the recent slaughter had been consumed and cleaned away, leaving the thorax black and shiny with spit. The devastating burns carved into the beast’s body were greatly improved, new skin filling in the wounds at a growing speed. Time was running short. Larika forced a deep breath and set her body in motion for her next task. Her last task.

She pointed at Pollux on the ground. “Zhane, get that bastard on my horse again. I need to move.”

As the colonel and another soldier hauled the dying mage back onto her mare and fastened his body behind her saddle, Larika glanced back at her father. His body was barely recognisable to her, now younger than he’d even been at her birth. Loic’s chest rose and fell in slow breaths as the mage slowly crumbled above him.

“If the king fails to wake, governance of Kalech falls to you, Zhane. Do not fail us.”

The colonel opened his mouth, but words failed to emerge. Eventually he nodded, giving a stiff salute that Larika acknowledged with a nod before climbing into her saddle. Her horse whinnied, hooves lightly stamping as it moved on the spot.

Your father allows you to pay the price, princess. If that is the way, then come and earn your passage across Death’s Bridge.

Larika ignored Aranax’s goading and took a final look about. The last of the Eighth Tumen had joined the First, spread across the slope in four long lines facing Aranax. A thousand soldiers reduced to the importance of ants in comparison to the size and strength of the spider-god.

Shreya began to weep and a few moments later the desiccated corpse of Xares was laid across Larika’s knees. Three offerings for the life of an empire. Larika didn’t look back at her father, praying only that Xares had finished the job successfully. She touched her heels to the horse’s flanks and set off in a canter down the slope, staring her coming death in the eye.


Chapter Thirty-Five

“What will be my legacy, you ask? I thought it self-evident. I fight for a united Kalech.”

-                King Loic

Four ranks of soldiers stood at the ready, all eyes on the brooding monstrosity across the battlefield. After the carnage inflicted earlier, the sight of it sitting motionless seemed unnatural. Behind the ordered ranks, management of the wounded was already at play. Priority of treatment went to minor injuries; gashes bound or roughly stitched to stop the bleeding and allow the affected warrior to hold a sword. Those with more serious injuries were sedated with poppy milk as they started a trial of life and waited for the surgeon’s knife.

Jael examined Torc’s shoulder, noting the step-deformity of the dislocation, then felt for the head of the humerus to determine its position in relation to the joint. He grunted and took a hold of Torc’s arm in readiness, feeling sorry for the pain he was about to put the lad through.

“Let the muscles relax, otherwise it won’t work,” said Jael.

Holding Torc’s arm at his side with elbow flexed, Jael provided gentle traction downward and waited for the muscle spasm to ease before rotating the arm externally. The blacksmith’s son groaned as the humeral head slipped back into place, the joint relocating with a dull clunk.

Aeza slipped between the two soldiers and applied a sling. “That went in pretty easy, you must have dislocated that shoulder in the past?”

“Yeah. The joint’s gone on me three or four times now,” said Torc with a grimace.

“The shoulder will be a little unstable for a few days, so try not to use it for a while, yeah?”

Torc stared past her at Aranax. “My left arm can still swing an axe. I’ll be fine.”

“Make way for the general!” shouted a sergeant.

Jael glanced up and saw Larika astride a horse, carrying two other bodies. One was clearly the trussed mage, but the corpse across her knees was so thin and dry it looked like a stiff breeze could blow it off her lap.

Troops dutifully made space for her to pass through the lines, some shouting questions as to what was happening. Larika seemed not to hear, her gaze fixed on the god across the plain, expression a stoic glare.

“What the hell is she doing?” asked Pyx, forehead creased with concern as she stared at the general’s back.

“She must be negotiating,” guessed Jael. It didn’t seem right that a general and heir to the empire was riding into danger without support. Something was wrong. “Stay here for a moment, I’m going to find out what’s going on.”

Jael ran up the slope to where a pennant indicated the location of the king and command post. He picked out the colonel of the First, Zhane, who was staring down at the body of a young man, lying on a cloak with chest exposed.

“Colonel? The general’s entered the field without a guard. Shall I follow with a squad to provide protection?”

Zhane looked up, and for the first time that Jael could remember, the colonel looked stricken. “No. Larika rides to meet the god’s demands. She along with Pollux and Xares are the price for Aranax’s retreat.”

“The princess is a sacrifice? Are you mad?” growled Jael. “Where is the king, he’d never allow such a thing.”

Zhane stared at the man lying on the cloak. “The king is yet to wake.”

Jael looked down, eyes widening as he recognised Loic’s face. The same face from two decades prior. He pushed the colonel aside, knelt at the king’s side and roughly shook his shoulder. “Sir, open your eyes! The heir’s life is at risk!”

Loic’s eyes snapped open. In a split-second, he whipped a dagger from his belt to Jael’s throat. “Where the hell am I?”

“Ruan Campaign, sir. Larika rides toward the god as we speak. You can’t let this happen.”

Comprehension flooded the king’s eyes, and he relaxed the knife from Jael’s throat, springing to his feet. “For fuck’s sake, Zhane. Aranax wanted my life as payment, Larika was compensation.”

“But he refused you?” said Zhane, clearly confused.

“When I was at death’s door, but now in my restored health? Can’t you see? The god plays games. He wanted to see if I’d choose my daughter over another lifetime.”

Jael stared over the plain. Larika was halfway to the spider-god. “There’s still time, sir, but we need to leave now.”

Loic swung up onto his mount, his tunic gaping at the front in the cold wind. He drew his sword from his scabbard and leant forward in the saddle, slapping the flat of the blade against the horse’s rear thigh. The gelding reared and set off at a gallop, snow and dirt kicking out in clumps beneath its hooves.

“I’ll follow in case the general needs support in her withdrawal,” said Jael.

Zhane handed Jael the reins of his horse and the Scalzini climbed into the saddle. “The scorpion bows pricked its hide before, Colonel. I suggest you man the siege weapons in case Aranax breaks whatever deal’s been made.”

Jael didn’t wait to see if Zhane heeded his advice. Fixing his eyes on the king ahead, he galloped off in hot pursuit.

***

Larika’s mount shifted beneath her, growing more skittish the closer it came to the huge spider. She placed a soothing hand on the mare’s neck and whispered reassurance to herself as much as the horse. Aranax’s vast form dwarfed her like a mouse between the paws of a lion. Red jelly oozed from a punctured eye. The others, however, tracked her with cold intelligence.

“General, don’t do this,” gasped Pollux. “You’ll achieve nothing with our deaths. Aranax will kill us both, then attack again.”

You think I haven’t already thought of that? “Shut up, Pollux, or I’ll finish you myself.”

Pedipalp appendages either side of the spider’s jaw twitched into life, stroking the huge fangs that curved down in an arc. A spurt of venom came from their tips before reducing to a slow drip. She could sense excitement from the beast, a readiness to pounce and gorge. Smaller wolf spiders crawled over the creature’s bulk, a few closer ones pausing to hiss in her direction.

“Larika!”

The call cut across the abandoned battlefield in a voice she vaguely recognised. Larika slowed her horse to a walk and looked over her shoulder. Her breath caught at the sight of her father galloping toward her. It worked! Un-helmeted, thick brown hair crowned his head. It was her father, and yet he seemed of an age with her now, a warrior in his prime.

“Larika, stop! I command it!”

In close pursuit of the king was another mounted soldier. Captain Crowfeeder?

Larika brought her horse around and waited for the two warriors, Aranax glowering over her shoulder. Although more than fifty paces distant, all stood within lunging distance of the dark deity.

Does your father wish to die with you, princess? Cruel laughter filled Larika’s head. A worthy day this is indeed.

The king brought his mount to a stop beside hers, foam dripping around the horse’s bit and chest heaving from gallop. “Get yourself back to camp, Larika. This is not your payment to make.”

Jael arrived next, but he kept his horse back a few paces and stayed silent, his eyes roaming over the god and other spiders behind her.

“No, it’s the right decision, father. Xares succeeded—he’s gifted Kalech decades’ more peace under the strongest leader the empire could desire.”

“I don’t give a damn. Kalech will have a strong ruler through you. Now get out of here!”

“Ma’am, we need to move.”  Jael drew a crossbow from a weapons harness attached to the horse’s saddle and loaded a quarrel.

Larika glanced backwards, saw Aranax spread its legs and slowly hoist its bulk into the air. Wolf spiders swarmed off its body, running down the coarse hair of the god’s legs to crowd the space beneath.

“Captain, take the princess back to camp. I command it!”

Jael trotted forward, his attention split between the rising god and her.

“Don’t you fucking dare, Jael,” growled Larika.

“Sorry, ma’am, but it’s an order from the king.” He leant across, wrapped an arm around Larika’s waist and lifted her as if she weighed no more than a child. Glowering, the general took a seat behind him.

Loic took the reins of her horse carrying Xares and Pollux, the latter spitting a stream of curses at them all.

What if I decided to take you all?  

The god leapt forward, landing barely twenty paces distant. The ground shuddered at the impact, dislodged stones tumbling down the cliff face behind. The king held his ground as the spider launched into a run. The god’s vast bulk seemed to fill the sky, huge legs crashing into the ground with the force of an earthquake.

“Hold on, ma’am.” Jael kicked the horse into action, the mare needing little encouragement to escape the massive predator charging their way. The horse galloped in an arc away from the spider and back onto the plain, opening ground between them and the foul thing.

Larika reached around Jael, plucked the crossbow from its holder and shoved the end in his back. “Stop this horse, Captain. I’ll not have it said I ran from my duty while the king was murdered.”

Jael grunted in frustration but eased the horse from its headlong gallop to a stop, walking it around in a circle to face her father. The king had dismounted and dragged Pollux from the horse to lie next to Xares’ corpse. Aranax towered over Loic, fangs spread wide above his head, and yet the man stood undaunted as if staring down an equal.

Give me the fool who ended my sleep.

Loic bent and cut the ropes about the mage’s limbs. Pollux struggled to his feet, one arm clutching at his ruined abdomen.

“Be happy I am not the architect of your death,” growled Loic. “If I had my way, I’d see you hung, drawn and quartered.” With a hard kick in the rump, he sent Pollux stumbling forward. The mage kept his feet for three paces before falling to his knees with a groan of agony. Gore soaked his shirt and pants, sticking them to his body in a bloody mess.

Aranax lowered his head until it was no more than an arm span above the mage. You thought to use me as a puppet for your own gain. Such arrogance in one so unworthy is astounding.

Two wolf spiders dropped to the ground by the mage. Pollux yelped as they pounced upon him. One held his arms and legs to the ground while the other forced open his mouth.

For you, mage, I deliver a gift of servitude and immortality. Each day my children will eat your flesh. Once their hunger is sated, your body will heal in preparation for the next day, beginning an eternal cycle of pain.

Aranax poised a fang over Pollux’s mouth and squirted a flood of venom down his throat. The mage swallowed convulsively to avoid drowning in the fluid. One of the spiders exuded silk from the spinneret at the end of its abdomen to wrap around Pollux’s legs, binding them to the knees. Their prey secure, the spiders began dragging the mage towards Ruan’s entrance. Pollux clawed at the ground, screaming raw terror until he disappeared into the shadows of his own personal hell.

Aranax’s head rose, focusing now on the corpse at Loic’s feet. A growl of anger sounded in Larika’s mind as the beast smashed a foreleg onto the dried husk, turning it to a cloud of dust.

For the pain he caused, I would have seen him bathed in acid. He is fortunate to have passed already. But now my attention turns to you, King Loic. Aranax’s huge fangs flexed inward, each two paces long, the needle-sharp points pausing either side of Loic’s ribs. Our deal was for your daughter, and by presenting yourself you have broken our agreement.

“No, you wanted me first and foremost, and now my health is restored. If you take Larika over me, think on what you’ll endure in coming decades. I conquered a continent in one lifetime, and now that I’ve been gifted another Kalech will be a mere steppingstone to future shores. My name will be screamed from a million lungs, both in fear and honour. You will never find rest until I am dead.”

Aranax growled, a sound of rage that tore at Larika’s brain with the violence of an ice-pick. His fangs plunged into either side of the king’s chest, lifting him clear off the ground. Fluctuant sacks pulsed beside the god’s jaws, pumping venom into Loic’s chest. The king’s throat mottled and swelled, cutting off his scream, abdomen bulging like a full-term pregnancy. His belly finally burst, tearing with a sound of ripping fabric, spilling venom, blood, and guts onto the snow. Smaller pedipalp arms beside Aranax’s head hooked into the king’s body and lifted it to the spider’s mouth. The god crunched once, severing torso from hips before spitting the defiled body parts onto the ground.

Larika gasped, a sob catching in her throat. “Give me control of the horse, Jael. I’ll not ask twice.”

Jael stared hard at her for a moment, eyes searching her face as if trying to work out what she planned to do. Eventually he nodded, slipped from the saddle, and passed her the reins. “Kalech is yours now, ma’am. I’ll wait here for when you return.”

A red haze of fury at seeing her father killed threatened to overwhelm sense, her sword arm burning with a need to plunge steel into flesh and carve revenge from the beast responsible. But Jael’s words hooked her back to reality. Kalech is yours. To throw herself into an unwinnable fight would be a selfish catastrophe for the empire. And yet the job was not complete until Aranax honoured his side of the bargain.

Larika clicked her tongue for the horse to walk forward, but it refused. The mare stamped a front hoof, muscles shivering with fear. There was no point in kicking the animal, after what it had experienced, it would not approach the god a second time.

Swearing under her breath, Larika dismounted and drew her sword. She knew the blade was worth less than a switch of grass against the god, and yet having it in hand helped her resolve. Taking a steadying breath, she walked towards the god. The huge spider towered above her, a mountain of black chitin, coarse hair, and fangs. Aranax did not speak in her mind and yet she could sense hunger and a brooding anger as she approached. Without looking backward, she knew the Scalzini had followed, a display of loyalty and bravery she would not forget. Soon she stood on the patch of ground bloodied by her father’s death. Hot copper mixed with the fetid smell of torn intestines was thick in the air, gusting in hot waves from the spider’s mouth. Larika looked up, meeting Aranax’s predatory gaze with a flat stare of disdain.

“At great cost, our side of the bargain has been met,” said Larika. “Will you honour your words?”

Aranax tensed, hair bristling over legs and body. You question my honour?

The god crouched forward, fangs closing slowly toward each side of Larika’s chest. Wolf-spiders flooded down his legs, surrounding her and Jael in a ring.  Every muscle of Larika’s body screamed to run, and yet she forced calm to her face and stared into the god’s bloody jaws.

“Do not twist my words. Abide your side of the agreement and I will ensure none disturb your slumber again,” said Larika. “End this. Now.” The last word left her lips in a growl.

Aranax’s fangs flexed inward, pushing on her armour either side of her chest so that the metal creaked under the pressure. Venom pulsed from the ends, drenching her jerkin in toxic fluid. She held her breath, knowing somehow that to move was to invite death. Suddenly the fangs released and Aranax backed away, the ground trembling with every step. The wolf spiders retreated as well, hiding in the shadow of their lord. Without another word, Aranax squeezed back through the broken entrance to Ruan and disappeared into the pitch-black depths of the mountain.

Larika exhaled, not quite believing she still lived. Her ribs ached where the fangs had pressed, but the skin was intact. She slowly turned around, barely trusting her legs to keep her upright as she stared back at the massed ranks of tumens.

Her tumens.


Epilogue

Orange sand stretched in undulating waves of burnt ochre, creeping toward the horizon with the prevailing south wind. The Eighth Tumen trudged diagonally across the face of a towering dune in column formation. Stretching over two hundred paces from trough to peak, sand whipped off the dune’s ridge with the wind, needling faces and coating their equipment in a fine dusting of grit.

Jael cuffed a prickling of sweat off his forehead and upended the last swallow from his canteen. Grimacing, he stowed the metal flask inside his jerkin. Banter between the troops had evaporated hours ago, exhaustion rendering them mute for extended periods. The Eighth’s progress through the sandy interior of Kalech had been slow and laborious. Marching during the cool of night for the capital, Eaglecry, loose sand taxed their muscles with every step, sapping strength until the soldiers continued through force of will alone.

The sun had breached the horizon an hour ago, casting long shadows of the marching troops. Already, a shimmer of heat crested the dunes, an early indication of the furnace-like heat to come. Normally they would have made camp before dawn, sheltering in tents to gain a few uncomfortable hours of rest. But not today, and that meant they had to be getting close.

“Have you been to the capital?” asked Pyx.

Jael glanced over his shoulder at the girl. With the sun up, she had flipped down the patch to protect her light-sensitive eye.

“No.” He swiped a moisture-seeking fly away from his mouth. “Loic had more use for us on the front line.”

“Sergeant Merin described Eaglecry as a castle in the clouds surrounded by a pit of darkness,” said Torc.

Jael smirked. “Come on, mate, you know Merin loves a story. If she went fishing and caught a minnow, it would become a man-eating shark in the retelling. You have to take some tales with a grain of salt. Eaglecry’s the ancestral home of Loic’s family; it’s where they built a community to guide and transport wealthy merchants across the deserts.”

Jael touched a hand to his empty canteen. “For such an enterprise, they would have needed a reliable water-source to function. Eaglecry’s probably just a city at the edge of a large oasis. I bet there isn’t even a defensive wall.” He threw out an arm to the surrounding expanse of sand. “Why waste money on a castle when the desert kills your enemies for free?”

A shout of excitement interrupted their conversation. Jael glanced ahead to see the front runners of their column had crested the dune. “Well, looks like we’re about to find out if Merin was right.”

The teens reached the dune’s ridge, coming to a sudden stop. “I think you owe the sarge an apology, boss,” said Torc. Pyx stood beside him, jaw slack with awe as she stared down.

Two more steps brought Jael to their side. Bloody hell…

The far side of the dune descended into a bowl-like expanse, miles across. At the centre, a massive sandstone monolith rose from the desert floor three hundred paces into the air. Flat at the summit, a vast array of buildings was carved from the stone. Markets, amphitheatres, halls, tenements, and entire streets of shops and taverns covered the apex with geometric precision. In the middle, a towering palace keep soared above all else, the morning sun highlighting swirls of pink, white, and cream in the polished sandstone surfaces. The sides of the monolith were pockmarked by windows and windings staircases, hinting at the extensive tenements, storehouses, granaries, and reservoir carved into the heart of mountain.

A wide, dry moat surrounded the huge monolith. Fifty paces wide, sheer cliff faces dropped to unknown depths, the moat’s base buried in shadowy darkness. Loose sand occasionally sifted off the near sides in orange streams, making any approach to the edge extremely hazardous. A wide mechanical bridge was the only structure to span the gap. Hinged at the city end and connected to a vast system of pulleys, the entire structure could be winched up, removing all access to the monolith. A broad road started at the far end. Carved into the cliff at a gentle incline, it wound up and around the cliffs to the city far above.

Movement in Jael’s peripheral vision caught his attention and he glanced down at the leading edge of the column to see Larika riding for the bridge. “Right, you two, back in line. The day’s not over until the general has a crown resting on her head. Move it!”

***

Larika passed her reins to a young lad working in the stable and gave the mare a gentle scratch behind its ear in thanks. Carved deep into the rock, the stable sheltered anywhere between fifty to a hundred horses at a time, mostly sturdy draft-animals used to haul goods up the winding access road. She eyed the horses in each stall as she walked to the exit, pleased to see the glossy coats and clear eyes of healthy beasts.

Larika opened the stable door a crack and slipped out to the summit road. Hot wind buffeted her as she awaited the arrival of the Eighth, drying sweat before it had a chance to bead. She took off her helmet and tucked it under an arm. The wind caught her ponytail, whipping it sideways like a pennant in the breeze. Larika closed her eyes for a moment, enjoying the sun’s heat after the coolness of the stable. She knew many lords and ladies of the royal court detested the heat of the capital, but to her, it was home.

Determined that nothing else would prevent her coronation, Larika had driven her troops hard, crossing half a continent at speed for the capital. Eaglecry’s garrison had proved her fears unfounded. Men and women alike had cheered as she crossed the bridge, their faces open and without guile.

A shadow crossed Larika’s feet. She looked up as a mighty desert eagle glided away from the cliff, riding a thermal in a lazy arc over the desert sands. Larika followed its graceful movement, entranced by the bird’s severe beauty. The dorsal feathers of the raptor matched the orange and red hues of the desert sands, while the belly was a creamy white. Huge, it had a wingspan of sixteen feet, fearsome strength and a willingness to attack anything smaller than a desert horse. Although the eagles had learnt to mostly avoid humans and their weapons, occasionally a hungry specimen would snatch an unsupervised toddler from the mountain top.

Light footsteps sounded from behind. Larika glanced over her shoulder to see a sergeant emerge from the stables. “A great omen, is it not, ma’am?” He gestured at the bird high above. “To have the namesake of our city grace your victorious return?”

Larika gave a half smile and nodded. Like her father before, she placed little weight in omens. Loic had advised her to ignore seers, saying if he waited for a bird’s entrails to spill in the just the right way before drawing sword, he’d never fight a battle. That being said, Larika couldn’t deny seeing the eagle had lifted her spirits.

A distant tramping of hobnailed sandals steadily grew in volume and within minutes, the leading troops of the Eighth came into view. Larika stood straight, ready to march into Eaglecry at the head of her tumen.

“General, your cargo has been unloaded.”

Larika turned on her heel, staring back as a guard emerged from the stable carrying a narrow crate. Constructed of iron-wood panels, the simple box held Loic’s bones. The man placed the crate carefully at her feet as the Eighth halted. Larika knelt for a moment, tracing a pattern in the woodgrain with her fingertip.

Not long now, Pa.

She looked toward her tumen. “Captain, would you accept the honour of carrying the king?”

Jael nodded, broke rank and lifted the box by handles at either end. Larika stood and took her place at the column’s head, knowing the true city lay around the next bend. A mix of pride and sorrow warred in her chest. She returned triumphant to claim a crown, and yet also came to bury her father. Why did every gain have to be tempered by loss?

Hand resting on the pommel of her sword, Larika marched for the summit.

***

Two flights of stairs climbed up from the square to a wide landing. Claiming centre stage, a ceremonial throne stood proud, clearly visible to the crowds surrounding. Carved from pink sandstone, the bodies of an eagle and dragon created the chair’s back. The two creatures faced each other in battle, beak and jaws open in mute screams of rage.

Leaving the tumen at the base of the stairs, Jael followed Larika past the throne to a mighty dome-shaped building. Entering through a colossal set of palmwood doors, the pair entered Eaglecry’s shrine to Kal. One of the few city structures made of limestone, the polished roof shone a brilliant white beneath the sky. Carried hundreds of miles from the nearest quarry, each block fitted perfectly to the next, forming a perfect dome that required no other support.

Windowless, the vast room was lit by a multitude of camel-fat torches. The ceiling soared high above as Jael paced forward, dwarfing him and the general. Murals decorated the base of the walls. Scenes from across the continent were painted in glorious detail, displaying the variety of life and landscapes Kal had created. Lush rainforests, arid deserts, plains, forests, and icy mountain heights; domestic animals, humans, and beasts alike. Normally a place of solitude, the shrine was rarely disturbed by the people of Eaglecry, providing the god a quiet place to reflect upon her achievements.

A faceless statue of Kal reclined at the far side of the room on a dais. Jael swallowed, hairs rising on the back of his neck as they approached, a light pressure buzzing in his chest. Despite a lack of eyes or expression, Jael knew Kal watched them, the god’s curiosity strangely piqued by their arrival. Larika paused briefly before the statue, showing respect with a bow. While carrying the king’s remains, Jael could do no more than nod his head. The pressure intensified in his chest for a moment, and then it was gone. Kal’s presence had disappeared from the shrine, leaving nothing but a soulless statue in her wake. Jael exhaled slowly with relief and continued after the general.

Larika unhooked a burning torch from the wall and descended a tight spiral staircase behind the dais. Finally, they emerged into the crypt of Larika’s ancestors. A low, curved ceiling stretched away into the gloom. On each side, neat rectangular recesses were chiselled into the rock, just big enough to hold a box of the size Jael carried.

Unlike those of Kalech’s fertile provinces, the desert peoples did not bury their loved one’s whole. Favouring a type of sky burial, corpses were raised on a dais for eagles and carrion birds to strip the flesh, returning water and life-supporting flesh to the cycle of life. Once nothing remained but dry bones, they were retrieved, united and buried together. In Loic’s case, there had not been time for the tradition. Instead, Larika had seen the venom-tainted flesh carved from the skeleton, and his bones baked until they were dry and ready for transport.

Larika led Jael forward, her torch flickering yellow against the roof and walls. They passed fifteen generations, coming to her first ancestor declared a king—Larika’s grandfather. Beside him was an open space with Loic’s name and likeness carved into the lintel. Jael carefully slid the box onto the waiting ledge, wood scraping softly over the stone until it came to a stop.

Larika stepped forward, resting a hand against the wood with eyes closed. “You’re home now, Pa.”

Jael waited quietly until she eventually looked up. “Loic was a great man. Until serving under you, I’d not met another to match his force of will and bravery. You’ll make him proud.” Larika’s stared at him intently, her expression unreadable. Jael was beginning to worry he’d overstepped the mark. “Sorry, ma’am, I…”

She raised a hand to stop him. “It’s alright, Jael. But remember he was also human. Like all of us, he made mistakes along the way, some for which I hope to atone…if possible.”

“The sins of the father shouldn’t stain his kin, General.”

“True, but I have the power to make amends where I see fit.” Larika paused, taking a slow breath. “There is something you should know, Jael. When I was a child, Revarc’s father, Raynor, plotted to take the crown. In response, Loic ordered his death.”

Jael clenched his fist at mention of Raynor. His death had intensified the hatred and attacks against the Scalzini. “That doesn’t surprise me, ma’am, your father was coldly pragmatic when required. Unfortunately, my people were wrongly blamed for the murder.”

“And not by accident,” said Larika. “Loic feared the political fallout a public trial and execution might bring. Raynor had courted multiple lords, and if they chose to rebel in response, it could have set back Loic’s campaign by years. He viewed the scapegoating of the Scalzini as a distasteful solution. But it was a solution that came with devastating cost. Hundreds of innocent Scalzini were murdered. Men, women, and children.”

“You don’t have to remind me, ma’am,” said Jael, struggling to keep his voice under control. “I lived it.”

A sour taste of bile rose up the back of his throat. For many years, Jael had been conflicted about serving a king who had done nothing while his people were slaughtered, but he’d never considered Loic might have directly authored their deaths. How could I have been so blind? Now that the facts were laid bare, it seemed obvious.

“How long have you known?”

“I’d had my suspicions for a while,” said Larika. “But they weren’t confirmed until I had a chance to question Agent Tarkin after Loic’s death. The discussion however, brought some welcome news to light.”

Jael rose an eyebrow in question.

“You and Aeza are not alone. There are others who survived the purges.”

A flicker of hope lit in Jael’s belly. “Where?”

“In the eastern coastal regions. Agent Tarkin maintained a level of surveillance upon Scalzini who avoided persecution. Whole family groups travelled to new provinces, assuming new identities while staying true to their ancestors in secret.”

Jael stood still, struck dumb by her words. There were more Scalzini alive?

“Without your people keeping the balance, beasts and man have failed to live in harmony, resulting in death and terror whenever they meet. And without you and Aeza, I would not be standing. It is only right that I restore the Scalzini’s place in Kalechian society. I will issue an edict placing all Scalzini under my explicit protection. The Scalzini people will no longer have to hide. If they so desire, they can retake their ancestral homes.”

Larika paused, seeming to struggle for the words to proceed. “You have already given twenty years to my father, and I understand you swore a second oath of service under duress. Although it would be a great loss to your fellow warriors, if you would prefer to aid your peoples’ re-entry to society, I will provide an honourable discharge from the tumens.”

Jael swallowed, weighing his choice carefully. He considered the freedom to move where he pleased, to be his own master and roam the rainforest chasms again. He also remembered the loneliness, the growing dependence on whiskey and the tortured nightmares of lost comrades and battlefield mistakes that had plagued his dreams on the road.

Jael shook his head, knowing there was only one path he could walk. “Thank you, ma’am, but I’m a warrior and my home is with the tumens. I would freely pledge my service to you, a queen that Kalech sorely needs.”

A broad smile of relief split Larika’s face, her teeth white in the torchlight. “I am glad, Jael Crowfeeder.” She pulled a thick arm-ring emblazoned with the head and wings of an eagle from her pocket.

The insignia of a colonel.

“The Eighth has need of a new colonel. It would be an honour for you to fill this post.”

Jael nodded in acceptance as she squeezed the ring about his bicep. “I will serve you and the empire unto death.”

“As I pledge my life to Kalech and its people in return,” said Larika, her gaze serious. “But I have one last request, Colonel.”

Jael gave a slight nod. “Of course, ma’am.”

Larika buried a hand into a satchel at her side and extracted a simple band of gold. The last time Jael had seen the object, it sat upon Loic’s brow.

“My father wore this crown and now it is my turn. As warrior-kings, both he and my grandfather received this symbol of leadership from the men and women they led, the very soldiers who carried them to victory. Would you honour me by presenting this crown before the citizens and lords of Kalech, thereby demonstrating the ongoing loyalty of the tumens?”

***

Jael pushed the door open and stood aside for Larika to pass through the gap. After the dim torchlight of the windowless shrine, the midday sun was blinding. On sight of the princess, a roar erupted from the crowd below.

“Don’t fuck it up, Crowfeeder,” said Agent Tarkin. “And go easy on the drinks afterwards—the Eighth may need to march sooner than planned. There’s been an attack on the eastern port of Sumak. The Third Tumen repelled them at significant cost. However, I fear it’s only a precursor to a true invasion.”

You got be fucking kidding me…

Jael turned to glare at the agent, but he’d already retreated into the shadows of the shrine. The spy master had briefed him quickly about his role in the coming ceremony before dropping that last piece of information.

First things first.

Jael took a deep breath, squinting into the glare until his eyes adjusted to the change, and followed the general to the top of the stairs. The Eighth Tumen stood to attention in perfect ranks at the base of the steps, their armour still dusted with the grit of the march. In contrast, the lords and ladies of Larika’s vassal provinces stood alongside in pristine silks, each called to witness the coronation and swear fealty. A few were stony-faced, but most seemed relieved that a competent leader and general would take the reins of governance. The rest of the square was filled to bursting with the citizens of Eaglecry.

Standing beside the throne was Colonel Zhane of the First Tumen. He held up a hand for silence as Larika reached his side. Gradually, the buzz of the crowd reduced until nothing but a low moan of wind was heard.

“With sorrow, we acknowledge the passing of our great leader, King Loic,” Zhane’s voice carried clear and strong, booming across the huge city square. “But, he has left a worthy successor. Princess Larika is a warrior, a general proven in battle, a monarch with a keen mind, spine of steel and a sense of justice. She also has the support of the empire’s tumens, who will follow her to hell and back.”

Zhane turned to address her directly. “Larika, claim your birthright as queen and empress of all Kalech!”

Larika gave a slight nod of acceptance, her cheeks pink with colour as she stared out across the crowd and took a seat upon the throne.

Jael stepped to Larika’s side and raised the simple gold crown high above his head.

“Behold the crown of Kalech. From Loic it passes to his heir, Larika.” He took a knee with head bowed and passed Larika the ring of gold. She held it for a moment before finally settling it upon her head.

Jael regained his feet, drew his sword and thrust it into the air. “THE KING IS DEAD! LONG LIVE THE QUEEN!”

THE END…FOR NOW
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