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PROLOGUE


The din was no longer cacophonous.

The battle was spreading, breaking like floes of ice on a frozen sea. Long it had raged, long and hot and fierce, but now to its denouement. Now to the ending of the war.

He stood before his foe, before his friend, before his brother. “It does not need to be this way, Eldur,” he shouted. “Throw down the Fireblade. Throw it down and let us talk.”

“Talk?” The voice was a ragged husk of a thing, thunder to others but not to him. Not him. “What is there to say, Varin? Would you forgive me for all of this?” He swung out an arm, tiny atop the colossal bulk of Karagar. Swung it out across the breadth of the chaos unfolding. All the world, here, writhing in its death throes, this First Renewal of the War Eternal in the spreading shadow of the Ashmount.

Varin surveyed the destruction through his silver-blue eyes, the Sword of Varinar clutched in his grasp. Oh, to have them all. Woe that Ilith did not share his secret. The lips of Varin, King of Vandar, twisted in bitter indignation. A hundred years of war. A century of senseless bloodshed. With the five made one, he might have ended it before it started. But again and again, Ilith denied him.

“Would you forgive me, old friend?” cried Eldur. “Would you forgive me for what I’ve done?”

Varin’s response was not forthcoming. Forgive him? Eldur? Who in his weakness had bestirred this madness? Who had failed to slay the Dread for his treacheries? Who had taken Drulgar’s very son Karagar for a steed when Varin had demanded his death? Defiance, that was, and pride, perhaps, too, and it had all led them here. Here, to this calamity.

He closed a fist, tighter, tighter, bit so hard he tasted blood in his mouth. His silence was telling; Eldur knew it. “You will never forgive me,” he said.

Karagar rumbled and thumped a step forward. The earth trembled and sundered to his tread. He did not possess his father’s unimaginable size, yet enormous still, a colossus of rage. Varin’s piercing eyes met the red gaze of the dragon, and he murmured, “A son for a son.” His heir, Elin, had been killed by the Dread; Iliva, too, his radiant daughter. He would take his vengeance for that now. And Eldur, he would deal with after.

Around the mountain swarmed countless foes, countless friends, in a storm of swords, fangs, flame. A hundred years of war had come to this. A hundred, Ilith. And it might have been none.

He knew his friend had his reasons. He understood his reservations. Too much power, he knew, for one man to wield…and what was Varin now if not a man? His immortality had drained away; he was doomed to die like any other. Now he stood, with not the Heart Remade, but the Sword of Varinar, and it would have to be enough. It will be enough, he told himself. I will end the war with this blade alone.

Forgiveness, he thought, looking at Eldur, the billowing red robes, the Fireblade burning, the black bulk of Karagar steaming beneath him. He could not forgive his old friend for this, but mercy…perhaps mercy, he could show.

“Let us finish this then, brother,” he said, his blue cloak stirring in the ashen wind. It was the First Renewal of the War Eternal, and Varin would end it here.

The first, yes, but how many to follow?

How many, he wondered, as he stepped forward to engage…until all of this was done?
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3,350 Years Later…

He looked down at the dead demigod lying on the little bed. He looks so small, Elyon thought. So very small and very old.

“The final forging aged him,” Lythian said in a sombre voice. “It took the last of his strength and spirit, Elyon. Would you like a moment to mourn him alone?”

Elyon Daecar was full of mourning. For the dead and the crippled and the missing all. His heart felt heavy with it, weighed down by the sum of such tragedy. That the Heart of Vandar had been remade had not yet sunk in for him. What does it matter? he thought, weary beyond words. She isn’t here to bear it. She’s gone now, taken. And there’s nothing I can do to save her…

“I’ll leave you, then,” Lythian said when Elyon didn’t answer. “I’ll be waiting outside when you’re ready.”

“No. Stay.” Elyon drew the white sheet back over the pale withered face of Ilith the Worldbuilder. Of Tyrith, whose body it was, for Ilith’s heir had perished as well. The prince’s hand was throbbing from where his knuckles were broken, bound up in linen bandaging, and his head ached horribly from when he’d struck the ground down in White Shadow. It was the last thing he remembered after he’d cut the eye of the Dread. Falling. Tumbling. Crashing into snow and stone as the city was torn down around him. He’d glimpsed a red and black storm crackling away near the palace, and sensed Drulgar bellowing and twisting in a terrible rage above, but that was all. As he’d tried to stand, to stand again and fight, he’d collapsed back down into the crater he’d made and that was it. His fight was done.

He’d awoken long hours later to find a flock of nurses fussing over him. A new day was dawning, they said, and the fighting was long since over. Rising unsteadily, he had commanded that someone send at once for Sir Pagaloth, hoping the dragonknight was still in the city. And a short while later he had arrived upon Lendrathor to bear Elyon up to the forge, where Lythian was awaiting him. Only then did he learn what had happened. The fight with Eldur the Eternal. The capture of Sir Ralston Whaleheart. The deception of Fhanrir, who had summoned the last of his power to trick a god. And this, he thought, looking down at Ilith. Our shining light and wisest leader, gone at last from the world.

“Did he know, do you think?” Elyon asked. “That the toil of the final forging would kill him?”

Lythian nodded slowly. “True blessings require great sacrifice,” he murmured. “Yes, I think he knew.”

And is it? A true blessing? Elyon had to wonder. What good was that blade if she wasn’t even here? If she didn’t come back, what then? What then?

“Did Pagaloth have any further news from the palace?” Lythian asked.

Elyon shook his head. “Nothing. They’re…still searching through the rubble, but…” He trailed off. He had sent Leshie and the Butcher to get Princess Amilia out, but so far no one had found them. Elyon had little hope that any of them would come out alive. And Amilia least of all. The others wore armour, at least, but her…He lowered his eyes to think of her. To think of Aleron’s beautiful betrothed, who was likely with him now.

“Elyon,” Lythian said. “You should know. Jonik…he was here as well, during the final forging. He helped us, when you fell. He was the one who lifted the Windblade.”

Elyon raised his eyes. “It was him?”

“He is strong. Stronger than I am. Well, is that any surprise, given his bloodlines? Two Blades of Vandar he bonded, and a third would have yielded easily to him, I do not doubt. So it was when he lifted the Windblade onto Lendrathor’s back. It did not seem to overly strain him.”

“And?” Elyon could not help but feel a little bit sour about that. “What are you trying to say, Lythian? That Jonik will be able to bear the Heart Remade?” His tone of voice made it clear what he thought of that. “He won’t, if you’re wondering. There, saved you the trouble of thinking about it.”

“It is worth a try.”

“Surely,” Elyon agreed. “It’ll only take about a second to prove he isn’t worthy. And before you ask, neither am I, or you, or anyone else. Only Saska can bear that weapon. You know, Varin’s heir.”

“Yes. So your half-brother did say.”

“Ah, so he agreed. Well good. I must have knocked some sense into him during our brawl.” He felt a painful throb in his knuckles just thinking about it, though for all the battering they gave one another, he felt better for clearing the air. Well, some of it. It was still foggy as the Bloodmarshes between the two of them, but the visibility had cleared a little. “Where is he, anyway? You seem to be the only one up here, Lyth.”

“No. Storos is still sleeping, and Vilmar…well, Vilmar is lurking around here somewhere.”

“He’s very good at it,” Elyon said, nodding. “My bastard brother too. With that lurky black blade he used to have. So? Is he lurking around here too?”

“He left to go to the refuge with Emeric Manfrey. Some men came through the portal door a few hours ago, reporting chaos there. They went to help. And find out what they could of the Dread.”

Ranulf Shackton was there, so far as Elyon knew. And Del as well. He wondered if he should go and join them. If Saska did return, she would be bereft to learn that her brother had died in the one place it was meant to be safe. “Do we know how bad it is there?”

“Tidings are limited thus far, but I understand many of the halls and chambers collapsed during the Dread’s assault. I could not speak to the extent of the damage, though there’s a hope that most of the people will have escaped deeper into the mountain, where it’s safe.” Lythian turned to a painting on the wall. He had mentioned something about it when he led Elyon to this bedchamber, and for the first time the prince looked at it. Chaotic was the word. The painting was a jumble of seemingly unconnected scenes, sometimes pleasant to look upon, sometimes very ugly, often confusing and abstract, and all jostling for space on the canvas and overlapping one another at the edges. Visions, Elyon thought, looking at it more intently. That’s what Lythian had said of it anyway. A painting of the future that had helped guide Ilith’s course.

The Knight of the Vale reached out a finger and pointed to one particular image. “See here,” he said. “The dragon with the tear of blood? It’s a little faded now, to be sure, but…”

“I see,” Elyon said.

Lythian nodded. “That was your doing, Elyon. Long ago foreseen. It represents your blinding of the Dread. In the sequence that Ilith consolidated from the chaos, came this.” He pointed at a depiction of two great winged beasts locked in combat, painted halfway across the canvas. “Drulgar and Brexatron, in a death embrace above the mountains. Your blinding of the Dread may have been significant in this contest, and helped save many lives. And Jonik’s actions as well. He was the one who awoke the titan in the depths, after all.”

Elyon didn’t know that. He knew nothing of Jonik’s recent travels, in fact, barring his short encounter with Saska’s company and her subsequent capture by the High Priest. He knew how hard he was to best in a fight, too, the wriggly bastard, but that was another matter. “What depths?”

“Beneath the Hooded Hills. He went there seeking the Mistblade, an endeavour in which he was successful. And he found more besides. Jonik told me of some great subterranean world full of great caverns and tunnels growing with bioluminescent moss and a separate realm beneath it. A realm of gods, he called it, where everything was colossal, the rooms and pillars and great open spaces, all drenched in an eternal dark. It was where he stumbled upon Brexatron, in those particular depths.”

Lythian pointed to a scene that showed a young, dark-haired man with a bat painted inside his skull - that was Jonik, apparently. Then he showed him others, describing to him their connected events, which Ilith had somehow put into a sequence that had helped him plot their course. Just how he had done that, Lythian couldn’t say. There seemed to be nothing that linked them all together, and whatever Ilith’s method was, he had not shared it with Lythian Lindar.

“He never told me,” the man said. “And it is not for me to try to decrypt the mental procedures of a demigod. What matters is he figured out what the painting meant, accessing it through Tyrith’s memory. Ilith had never seen this painting in real life, Elyon, before he returned here from the refuge several days ago. It was brought here long after his own time, though Tyrith admired it greatly when he lived here and studied the painting to the point where he could recreate it from his memory. Did he understand it himself? No. Yet when he and Ilith were merged, the Worldbuilder was able to access Tyrith’s memory, and thus access this painting. In so doing, he was able to decipher its meaning before he ever set eyes on it himself.” The Knight of the Vale gave a smile. “Fascinating, don’t you think?”

“Fascinating, yes.” Elyon was rather too tired for all this, in truth. Too tired and heavy in the head to muse too deeply on the whims of fate. “Was Thala involved?” Elyon imagined the Far-Seeing Queen must have had her hand in this, somehow. Probably she guided one of her scions, he thought. Or painted it herself, before her own passing, with instructions to have it brought here at a later date.

“I imagine she was,” Lythian said. “This sort of thing does bear her mark.”

“And is it finished?” Elyon wanted to know.

“Finished?”

“Completed, I mean. All the visions and prophesies…are there any that have not been fulfilled?” He was hoping that there might be something about Saska here, some clue to her whereabouts or how to get her back, but Lythian told him otherwise.

“So far as I know, the painting’s purpose is complete. I am sorry, Elyon. I know she means a lot to you.”

Me and many others, he thought. She ought to mean a lot to us all. He had a final look at the painting and left the room, stepping out into the corridor. It was small in there, stuffy with the weight of the dead. “I suppose I should see it, then,” he said. And Lythian led the way.

The living quarters built out at the rear of the forge made for a simple place, humble in its furnishings, with rough stone walls and twisty corridors carved into the rock. There was an armoury, well stocked with fine crafted weapons, storage rooms for food and clothes and other essentials, a library replete with ancient scriptures and tomes and some other rooms for sleeping, of which Sir Storos Pentar was currently in residence by the loud snoring echoing through the halls. If Vilmar was here, they did not see him. Most likely he was crawling about the mountains somewhere searching for some rare prey to hunt, as was the huntsman’s way.

At the very rear was a chamber set deep in the mountain, roughly circular in shape with a rather plain stone table at its heart. Elyon saw the glow of light before he entered, felt the boundless power contained within. He recalled the same in the depths of Vandar’s Tomb, emanating from the final fragment of the God King Vandar’s spirit. And that fragment was used to bind it, he thought. The five potions bent the five blades. But it was the spirit of Vandar that bound them.

That final fragment had been fixed in its purpose, Elyon’s father had told him, and so too the Heart Remade. He could sense it, its singular intent. To vanquish its enemy and end the war. Elyon heard no whispers as he neared it, no hissing temptations; he felt no malice nor anger nor hate. In the days to come he would surely miss the sensation of flight, lament the loss of his power, but right now he felt simply a sense of relief to have only his own voice in his head. And a strange feeling it was, to be rid of that presence after so long. To be me again, and me alone. It was as freeing as it was disquieting.

He stepped up toward the table. Two ancient artefacts rested there, placed side by side on the stone. One was restored to its unfathomable power. The other was cracked, broken, and lightless, the last of its magic exhausted. “It broke in the toil of the final forging,” Lythian told him. “As Ilith perished, so the Hammer of Tukor did too.”

Then his presence has at last left the world, Elyon thought. Tukor, the Forge God, and his greatest servant and follower were no more.

He looked now at the weapon that they made, the weapon they had died for, so it would be reborn, lying beside the cracked corpse of its kin. Where the Hammer of Tukor had turned dull and plain, the Heart of Vandar shimmered with colour. Five shades there were, to reflect the Five Blades, each running the length of the steel. Down the centre ran a band of gold from hilt to tip, giving off a fine gilded mist. Left of it was silver, radiant and bright, and its swirling mist was silver as well. To the right was white, pure as snow, from which lifted a crackling, sparkling fog that grew colourful as it melted and rose. On the far right edge was a hue dark as death, and lazily did that black mist rise. Far left was blue, misting wetly. Elyon gaped at the blade in wonder.

Lythian had a smile on his lips as he observed him. “Is it much as you expected?” he asked.

Elyon had not known what to expect. A blade of colour, perhaps, but not like this. “The way the mists rise from each band so distinctly,” he said, in an awed, breathy voice. “The way they mix and merge. I…I didn’t expect anything like that.”

“It is an arresting effect, to be sure. I daresay one could stand and observe it for hours without ever growing bored.”

Elyon looked over at him. “You sound like you’re speaking from experience, Lyth.”

“Me? Oh no, I’ve barely even glanced at it.” His impish smile suggested otherwise. “You know, I do wonder if the colours will shift when it’s in use. When deploying the power of a particular blade, perhaps. That would be something, wouldn’t it?”

Elyon smiled; he rather liked the idea. “They might blend as well, if two powers are in use at once. Or more. It could be all sorts of colours.” He found the notion very stimulating the more he thought about it. “Did Ilith mention anything about that?”

“No. It is just a theory of mine. But one we can test, perhaps.”

“How so?”

“By trying to initiate the one power we have mastered. You can go first, Elyon. Let’s see if it turns silver at your touch.”

First, he thought. Then my bastard brother has not tried to lift it yet. “Fine. But I doubt anything will happen.” Elyon drew a long, preparatory breath, bracing himself for the attempt. He fixed his feet, lengthened his spine, wiggled his shoulders and shook out his arms. Then, without further delay, he reached forward, wrapped his fingers around the hilt, and pulled with all his strength.

The blade shifted not an inch.

He pulled again. Nothing. And once again. Nothing. He clutched hard at the grip, trying to connect to the part of the blade that he knew, and in his head he heard it. A stormy wind, blowing fiercely, but it seemed beyond him now, hidden away behind some wall over which he could not see. The power back there seemed immeasurable, an ocean of it beyond his access. He tugged again, and nothing. Once more he tried. Nothing.

He unfurled his fingers from the grip. He could not deny a vague sense of disappointment, nor hide it in his voice. “You see. It won’t work. It takes Varin’s blood to ignite the bond.”

Lythian nodded, musing. “Yes, so it would seem.” He hooked an elbow into his palm and scratched at his scraggly chin. The man looked a mess and smelled like a privy. He was in dire need of a bath. “I wonder if it will merely take time to build the bond,” he offered thoughtfully. “There did seem to be a slight expansion of the silver light. Or, perhaps, more energy in the silver mists. There are instances in the past of First Blades being unable to lift the Sword of Varinar on their first attempt, as you know, only to master it eventually. I know Vesryn struggled at first before wielding it against the Dread. Dalton Taynar even more so. He was very frustrated during his early efforts, Amron told me, but after several weeks of concerted effort, he bore it well. It may be the same here.”

Elyon shook his head. He had let the man speak, but no, he was wrong. “It won’t,” he said, resolute. “You need to face facts, Lythian. They’re staring you in the face. Only Saska can bear this blade.”

The other man smiled. “Forgive an old knight his fading sight, then. And step aside, so I can try.”

Elyon did so happily, taking Lythian’s place to observe him in his attempt. It went much as Elyon’s had, and the blade did not move at all. There might have been the slightest change in the golden mists, but equally, that might have been a trick of the light. It knows him, that’s all. As the part that’s the Windblade knows me. As far as Elyon saw it, it was like a wave from an old friend, standing in the distance, an acknowledgement of their one-time bond but nothing more than that.

Lythian shook his head and stepped back. “It’s heavy,” he admitted, with a pant. “It feels like there’s an entire mountain inside the steel.” And perhaps there was. It was mined from Vandar’s Tomb, after all. “What did you feel, Elyon? Could you sense the Windblade inside? Hear it?”

“Yes. Vaguely. Though its power was locked away.”

“I felt the same with the Sword of Varinar. I could feel it, but not access it.”

“We’re outside the gates now, Lythian,” Elyon asserted. “You know what we are? We’re a pair of bystanders waiting outside the amphitheatre in Varinar. There are men battling on the sands inside, and we can hear the cheering and the roaring of the crowds, but we’re not allowed to enter to observe, let alone participate.” He looked at the Heart Remade and shook his head. “We’re locked out, Lythian. And only Saska has the key.”

Lythian gave a somewhat defeated nod. “Well. We can try again, anyway, and your half-brother…perhaps he will have better fortune.”

He won’t, Elyon thought. And if that bloody bastard is able to shift it…even just a tiny bit…

The notion did not appeal to him. No, it didn’t appeal to him at all. “We need to spend our time more wisely, Lythian. All this…it’s like trying to ram a square peg into a round hole. It won’t work.”

“There’s no harm in…”

“…trying. Fine. Let Jonik try. And if you want to try to build a bond yourself, by all means go ahead and do it. But I’d rather spend my efforts on something more meaningful, and that means finding the round peg…finding the only one who holds the key. I just…I need a starting point. A first breadcrumb to follow.” He was thinking it through, trying to puzzle out some solution. “The painting shows nothing about Saska, you said, but maybe another artefact might.” He looked at the Heart Remade, looked at the Hammer of Tukor. He was thinking of the third of the great godly gifts bestowed upon the demigods of the north. “I need to visit Walter Selleck,” he decided. “It’s been a long time since I flew him to the Tower of Rasalan, and by now his luck might have yielded a crop.”

“You’ll need Pagaloth, then,” Lythian said. “He is eager to return to report to Lord Marak, I know, but if you feel this might be important…”

“It might,” Elyon said, because there was no way of knowing for certain. In truth, the pairing of King Sevrin, Walter Selleck, and the Eye of Rasalan was one borne of hope more than expectation, but he would not know for sure until he went. Before yesterday, he’d have been able to fly there himself, but that door was closed to him now and he would need another steed to soar the sky. He didn’t like it, but what else could he do? “Do you think he’ll be willing?” he asked his old mentor. “If you were to command him to…”

“I have no power to command him.”

“He’s your man, Lythian. Your man by sworn oath.”

“An oath carried to completion,” Lythian said. “Pagaloth is a dragonrider now and thus answers to a higher calling. This will be his decision to make.”

“And Lendrathor’s,” Elyon muttered. He knew from Pagaloth that his dragon could be somewhat stubborn sometimes, as a spirited stallion refusing to be broken in. “He won’t like the cold, I know that much. Certainly, Neyruu didn’t when…”

“Neyruu?” Lythian asked. “Then you’ve seen Talasha?” His eyes lit up. “When? Where?”

Something curdled and died inside of Elyon Daecar. In the rush and thunder of everything, the fate of Talasha Taan had slipped his mind, the terrible facial wounds that he had inflicted upon her during the skirmish with the fire priest Rah’kin. He felt his skin paling as the blood fled his face, felt the beat of his heart thud heavily against his ribs. That look in Lythian’s eye, that look of hope…“I…” he began. “I…she…”

“Elyon? What is it?” Lythian moved closer. “Has something happened? Talasha, she…she isn’t…”

“I don’t know, Lyth, I…I haven’t seen her since...since we flew south, with the Nightblade. Do…do you know about that?”

“I know that Sir Ralston was the one to carry it here. I know that Saska was training with it, though how she got it…” He shook his head. “That detail wasn’t told to me. You’re to say Neyruu carried it?”

“Yes. With my help. We…stopped for the night near the Stonehills. A small abandoned village beside a river. It was too long a journey to do in one day, and…with the weight of the blade…I…well, I thought we were safe there. It was so quiet, deserted. But…” He spoke rapidly, breathlessly. “…a priest came, Lythian. A fire priest, with a Fireborn rider and a company of dragonknights. The priest was trying to take her back under Eldur’s spell, and Neyruu…the other dragon had her pinned down and I was only trying to save her, Lythian. I never meant…I didn’t mean…”

“Elyon, slow down. Take a breath and tell me what happened.”

He did as his old mentor bid him. Dragging a ragged breath into his lungs, he spoke to Lythian the terrible truth. The savage wounds across Talasha’s face. His efforts at sewing up the cuts and lacerations, some of which went as deep as the bone. He remembered her still, kneeling by the frozen river, remembered seeing her reflection in the ice. The blood on her hands. The blood on the reeds. The cold lifeless tone of her voice.

And he cringed at the memory. “I’m so sorry, Lythian. It was all my fault. I didn’t know my own strength, and that wind-blast, I…”

“No.” Lythian’s voice was soft. He put a hand on Elyon’s shoulder. “It wasn’t your fault, Elyon. You were only trying to save her life. And you did.”

“But…”

He gripped more firmly. “Look at me, Elyon.” The prince raised his eyes. “Don’t second-guess actions made in the heat of the moment. Don’t review the consequences with cold counsel. Talasha is alive, Elyon, because of you. That’s all that matters…she’s alive.”

But what if she isn’t? What if her facial wounds led her to fly far away, into some deep depression from which she could never climb out? What if the enemy found her again, found her like they had the last time. I might have killed her anyway, he thought. Not directly, maybe, but, but…

But Lythian’s eyes were firm. “You’ve cursed yourself enough, Elyon,” he said. “You’ve carried too much weight for far too long. But this? No. Set it aside. We do not yet know where Talasha’s path has taken her, and what happened, happened, and perhaps it happened for a reason.”

Elyon nodded slowly, wondering if perhaps that might be true. Great blessings require great sacrifice, he thought, thinking of Ilith, and Fhanrir, and the thousands who’d perished here, the hundreds, perhaps thousands more who might be dead in the refuge as well. The night had brought great ruin to them all, but through the ash was growing a green shoot of hope, and that hope lay before them now. The Heart Remade. The weapon that would end the war. He turned his mind once more to the only one who could wield it, and to the task that now lay ahead of him.

I must speak to King Sevrin and see what he has seen. The skies were no longer Elyon Daecar’s domain, but in their fledgling alliance with the rogue Agarathi riders, he might still know what it was to fly through a cloud. The same, but different, he thought, with half a lament for the power he’s lost. But loss was everywhere; it was all around them. What mattered now was what they had left.

“Let’s speak to Pagaloth, then,” he said. “I want to make Thalan by nightfall if I can.”


2


[image: ]


The lord commander was lying on a pallet bed in the midst of the chaos of the hall.

He was trying to speak between grimaces of pain, and Jonik was trying to hear him. It wasn’t easy with all the noise. Yelps of agony, groans of anguish, the shouts of doctors exchanging words filled every corner of the chamber, crashing and bashing into one another and jostling for room to be heard. Those same doctors were rushing around too, pacing hard down paths between the dead and the dying, quickly judging who could be saved and who could not as more patients were hurried inside.

“…so fast,” Lord Trillion Morwood was croaking. “One moment... one moment we were looking at the... the beacon fire on…on Shadowlance Point, and the next... the next…”

His words were choked by a fit of gasping torment as some new pain assaulted his body. His wounds were many and grievous, the doctor had said, and it was not certain he would survive the night. A broken leg and shattered hip were enough to leave him badly crippled, should he live, but the shard of stone that had slashed through the meat of his torso was the thing that was going to kill him.

“…the Dread,” he went on. “He…he came on us so…so quickly. Filled the world, Jonik. The world.” He coughed raggedly into a cloth, bringing up gouts of blood. “We got the doors shut…in time, but…that…that didn’t matter to him. Whole mountain was shaking, like the ground was…was alive. I thought I was far enough away, but…” He coughed again. “Floor shook and threw me into a wall. Then something came down on me. Bit of ceiling, I think, broken…broken free. Cut me up and crushed me, they say.” More coughing, more blood, and a red grimace on his lips. “Woke up here, don’t know how long later. Reckon I’ll sleep here too…and for good this time.”

Jonik gripped his forearm. “You don’t know that for sure, my lord.”

“I know. I can feel it. You know how they…they say that? How you can feel it…death? Coming for you? Well, I feel it. I just hope…” His eyes were a little milky. “I did…a good thing here? The people, they…”

“Many survived,” Jonik told him. “Most, my lord. They were safer, deep in the mountain. And Ilithor…if they’d still been there…”

“Tell me,” Lord Morwood said. His eyes widened to hear of his city, the city he’d guarded as watch commander for many years, the city he loved. “Did…Drulgar, did he…”

Jonik had barely the heart to tell him the truth of it, but he wasn’t going to lie. “The city is largely destroyed,” he said. “Drulgar laid it to waste before he flew here, and had the people still been there, many more of them would have been killed. That they were here is largely down to you. Take heart from that, my lord. A city is easier to rebuild than its population, and ours will live on because of you.”

That gave the old lord some solace. Jonik could see it in his eyes. He wondered if he might tell him of Eldur as well, of the sacrifice of Ilith and Fhanrir, of the reforging of the heart, but he wasn’t sure he had that much time. At any moment he might drift into unconsciousness, even death, and he had things he must know. “Trillion,” he said, clutching at his arm. “Drulgar. Do you know what happened to him after? When Brexatron came. Did anyone see?”

“Brex…Brexatron?”

“Yes. It was he who drove the dragon away.” He doesn’t know, Jonik realised. The refuge was hardly replete with viewing windows and platforms like Ilithor was, and likely no one had observed the battle of the two beasts once the doors were closed. “Did you not hear them?” Jonik asked. “Fighting outside? He thought of the painting, of the colossal brothers locked in their death embrace. That was all they knew, in truth. What had happened to them was not depicted in the brushstrokes, and if Ilith knew anything about that, he’d said nothing of it before he died.

“No, I…I remember...” Morwood scrunched up his face, trying to recall. “I was running and the tremors…they seemed to stop. As if…as if the Dread was leaving. And then…then there was another shake, even …even worse than before, and…and I went into the wall…and the ceiling…it broke and fell on me. I fear I know no…nothing el…else, Jonik. I…I…I…” And the coughing took him again, a violent hacking that had a doctor rushing back over, kneeling down beside him to administer urgent aid.

Jonik waited patiently, but he knew he’d get nothing more from the lord. The doctor confirmed it. “You’ll have to leave,” he told Jonik, turning his eyes on him sharply. “He needs rest if he is to live. Please, go. You are stealing what chance he may have.”

Jonik nodded and stood, stepping back and saying a silent prayer for the man. Morwood was one of the good ones; loyal, willing, dedicated to his service. He deserved to live more than most, and Jonik would never wish to deny him that chance.

He turned his eyes across the chamber. Capacious it was, one of many of these grand high-ceilinged spaces within the refuge, and this one had been swiftly given over to the gathering of the critically injured. Most of them were soldiers who had been closer to the front of the refuge when the halls and corridors collapsed, and if anyone was going to know what had happened here, it would be them, not the tens of thousands of commoners, merchants, and nobles who were kept safe in deeper parts of the mountain.

Further off through the hall, Jonik saw Emeric Manfrey kneeling beside a well-armoured guardsman whose leg had been crushed beyond all hope of recovery. The exile was nodding, leaning close to listen as the soldier spoke. Hopefully, he’d have better luck with the man than Jonik had with Lord Morwood. He saw a nurse bustling past and snagged her. “Is there anyone here who was at the doors?” he asked. “Even outside, in the fortress, when…”

“I don’t know. I cannot help you.” She pulled away and swayed on, hauling a pail of water to wash wounds and cool feverish heads. Jonik marched to another nursemaid and got the same response, and a third only glared at him for interrupting her work and pushed past with impertinent urgency.

He continued along the lanes between the pleading, groaning men, passing kneeling doctors applying tourniquets and staunching wounds, past women rushing along with bundles of bandages in their arms, or mopping up bloody puddles from the floor. Men reached for him as he went, begging for roseweed oil for the pain, or spluttering out their final fearful breaths, only wanting someone with them as they died. One young man was sobbing for his mother, his eyes white with terror as death’s shadow loomed above him, and Jonik found himself drawn over to kneel beside him. He gripped the youth’s hand and squeezed it tight. “Do not be afraid,” he told him. “There is warmth and plenty in the Eternal Halls.”

The youth blinked at him. “The…the Halls? They’re…”

“Real, yes. They are real.” He smiled to comfort him and squeezed a little tighter. The youth reminded him of the sorts of boys raised outside at the Shadowfort, dark-haired and pale and lean, and he wondered for a short moment if Henrik and Hopper and all the rest of them were still alive. But the thought was fleeting. “Go,” he went on, clutching firmly. “Go be with the loved ones you’ve lost. They’re waiting for you there, with open arms. Go now and do not be afraid.”

Jonik waited until the youth had drifted off before he rose with bloody knees and walked on. He knelt beside others, helping where he could and asking questions all the while. Had they seen anything? Heard anything? Was anyone outside when the Dread came? The answers did not help him. The only men who’d been outside had either rushed back in through the gates in time or else were out there still, crushed amid the wreckage of the fort. One man spoke of the soldiers at Shadowlance Point. “The men who lit the beacon,” he said, in a groan. “Might be they’ll know something…”

But they wouldn’t. Jonik had already heard from someone else that the beacon had erupted in a blazing inferno when the Dread passed over, and there would be no survivors there who might have stood witness to the titans’ duel. But someone…surely someone saw? I must go outside, he decided, and search the wreck of the Shadowfort myself. If someone had survived out there, perhaps they would have seen.

He marched over to Emeric Manfrey, on bended knee beside a different man. “No one knows anything, Emeric. We have to go and look for ourselves.”

The exile put a calming hand on the dying soldier’s arm, murmured a word of consolation, and stood. His face was grave, as it should be here. “Getting there will be difficult, Jonik. The doors to the fortress were destroyed, and the whole entrance chamber collapsed. There might be ten thousand tonnes of rock barring the way. Unless you know of another way out?”

He shook his head. Jonik knew only of the doors that led down to the Shadowfort. “If there was another, Ilith never spoke of it.”

“And Fhanrir?”

“Not a word. But that was Fhanrir. He only ever told us what we needed to know. We could try to get to their private chambers and search for one, but getting there…”

“Will be just as difficult,” Emeric agreed. As both of them had discovered already, that side of the refuge had become largely impassable, with dozens of corridors and halls and chambers imploding during the Dread’s assault. Men were there now, trying to dig survivors from the rubble. There were tapping noises ringing from deeper places that suggested men were still alive and trapped, but getting to them might take a while. “There’s another thing, Jonik,” the exile went on. “One man told me that Ranulf Shackton was at the gate when the Dread arrived. He was standing with Lord Morwood. Did he not mention him?”

“No, he didn’t get that far.” Jonik’s eyes swung through the hall in search of the lord, wondering if he’d already passed. In the chaos it was hard to find him at a glance. “What did the man say of him?”

“Only that he ran deeper into the refuge, away from the door. He was with a man called Rufford, one of the group who’d travelled to the Darkisle with Ranulf and Sir Mallister Monsort. The only other survivor of that quest.”

“And now?”

“He didn’t know. Though that part of the refuge is blocked off, so…”

“He is likely dead,” Jonik said, not needing it spelt out for him. He spoke drearily. Both of them had hoped to find the adventurer here alive, having saved him from Palek’s pits half a lifetime ago. He thought through their options. The priority right now was finding out what had come of the Dread. That meant finding a way outside and searching for survivors, maybe tracks or signs that would declare to them the dragon’s fate. A body would be nice as well, Jonik thought, though perhaps that was asking too much. He turned back to Emeric. “We’ll get as close to the entrance chamber as possible. There might be a place where we can clamber out, if the mountain caved in on that side. Or perhaps the Dread tore open a breach we could use.”

“I should doubt he’s that charitable, but very well, let’s go see.”

They left the infirmary chamber, leaving behind the wailing din of dying men. It was Emeric’s first time in the refuge, so Jonik led them on, bearing in his hand a flaming torch that threw shadows across the shattered walls. It was dark, dusty, hard to breathe, and in the tighter spaces, visibility was poor. Now and then, they would hear a bit of rock breaking off, crashing and clattering down some corridor, and the fear would spike in them both that further cave-ins were imminent. “I thought I was done with places like this,” Jonik murmured, as they worked carefully through a partially collapsed passageway, wary of triggering further rockfall. He’d had plenty enough of all this when he’d wandered through those infernal depths. “At least there are no murder-pedes here.”

“Murder-pedes?” Emeric asked.

“Those skittering bastards that chased me through the depths. That’s what I called them. Murder-pedes. Because they were sort of like centipedes, and every one of them wanted to…”

“Murder you?”

“Yes. And eat me after, I would guess.” A shiver ran up Jonik’s spine just to think of them, all bunching and heaving and swarming in the darkness. Only the light of Vandar had saved him, emitted from the Mistblade and the armour Ilith had made, which drank in and radiated its powerful azure glow.

They came to a larger chamber with chunks of rubble strewn across the cracked stone floor. Above, a thin shaft of daylight lanced down from the ceiling, grey from all the floating dust that hung heavy in the choking air. It was the first natural light they had seen since they’d arrived, and told them that morning had now come. Or afternoon, Jonik thought. He was not quite sure how long they’d been here with all this hectic rushing about.

“Do you think we could climb up there?” Emeric wondered. “If we were to stack stone, perhaps…”

“Wouldn’t matter. We’d never be able to squeeze through. Those windows are too narrow.” Jonik turned his eyes across the room, peering through the clouds of shifting dust. It was getting harder to navigate now with the air so thick and laden, but he recognised a broken statue of some old Vandarian king standing toppled beside another passage and vaguely recalled that it went the right way. “There,” he said. “That path should lead us in the direction of the door.”

“You’re sure?”

“Sure enough. We can always double back if we find ourselves stuck.”

On they went through the wreckage of the refuge, inching closer with every step. The dead were in unpleasant evidence here, crushed beneath fallen stone. Jonik saw a man’s legs poking out, just the shins and ankles and feet, and dreaded to think what the rest of him looked like. Other limbs and body parts could be seen as well, and several more men lay out in the open, the tops of their heads caved in at the crown or spines shattered by falling stone as they fled.

They passed another chamber, crawled and squeezed through a further corridor where several more men had been crushed, and emerged into another great room with tall support pillars and window shafts. Grand statues stood here, untoppled and untouched, and it seemed this room had seen no ill effects at all. “If only they’d known,” Emeric said, sighing. “They might have simply gathered here and waited for the tremors to pass.”

Jonik nodded at the cruel misfortune of that. “The main door is that way,” he said, gesturing to a corridor that was entirely blocked off by rubble. He went up to it, withdrawing his dagger to tap at the stone, and listened. “Seems solid for a good distance. I doubt we’ll get through here any time soon.”

“Is there another path we could take?”

“There.” Jonik pointed. “That goes to another chamber a bit like this. If we’re lucky, we’ll be able to use it to circle back around. Or we can return the way we came and try another route.”

The passage ahead was promising, its ceiling cracked like an egg, though only a few of the bits of shell had fallen. They worked through and around them, careful with every step. Through the walls, the muffled sound of voices could be heard, distant and vague, and sometimes the crack of hammers and axes as the soldiers worked from another part of the refuge to reach those trapped further back.

In the following chamber, the wreckage was almost complete. Shimmying out of the passageway, Jonik found himself standing atop the fallen statue of some god or another, looking upon the devastation. He raised his torch and swung it side to side as Emeric climbed out next to him. “Well, where now?”

There were no hallways or corridors leading from this place. The smooth stone walls and pillars were gone, buried beneath the grey-black rock of the mountain. Ahead lay a craggy, jagged world that signalled the new border of the refuge. The dark rock was piled high, and in places Jonik saw snow, and the air moved differently here too. “I can hear the wind,” he said.

“We’re near the surface,” the exile agreed. “We may find somewhere to cut our way out.”

Jonik was hopeful of that as well. Setting the torch down behind him, its glow muffled by a rock, he gave his eyes a moment to adjust to the gloom, seeking places where the soft glow of daylight might be seeping in from outside. Emeric was the first to see it. A lifted finger, and, “There,” he said, pointing to where the rock sloped upward toward the roof of the mountain. “It is lighter there, Jonik. And there is a draught. Do you feel it?”

He did. It was whispering from up there, where the light called them on. Torch back safely ensconced in his grip, he began the climb, cautious as a cat. Both men wore heavy sets of full godsteel plate, and any weak spot in the rock might swallow them up if they weren’t careful. “Hold back a few steps,” Jonik said. “Let me make sure it’s safe.” He pressed hard on every new position, listening for a shift in the stone. Sometimes there was a rumbly sound as the rock displaced, the grind and groan of shifting weight, but nothing much worse than that. “Careful here,” Jonik warned. “There’s a crack big enough to trap a leg.”

“I’ve been thinking about what you said about the depths,” Emeric responded, oddly.

Jonik paused, glancing back. The sudden turn in conversation confounded him. “About what?”

“You mentioned seeing the skeleton of an ancient Agarathi greatworm shortly before you found your way out. The tunnel it made. You said it was very uniform, large, and structurally sound.”

“Yes…” Jonik was not entirely sure what he was getting at.

“Where was it exactly? Do you think you could get there again?”

“I…imagine I could. So long as I found that mine shaft I climbed out of, I ought to be able to retrace my steps. Why?”

“I’m wondering how far the tunnel leads. Those greatworms once burrowed from Agarath, Jonik, during the olden wars. Legend says they would appear suddenly in the midst of battles, sucking northmen to their doom, or would make tunnels to deliver Agarath’s armies right onto northern soil. Consider the advantage of that. To be able to flank your enemy, or even burrow directly into a fortress or a city. Eventually, the northern powers worked out ways of detecting them so they could be countered, but for a while they were very effective.”

“And now you’re wondering if we could use the tunnel I found to cross into Agarath ourselves?” Jonik said.

The exile smiled. “It is a thought, yes. It is believed that the worms would collapse the tunnels they had made when they returned to the south, so as to prevent them being used by any northern force as a means of invasion. They would burrow north and then return the way they had come, thrashing with their tails to block the route. Now as far as I know, no skeleton of a worm has ever been found. Until yours, of course. Let me ask you, Jonik. Did you stop to study it, or try to determine a cause of death?”

“A cave-in,” Jonik said. “Part of the head was crushed, I recall.” It had tunnelled into an immense, open cavern, and he guessed the tremors dislodged a huge boulder from somewhere above it. “There was lots of rock tumbled about the head.”

“I see. And the tunnel it had made. How long did you walk down it?”

“I don’t know. Miles. I must have been going down it for the best part of a day.”

“And it was uniform, you said? How wide?”

Jonik couldn’t say for certain. His memory of that time was a little foggy, in truth, owing to his desperate hunger and debilitating exhaustion. “Wide enough to drive several wagons abreast, I thought at the time. With room to spare.”

“And flat-bottomed?”

“Yes. I thought that strange. The sides were curved, and the top as well, but the base was almost perfectly flat.”

“Not strange at all. The worms were designed that way, so that their tunnels were akin to roads. It made marching them easier for the men, and made them rideable for horses. It is even believed that smaller dragons could fly down them, if the need arose. Would you say that of the tunnel you found?”

“It would have to be a fairly small dragon. And an agile one. Though I doubt it would be able to get there, Emeric. The mine shaft I climbed out of was barely big enough for me, and several other passages were so narrow and tight I had to wriggle along on my belly. Unless there’s another way to intercept that tunnel, no dragon would ever get there.”

“Which there may be,” Emeric said, with a little smile on his face. “I told you, of course, about the day I met Sir Torus Stoutman?”

“At the breach made by Brexatron, yes.”

“Then you have your answer. If there is a chance, even a small one, that we can find our way to this tunnel from there, we must attempt to do just that. No stone can be left unturned, Jonik, in the goal of vanquishing our enemy and winning this war.”

He agreed with that sentiment, even if he had doubts about the plan. Still, it was worth pursuing. Most likely the tunnel would have collapsed long ago, but if not, well…there was no harm in finding out.

He turned around and kept on going, returning to the reason they were here, climbing toward the light. The shroud of dust that hung in the air began to shift and move, eddying softly in the wind draughts as they squeezed through the looser rock, and the cold came with it, biting and sharp. He could hear it now, whistling clearly from outside. And in the cracks between the rocks, the light shone in.

One crack was large enough through which to see. As he reached that point in the high rock wall, he pressed his eye eagerly onto the cold stone and realised just how close they were. The blockage here was only a few feet wide, a cascade of smaller rocks that had wedged themselves together as the mountain came down. Jonik looked back at the exile as he clambered up to join him. “We’re close, Emeric. It’s just through here.”

Emeric Manfrey raised his eyes. “Hand me the torch,” he said, and Jonik surrendered its possession. Lifting the flickering orange blaze, Emeric judged the wall above them for a moment, then said, “These rocks don’t appear to be bearing any load. We should be able to knock through without causing a collapse.”

“Stand aside, then,” Jonik said. He turned his eyes across the clot of wedged rock, judging where best to strike, then throwing caution to the wind, lifted a leg and kicked out. The sole of his boot struck hard. There was a burst of noise, an explosion of dust, and the sound of rocks crashing and tumbling away down the mountainside. Jonik turned his head, coughing, as the grit detonated in his face. Then the air cleared as a brisk wind blew in, and he was looking out at the valley beyond.

Beneath them, the broken mountainside tumbled away to where the Shadowfort had once stood. No longer. The stark black towers were gone, the frosted walls blown away, the training yards and cobbled courtyards ripped up during the Dread’s assault. A heap of rubble now stood upon the site of the ancient fort, and little more. Here and there the jagged bones of buildings poked up from the rubble like chewed-off fingers: the watchtower where he’d looked out across the valley as a boy; the library where he’d sat in silent study; the kitchens where he’d chopped up ten thousand turnips and spuds. Through the snowy white wind he saw his old barrack building. Half of it had been ripped away, unveiling a long corridor with a line of little cells where Jonik and the other bastard boys had lived and slept and wept for night on end until all the feeling was driven out.

A queer flush of memory flooded him as he looked at it, remembering the merciless years of his youth. The things he was made to be and do, the parts of him they took and removed. But Gerrin kept me human. Gerrin kept me almost whole. He looked south, wondering if his old mentor and master was still alive. Did you escape the depths too, old man? You had better, because I’m not ready to be rid of you yet.

Emeric Manfrey came up to stand beside him, casting his eyes across the wreckage and the mountain range beyond. “I may be mistaken,” he said, lifting a finger, “but does that not look like blood to you?”

The exile was pointing toward a mountainside beyond the fortress, up toward the beacon fire that had blazed on Shadowlance Point. Through the blowing banners of pale misty air, Jonik could see black lumps out there, smooth and steaming, scattered across the slopes. “Lava,” he said, realising. “Drulgar’s blood.”

Emeric nodded. It was a start, and a positive one. The amount of it suggested the dragon had bled a great deal, and Jonik was eager to get over there for a closer look.

“We might be able to track it,” he said. “Quickly, we should find a way down.”

They were about to set off when a shrill cry pierced the air, quite enough to startle them both. Jonik stiffened, paused, eyes narrowing. He knew that cry at once; the inimitable call of an eagle. Something froze in him as he recalled the last eagle he had seen. The one that had been following him. The one that led the High Priest to Saska. He squinted, searching for it, wondering if they were still being watched.

Then, from the white shroud, it came soaring toward them, a big regal bird with plumage of blue and gold. Another whistling cry speared out through the wintry air, and there was joy in that cry, Jonik thought, something that sounded like hope. The bird circled just overhead, spinning once and twice and thrice before plunging swiftly down to where they stood, landing on a horn of rock.

There, it waited, observing them, no more than five or six feet away. Jonik looked right at it, deep into the eagle’s eyes as it fixed him with a stare that had in it a hint of pleading. Blue and gold, Jonik thought, and it came to him suddenly; he knew this bird. Leshie had spoken of Ranulf’s latest revelation, the Lightborn line, the Elder blood. She’d told him about his eagle too, a bird called Kamcho, big and beautiful, blue and gold…

“This is Ranulf’s bird,” he said, in case Emeric hadn’t figured that out. “He must have been outside all this time. Since…”

“The Dread,” Emeric said. Of course he had figured it out. “Then he may have seen it all, Jonik. And that means…”

“Ranulf did too.”

Both of them knew at once what must be done. This eagle was the key, and perhaps to more than one door. The tunnel, Jonik was thinking. We may have a way of searching it after all. He looked at Emeric and Emeric looked back at him, and with a silent nod, they both turned about, stepping briskly back inside the mountain.
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Robbert Lukar sat on a camp stool in the dim flickery light of the commander’s pavilion, nibbling on a heel of bread.

It was late, dark, quiet, a place of murmuring voices and shifting shadows as the lords and captains finalised their plans and awaited Sir Rikkard’s report. Squires went about serving cups of ale and watered wine; others bore trays with cured meats and breads, hard cuts of cheese and small bowls of nuts. Robbert and the rest ate little and drank less, all except Sir Mooton Blackshaw who seemed quite intent on drinking the whole place dry, and had consumed by Robbert’s reckoning some seven or eight large tankards of ale already. Several times he had attempted to rouse them all into some bawdy Riverland song as well, but the others had hissed him back to silence. He seemed grumpy with them all for that.

“You’re no bloody fun,” the massive knight had complained. “We Blackshaws like to get drunk before a battle. To sing and make merry while there’s still breath in our lungs. Come, someone sing with me. Torv, Borrus, join in, I’ll start - The Lusty Wench of the Windower’s Inn. That was always a favourite of yours, Borrus.”

He slurped his beer, stood up from his stool, and set right into it before anyone could object:

The Lusty Wench of the Widower’s Inn!

She serves both ale and sin!

A pint of mead and a squirt of seed

and she’ll birth you a bastard’s kin!

“That’s enough, Mooton,” Borrus told him sharply (though with the shadow of a smile on his lips). “This is hardly the time or the place.”

“It’s exactly the time and the place”, the Beast of Blackshaw came right back. He huffed disappointedly. “There was a time you’d bellow your heart out louder than anyone else before battle, Barrel. Come on, sing it with me. Sing it with me like you used to.”

“No. I said enough. If you want to drink, fine, but no singing. Torvyn, control him.”

Sir Torvyn the Returned smiled placatingly at his bigger, younger, and decidedly more rambunctious cousin. “Mooton, come now, you know that Borrus is right. You’ll be able to sing every sordid song you can think of with Bulmar and Regnar and Daggart and all the rest as soon as the fort is retaken. Just hold yourself for now, please.”

“Fine.” Mooton slumped back down unhappily. He was rather like a child, Robbert had come to see, a giant drunken bearded child with a great gut and the thickest neck he’d ever seen, who was astonishingly good at three things, he liked to claim: drinking, killing, and lovemaking. Well, Robbert had stood witness to the first of those, and heard plenty of stories about the second, though the third he was rather less inclined to think about too much. The notion of that great sotted boar of a man puffing and panting over some tavern wench was not so appealing to him.

The rain was pattering lightly against the canvas of the pavilion, which was draughty, cold, and empty of almost all forms of furniture except for the stools they sat on, and the wagon parked in the centre, which was being used as an impromptu command table where Sir Killian Oloran, Sir Gereon of Greyguard, Sir Karter Pentar, Lord Wilson Gullimer and Lady Marian Payne were murmuring in discussion of their final battle plans as they prodded and pointed at a series of maps and diagrams depicting the grand old fortress of Dragon’s Bane. Outside, Robbert could hear the faint sound of whinnying horses, the voices of the nearest men as they sat and stood waiting as well. They had their orders to seek cover where they could amongst what trees and shrubbery they could find, to remain as quiet as possible and prepare themselves as they pleased so long as that did not involve excess drinking and the outbreaks of singing and sometimes brawling that came with it. That was fine when defending a fort, much less so when preparing to attack one. So far as the last reports suggested, their swift advance from Westmire had gone unnoticed by the enemy, and they’d do well to try to keep it that way until Lord Borrus gave the order to attack.

Sir Lothar was sitting beside him, polishing his longsword with an oilcloth and occasionally taking a sip of watered wine to fortify him for the fighting to come. Robbert was busying himself by trying to visualise the battle, something his father had taught him in his youth, thinking through his favourite strike patterns and mentally rehearsing the moves. He knew how to fight all sorts of opponents, the best moves to deploy against dragonknights, or spearmen, or axmen, how to fight when outnumbered by several foemen, when to switch stances between Blockform and Glideform and the others depending on the conditions in which he found himself. Of course, there were many things that happened during a battle that could not be properly prepared for, and Robbert’s blinded left eye did complicate matters somewhat, but these visualisations helped to get him into the right state of mind all the same.

“I’m bored,” Lank said, pulling Robbert from his rehearsals. “There’s only so many times I can rub at this damn sword, Robb. I’ll wear it down to a bloody nub at this rate, I swear. This waiting…” He shook his head. “It’s the worst, isn’t it? The waiting before a battle.”

Sir Mooton overheard. He was onto his ninth cup of ale now, by Robbert’s count. “Why do you think we drink, you lanky bastard? Helps pass the time.”

“It isn’t wise to get so drunk before a battle,” put in Lord Malcolm Marsh. “One or two for a bit of courage, but so many…I call it imprudent, Sir Mooton.”

“Call it what you want, Marsh. History proves you wrong.”

“Does it? How so?”

“How so?” The Beast of Blackshaw puffed like a bellows. “Because we East Vandarians are the best warriors in all the bloody world, and we like to drink before battle, that’s how so. Well, the Lakelanders less so…they’re a bit soft like you Tukorans, but us Riverlanders, aye, and the Marshmen too.” He raised a fist. “You there, more,” he shouted at a squire. “Come on, just give me the bloody jug.” He swiped it from the youth and drank a great measure, gulping and glugging as if to make a point. Then he threw the jug down to shatter on the ground. “More,” he bellowed. “More, more! Come on Marsh, have a drink with me you great woman! You’re pale as a bride about to get fu…”

“Mooton, be quiet,” growled Borrus, from the wagon-table. “Stop trying to stir trouble. No one wants to drink with you.” He glared at him a moment. “You’re getting too drunk, even for you.”

“Drunk?” Mooton repeated, laughing. “I can’t get drunk. It’s one of my gifts.”

The Lord of Rockfall snorted. “Nonsense. Every man gets drunk eventually. The only gift you have is for being a braggart. You’re very skilled in that, I’ll readily admit.”

“You calling me a liar, Marsh?”

“Yes. An unashamed one. I’ve never met anyone who speaks such utter manure. What was it, a thousand women? Or two?”

“Ten,” said Mooton, proudly. “That’s ten thousand women pleasured to heaven and back.”

“Ten thousand now? It’ll be twenty thousand tomorrow, no doubt.”

“Ten thousand women would be one a day for thirty years,” Lank said, thinking it through smartly. “That’s impressive, Mooton. You must have gotten started early.”

“Aye, I did. I was eight years old and haven’t looked back since.”

Lothar laughed. “Reckon you might be counting your right hand in the bargain there, Mooton.” He made a foul gesture, curling his fingers and shaking his wrist. “Nine thousand, nine hundred and ninety of these, I’d guess. And ten proper beddings. That sounds more likely to me.”

“He’s just projecting, Mooton,” Robbert said to that, to try to smooth off Lothar’s insult. “Lank is all about the self-love. I should know, having travelled with him for so long.”

“While Robb prefers abstinence, of course,” Lank fired back. “A good saintly king we have here, my lords. Celibate and pure and saving himself for Lillia Daecar.”

Robbert sighed. He was not saving himself for Lillia Daecar and was not even sure if their betrothal was legal or ever had been in the first place. I should know better than to pick a verbal fight with Lothar, he reflected. The lanky fool always knew how to get under his skin and embarrass him in front of a crowd.

Thankfully, most of them weren’t listening, or had at least the discretion to pretend they weren’t. Over at the wagon-table, some way across the sizeable pavilion, the murmuring was ongoing, the pointing and the nodding. Sir Killian, Sir Gereon, and Lady Marian had all been present at the Battle of the Bane and knew just how badly the great fortress had suffered. So far as Robbert had been told, the soaring towers were toppled, the triple walls breached in many places, and the colossal south-facing barbican, which in itself was large enough to put many a northern fort to shame, had been reduced to rubble as well. They were using this knowledge to determine where best to attack, though much still remained on Sir Rikkard’s report. Until they knew of the enemy’s defensive capabilities, how many soldiers and perhaps even dragons were present, their plans were only ever provisional.

And the wait went on. Lothar returned to polishing his blade down to a nub, Mooton resumed his drinking under his cousin’s watchful eye, and Robbert lapsed back into a state of meditative rehearsal. The rain fell, the murmuring endured, and Lord Malcolm strode restlessly back and forth. How much more time passed, Robbert couldn’t say, but eventually he heard the sound of voices outside, the gentle clank and clangour of armour, and the tent flaps were drawn aside by Sir Kevyn Bolt so that Sir Rikkard Amadar could enter.

He arrived dressed in a dark scouting overcloak, a garment best suited to hide his armour and help him move unseen in the darkness. With him was Sir Colyn Rowley, who had accompanied him on Robbert’s behalf, as well as Sam Garrick the Grinning Knight. All of them removed their cloaks, hanging them on pegs on the support beams. Garrick went at once to take a cup of watered wine, whilst Rowley favoured a large hunk of cheese. Sir Rikkard was the one who addressed them.

“They’re leaving,” he said, wiping a hand through his hair. “We had to get close to be sure, but it’s true. There are lines of men marching into the Bloodmarshes. Few bear torches to hide their numbers, and we cannot be certain how many remain in the fort, but it would seem they’re going home.”

A murmur went through the group. “Home?” said Borrus. “Then they saw us approach. They’ll be running tuck-tailed back to Blademelt.”

“It’s possible,” agreed Sir Rikkard. “Another possibility is that they’re preparing an ambush in the Bloodmarshes, to waylay us when we try to pass. Or even to wait for us to garrison the Bane, before attacking as they did before. The fortress is, as we know, badly damaged, and its defensive structures have been largely compromised. They may have prepared for this very eventuality. It could all be a trick, and a fatal one should we act.”

“Act?” repeated Mooton Blackshaw, standing. “What other bloody choice do we have? We didn’t march all the way here just to take in the sights.”

More murmuring. Robbert Lukar quite agreed. “We’re more exposed out here,” he said, standing from his stool as well. “If the dragons wanted to attack us, now would be the time.”

Borrus nodded. “How many did you see, Rikkard?”

“Dragons? None.”

“None?”

“None. We heard several, however, roosting in the broken towers, and a couple seemed to be flying a protective escort over the line of retreat so far as we could make out. But otherwise they are all absent. They might be fortifying Blademelt, preparing to defend Death’s Passage, or flying back to the Wings for all we know. As ever, their numbers are being kept from us.”

“And you have no idea how many men remain in the fortress?” asked Sir Karter Pentar.

“There is no way of knowing. The men we saw leaving might be the last of them, or the first. There could be ten men in there, or ten thousand, or more. Our best course of action would be to observe their retreat, and…”

“Let them run?” Mooton blustered, incredulous. “By Varin! Never!” He smashed a gauntleted hand against his chest. “We should chase them down right now. Best time to take an enemy is in the bloody rear.”

“And you’re all about bloodying rears, aren’t you, Blackshaw?” said Lothar with a grin.

“Not helpful,” Robbert told him. “And I agree with Mooton.”

Borrus Kanabar gave a firm nod. “So do I. We kill as many as can be killed and take back the Bane as planned. Rikkard…” He waved him over to the wagon-table. “Tell us what you saw of their defences.” Rikkard went over, forgoing further protest. The rest gathered around, peering over shoulders as the heir of House Amadar pointed out the best places to enter as he’d seen it. It was much as they had already planned, though garnished with a little extra detail. He told them where the rubble had been stacked to secure the breaches, where they’d erected pikes and dug pits and set up mounted weapons. “We saw only so much in the dark,” he said, “but it would seem the southern barbican remains largely open where the Lookout Tower fell atop it. They were exiting from there.”

“There’s a good deal of open ground between the fortress and the Bloodmarshes,” said Sir Gereon of Greyguard. “We can send a company of horse across here, to cut them off.” His finger traced a line from west to east. “Lady Marian and I fought much of the Battle of the Bane here, on this side of the battlefield. We know it well.”

“What’s there to know?” asked Lord Marsh. “It’s all grassland and bogland there, isn’t it?”

“Largely, yes. Though there are defiles, little hills and rises, patches of rock that would be best avoided. We can approach unseen. In this dark they won’t see us coming until the last moment, and they’ll panic when they do. If we cut off their line of retreat, we’ll have them trapped. It’ll be a slaughter.”

“A word of caution,” put in Sir Torvyn Blackshaw. “If the dragons are indeed lying in wait, they will surely come to the aid of their fellows. The slaughter could quite easily turn the other way if we have men caught out in the open.”

“We’ll make sure it’s a bloody strong host then, Torv,” Borrus said, with a little twinkle in his eye. “Sir Gereon, how would you like a moonbear for company?”

The Varin Knight looked at him uncertainly. “You wish for Moonrider Rannaartan to accompany us, my lord?”

“We’re allies, Sir Gereon, and allies fight together. Go speak with Ranaartan and Pakavaro. Tell them it’s time for them to meet the terms of our pact.”

“Yes, my lord.” Sir Gereon seemed rather less than sure about that, but bowed and stepped away all the same.

“Jahendroth is still in recovery,” Lord Gullimer said, as Greyguard left. “I am not sure the wounds Tathranor gave him are fully healed. Are we certain the moonrider will risk him in battle?”

“That’s for him to decide, Wilson. If not, he can ride a horse or a camel.” Borrus looked once more at the maps and diagrams. “Robbert, if you would lead your forces here, I will come around on the other side.” He gestured to one side of the fort and the other, with the idea to flank around either edge and come through the broken barbican. “We’ll take our best and leave the rest in reserve, under instructions to join us if there is the need. But I doubt it will come to that. Killian, Rikkard, Karter, take your men and drive in here, here, and here.” He pointed at the appropriate breaches and weak points that Rikkard had already detailed. “Most likely they will engage you here, leaving us to come around the back. Expect resistance from the remaining tower windows and rooftops. There is still much of the Bane that remains intact, and there are a thousand places a man can hide. We clear out the infestation, building by building, room by room. By dawn I want every Agarathi either dead, fled or fettered, understand?”

The heads went up and down.

“Good,” said Lord Borrus Kanabar. “Then go see your captains and spread the word. We attack within the hour.”
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He had heard them earlier, but no longer. The distant sounds of hammers and axes, the voices, were gone.

“They’ll return,” Ranulf said, wanting to believe it. His voice was blunt in the darkness, soaked up by the rock around him. “Soon, Rufford. They’re only resting a moment, that’s all. Or perhaps they have hit a spot that requires further thinking before they advance. But they’ll come back, I assure you. I know they will. Have faith.”

He looked over at the man-at-arms and found he was speaking to himself. Rufford had lapsed into unconsciousness again, and that wouldn’t do. He’d lost a lot of blood and remained precariously unwell. The tourniquet Ranulf had tied about his shredded arm had stopped the bleeding, but whether he’d already lost too much, Ranulf couldn’t say. I need to keep him awake, he knew. Awake and as mentally active as possible.

He stepped over to the bed, gently shaking his shoulder. “Rufford, wake up. You have to stay awake now, Rufford.”

The man groaned, eyes flickering. They were unfocused, bloodshot. His lips broke open into a croaking murmur. “I’m cold, Ranulf. And tired. I want to sleep.”

“Well, you can’t. If you sleep, you may never wake up.”

“But…”

“No buts. You are a soldier, and I’m ordering you to stay awake.” He gave the man another shake when his eyes began to dim. “Damn you, what would your wife say? She’d give you a right old rollicking for perishing so meekly, Rufford. I thought you were stronger than that.”

Mention of his wife seemed to get through to him. “Aye…aye, I reckon she would.”

“Tell me about her,” Ranulf said, as he stepped around the bed, picking across the rubble and trying not to trip in the darkness. The only light came from Rufford’s godsteel blade; a softness of silvery blue that lit the pale features of his face, and the bloody bedsheets beneath him, though little more. “Her name is Marryanne, yes?” It was always good to get a dying man talking of his loved ones. Oft as not, it gave them the fight they needed to battle on. And Rufford was nothing if not a fighter.

“Marryanne,” he whispered, smiling weakly. “Aye, Marryanne.”

“Flame-haired, is that so?” Ranulf’s boot caught on a broken bit of stone, but he kept his footing. Besides the darkness, it was dusty here as well and rather too tomb-like for Ranulf Shackton’s liking. We shall not make this a tomb, he thought, adamant. They will come, soon. They will come for us, I know it.

“Like fire,” Rufford murmured. “Curled and wild.”

“A fine head of hair, I’m sure.” Ranulf reached the far side of the bed and began rooting through the shattered furniture, searching for extra blankets and bedsheets. This had been Sir Mallister Monsort’s room, he had realised, when Sir Fendrel rushed them in here as the corridor collapsed behind them. It was as though Mallister’s lingering spirit was giving them one last chance, a sanctuary within the mountain where they might be safe. Well, he and Rufford, anyway. Poor Sir Fendrel had been crushed, unfortunately, when a portion of the ceiling crashed down atop him, but the others had been mercifully spared. “You said her name was Anne when you met, is that right? And she only became Marryanne later?”

He got no immediate answer.

“Rufford?” He glared back. “Don’t you go trying to sneak a few winks on me now. No napping. Her name was Anne, was it not?”

“Aye,” the man croaked, through a throat parched and dry. “Marryanne. She…when I asked for her hand, I said, ‘I want to marry you, Anne’, and after that, the name stuck. Marryanne,” he hummed again, savouring the sweetness of the sound it made. “You’ll tell her…won’t you? If…I don’t make it. You’ll tell her I…”

“You’ll tell her yourself. You’re not going to die from a scratch on the arm.”

The man chuckled wheezingly. “A scratch? This arm…it’s done for, Ranulf. I’ll lose it, even if I live.”

“Then you’ll live without an arm, Rufford, but you’ll live. Or do you want to make poor Marryanne a widow? And your children? Ren and Penna. Would you leave them fatherless, Rufford, to fend for themselves in the dawning of a new world?”

At last he found what he was looking for amid the shattered remains of Sir Mallister’s trunk. He had to rip the fabric to free it from the block of stone that had fallen on it, but it was enough to lay over the wounded man.

“Here,” he said, returning to cover him. “Is that better? Or are you going to keep on moaning?” The man gave no answer; perhaps he was thinking of his children, fighting to live on their behalf. “You can take this too,” Ranulf said, removing his cloak to leave him in common breeches and doublet. He added it to the growing pile, tucking the Tukoran in nice and snug. “Now, are you warm enough yet? Or would you deprive me of my body heat too?”

“You’d cuddle me, Ranulf?”

“If it will stop you from whining, yes. But I would rather not.”

The man smiled weakly. “You’re…you’re a good man, you know. I’m glad you’re here with me, if we…”

“If we what? Die? No. I won’t have that thought entertained any longer. Enough with it. Cast the notion from your head and tell me about your children. Ren, he is a nine, yes? And Penna is only a year younger? You didn’t give poor Marryanne much time to recover, did you?”

Another chuckle rasped its way out of him. “Was her wanted it that way, not me. I’d have waited a bit, but she was always meant to be a mother. We had more, too, after. But…well…”

Oh, Ranulf thought. He had discussed all of this with Rufford before, of course, during their ill-fated adventure to the Darkisle, and knew all about his wife and surviving children, but nothing of the rest. “They…died?” he asked softly.

“Aye. They, er…little Max was just nine months, and Doris, she…she was only a few weeks when we found her cold in her crib. After that we stopped trying. The pain, it was…” He trailed off, leaving the rest unsaid. “And you, Ranulf? You have any adventurous little bastards running about?”

“No. I am not of the bastard-making sort, Rufford.”

“Surely you’ve had a few trysts, though? On your adventures? The places you’ve been… and you’re not such a bad-looking man. I’ll bet you’ve wheedled a hundred beauties into bed with that silver tongue of yours.”

“I have never been disposed to wheedling,” Ranulf said, with a note of indignation. “I prefer to deploy that silver tongue, as you call it, to the teaching of students, the imparting of wisdom, the telling of stirring stories.”

“Aye, and you do it well. Got fond memories of you spinning them yarns by the campfire at night. Made that whole business on the Darkisle bearable.” A ripple of pain crossed his face then, though whether from the torn flesh of his arm or the memory of the many men they’d lost during those days, Ranulf couldn’t say. “You think…after,” he went on, more sombre. “You think you might settle down after, Ranulf? That’s a different sort of adventure. Family and fatherhood. Though maybe the best you’d ever have. You’d like it, I think.”

Ranulf Shackton smiled; oh, he did not doubt it. His life had always leaned toward the pursuit of knowledge, of exploration, the study of the ancient and arcane, and the rest was never a particular consideration of his, though in Saska, perhaps, and Leshie as well, he had been given a glimpse into what being a father might be.

“Perhaps,” he only said. “Once…this is all over.” A short silence fell between them. “Well, tell me more of your children, then. What are they like, Rufford? Playful? Sweet? Are they full of mischief like you?” He smiled to lighten the mood. “And Marryanne, I’d hear the story of how you met. I’m not sure you’ve told me that one yet.” He had. “So, the floor is yours. I want to know everything, Rufford, everything.”

“Everything,” the man repeated, uncertain. “That’s…a lot.”

“Well, we have time, do we not? So, go ahead.” And he crossed one leg over the other and waited.

So Rufford spoke, with the fondness of a devoted husband and loving father, and Ranulf listened, probing with questions when they came due to keep the conversation flowing. He watched his patient carefully all the while, searching for signs of regression or recovery, and he listened as well for the muffled thuds of axes and chisels through the walls. Sometimes, he briefly shut his eyes, trying to reach out to Kamcho, but his growing hunger and fatigue stole his focus. He caught glimpses only. Of the mountains, and the mist, and the ruin of the Shadowfort far below. He had the impression that Kamcho was trying to find a way in, find a way back to him, but there seemed no route into the mountain. How long that went for, he couldn’t say. Hours, certainly, long hours during which the big burly man-at-arms said everything that could be said about his family, and more, regaling stories and amusing anecdotes and sometimes drifting away to sleep, only to resume his happy monologue when Ranulf prodded him awake.

And somewhere in there, he decided that the worst of the risk was past. The man was stable - weak, yes, but stable - and he wasn’t going to die from sudden organ failure or shock from the loss of blood. So the next time he drifted off in the midst of one of his stories, Ranulf let him sleep, periodically checking his pulse and his breathing as he walked about the broken ruin of the bedchamber in a bid to remain alert. Exhausted though he was, he must be ready should they come. Ready to tap on the walls with whatever he could find: a shard of stone or old tin cup or a broken bit of chair. To declare to those who might be searching that there were still men alive in here.

So he walked, stumbling through the darkness, sometimes returning to Rufford to check his vital signs, occasionally sitting on the bed to rest, but never for long. When he felt the pull of sleep on his shoulders, he would stand and walk some more. In the faint strangled light, he had to be careful with every step. That was good; it kept him lively. And the falls, they helped too.

Hours went by. He became increasingly battered and bruised. His shins and knees and hands had the worst of it. The little cuts and abrasions mounted up, and his eyes grew as heavy as godsteel. Godsteel, he thought, looking over at the bed. There it lay, Rufford’s fine sword, resting beside him as he slept. If he awakens strong enough, perhaps he can use it to cut us free? Ranulf had never lamented his lack of Bladeborn blood, but perhaps now he did. There lay the tool that might help them escape, but he had not the power to wield it.

He resumed his walking, his tripping and his falling, blundering through shadow and gloom. More little wounds and injuries tore at his skin and flesh. Death by a thousand cuts, he thought, as he fell again and pushed himself up from the floor. Could it be? Am I losing as much blood as Rufford now? He chuckled in the darkness, chuckled like a madman, and remembered Pal Palek’s pits, and Janilah Lukar’s dungeons, and the sundry other cells and prisons he’d occupied in the past. Men lost their wits when trapped in such places, but Ranulf was quite accustomed to the conditions. The lack of food, the thick silent gloom, the unyielding oppressive nature of solid stone walls. They were enemies he’d fought a hundred times before, and their weapons rang blunt against him.

After some more time - a good deal of time, really - he heard the vague sound of excavation once again. It came to him slowly, through the muddled confusion of random thoughts as his mind laboured to keep him awake. He was on the far side of the bed, near the crushed corpse of poor Sir Fendrel, musing on the fate of his friends when he heard it. The crack and snap running faintly through the walls. They were coming for him, and he knew it.

With a surge of energy, he made quickly for the door, picking through the rubble he knew now by heart. How close they were, he could not say; this was thick rock here, and lots of it, and all that weight did strange things with sound, but they were out there, somewhere, he was certain. Around the broken lintel great blocks of stone had fallen from the ceiling, and in the gaps between them were smaller bits of rock and gritty debris. Ranulf sought a nice flat part and pressed his ear against the cold stone. The sounds leapt to life, the thud of hammer and cut of blade, the shouts of men back there. Ranulf’s heart leapt as well, and at once he searched the floor for a tool, picking up a hunk of rock to smash against the wall, crack, crack, crack!

Then he stopped, pressed his ear, and listened. The voices had changed in pitch; there was an excited energy now, a hurried discussion, and then the hammers and the chisels resumed their work with a renewed aggression and urgency.

A smile surged onto Ranulf’s lips. They hear me! “Here,” he called out, unable to restrain himself. “We’re in here, in here, Sir Mallister’s room, here!” With every ‘here’ he struck again, smashing the stone again and again. “In here!”

A voice broke into the gloom behind him. “What…what’s with all the noise, Ranulf? Is that you shouting? I can barely see…”

“They’re coming, Rufford,” the adventurer said, turning. “I can hear them through the walls.” He pressed his ear again, listening, then did the same with his hand. He could just about feel the faint vibration now as the tools worked at the rock, and that meant they must be close. He heard a creak and looked back over. “No, don’t get up. You still need more rest…”

“I want to feel it,” the big man said, stubbornly. He began removing the blankets and covers, pale-faced and wan, trying to stand. Ranulf was quick to rush over and put an end to that, of course.

“No.” He pushed him back down. “There’s nothing you can do by fondling at that rock. They know we’re here now, and that’s all that matters.”

“I’m Bladeborn, though,” Rufford complained. “My hearing’s ten times as good as yours. Maybe I could hear what they’re saying?”

Ranulf paused to consider that. True enough, Rufford’s blood-bond made his senses greatly more acute than his own, but he doubted he’d be much use in his condition. “Just stay where you are. If you try to stand up too quickly you may pass out and hurt yourself.”

“Hurt myself? But…”

A loud terrible crash cut him off, sudden as a thunderstrike.

Voices surged faintly and the work of axes and hammers stopped abruptly, and a fearful shaking went through Ranulf’s feet. His heart stopped, his body going rigid, as dust and grit rained down from above them, a shower to cloud the air. Panic swarmed him. There was more crashing and rumbling through the walls. For a long moment he stood there, rigid as a deer caught out by a huntsman, fearing the ceiling would come down, and the walls would buckle in, and they would both be crushed here after all with never a trace of them to ever be found…

But the shaking stabilised. Gradually, over what felt like long minutes but was actually mere seconds, the rumbling, echoing, clattering sounds faded away once more to leave an empty, frightening silence in their place. It was a silence that sent frigid fingers up Ranulf’s spine. A silence that sounded like death.

It was a while before either of them spoke. Both of them knew what had happened and what it meant. Then Ranulf turned inward, as he always had, delving into his reserves of hope. “They’ll come again,” he said, defiant. “This is a temporary setback only. They’ll come to us another way.”

“What if they don’t?” Rufford murmured, grimly. Through the dusty darkness, Ranulf saw defeat in his eyes, and despair. “What if the cave-in killed them all, Ranulf? They won’t know we’re here, and…and…”

“They’ll return,” Ranulf said, as he had long hours before. He had to believe it still. He had to. What other choice was there? “Just…rest. There’s nothing we can do but wait.”

He moved away from the bed again, back over to the door, to listen. He could hear Rufford stressing and fidgeting behind him, though knew it would not last long. He was too weary, too weak, and was soon back asleep. Within a few short minutes, he was snoring that ragged wheezing snore and in truth Ranulf was glad for it. He could do with Rufford’s dejection right now like a finger in the eye.

And the waiting continued. He remained beside the blockage at the door for a good long while, clinging to hope as a man clings to a cliff edge, listening to the rock as it shifted and displaced, wondering how bad it was. Maybe they are all dead, as Rufford said. Maybe no one even knows we’re here. That fear cut through him like a red-hot blade. That he’d die here, in this dark broken bedroom, never knowing what was happening away to the south, never knowing how the war might end. Grimacing, he pressed his ear to the stone and listened. But there was nothing to be heard now but the grinding of settling rock, the sound of grit and pebbly debris chittering through breaches and gaps. No men. No voices. Nothing. They’re dead, he thought, forlorn, all of them.

A weakness gripped at him, the sort of desperate weakness he’d always fought to fend away in dark moments such as these. The thrill of their imminent rescue was gone, draining away and taking the last of his strength with it. He was so tired, so very tired all of a sudden. But I must stay awake, he told himself. I must be ready should they return. If there was no one to signal where they were, what then? They could dig in a different direction, or tunnel right past us and they’d never know we’re here…

That fear sustained him for a while. He returned to his pacing, moving again through the dimness, staggering now and slipping as the weight of his exhaustion bore him down. His thoughts were foggy, his spirit sunk. He tripped, he fell, he stood and paced again. But in the end, there was no stopping it. The inexorable pull of sleep was in him, like a weed in the brain, always growing back as he tore it out. It would not stop; it would only get worse. I have to sleep, he realised, eventually. Just an hour or two to clear my head.

He stumbled over to the bed, climbing up to lie beside Rufford. Such was his exhaustion that he did not even recall the rest; sleep took him almost immediately, dragging him down to its den.

And there, he dreamt. Of hammers and chisels, he dreamt, and blades and the shouting of men. He dreamt of skilled and brave-hearted Bladeborn carving through the rock with misting godsteel. He dreamt of them inching forward, careful with every cut, selecting only the biggest and strongest stones through which to tunnel. Gradually, cautiously, courageously, they advanced.

And in the dream Ranulf was with them, watching. He could hear them talking, debating, discussing which way to go. And sometimes they looked right at him, as though to ask, and Ranulf himself would guide them on. He knew the men in the dream, he realised. He knew them from adventures long past. “He is this way,” one of them said. Black-bearded, green-cloaked, a swordsman and a scholar in one. “The eagle can sense him. We must follow. Follow.”

The other agreed. Lean, tall, pale, he was, grey-eyed and inky of hair. His armour was fine, radiating light like no other. Other men bustled about them, hauling away the cut stone, clearing the way for them to keep going. Unresting they worked, fearless, tireless. And all the while, Ranulf watched…

He was awoken by a sudden, piercing cry that rang all through his head. His eyes shot wide and up he sat, blinking at the fierce glow of light that seemed to be beaming from a hole in the wall. He coughed, raising a hand to shield his eyes. “Here, I’ve found them, they’re here…” a voice was shouting.

Ranulf’s mind was slow to pick up the thread. Still dreaming, he thought, I’m still dreaming. There was a flapping above him, the pulse of urgent wings, and he felt a heavy reassuring weight come down upon his shoulder, grasping with long curved claws. A similarly curved beak nuzzled at his neck, then gave him a tender little nip.

A voice laughed, resonant and rich. “That’s a mighty fine bird you’ve got there, Master Shackton.”

Another voice added, “Smart, too. Without him we may never have found you.”

Ranulf peered out against the fading glare. Before him stood Jonik in a set of glowing silver armour and Emeric Manfrey in a royal green cloak. “I dreamed of you,” he said, gaping…as he realised it wasn’t a dream at all. “Kamcho, he…”

“Led us right to you,” said Emeric, smiling. “Young Leshie told us all about him, Ranulf. You really are full of surprises.”

Ranulf Shackton was delirious with shock. He tried to swallow, but his throat was bone-dry, and he wondered just how long he’d been sleeping. “I... could do with a mouthful of water, if you have any?”

“Here, take mine.” Jonik handed it over.

“This is Rufford, I presume?” Emeric asked of Ranulf’s bedfellow. “We heard he was with you when the caverns collapsed.” He had a good long look at the man. “He appears in poor shape. What happened to him?”

“A rock fell on his arm. Cut him open from the shoulder.” Ranulf looked over. “I tied a tourniquet to stop the bleeding.”

“Then we’d best get him out first.” The exiled lord raised a hand and called for other men to come over. Rufford was waking, but slowly, and seemed very confused by all the noises and voices and the sudden bright light. Even more so when the hands reached to grab him and carry him from the bed, at which point he descended into delirious, mumbled complaints. “Careful with him,” Emeric Manfrey commanded. “And someone go ahead and make sure a doctor is ready. He’ll need surgery on that arm.”

Ranulf watched on as Rufford was lifted up and led carefully to the breach in the wall. He saw the tunnel for the first time, then, large enough for a man to walk through in a crouch. It was roughly square in shape and the lines were clean, the sort of work only godsteel could do.

“I saw,” Ranulf murmured, as Rufford was eased away. “I saw you coming for us.” He lifted a finger for Kamcho to nip and nuzzle, and smiled as the eagle gave out another piercing cry. It was rather loud in such a confined space, to be sure, but welcome.

“Yes, we heard about that,” Jonik said. “Leshie said you could see through his eyes.”

“Never when sleeping,” Ranulf said. That had never happened before. He drew a long breath into his lungs, moving his feet to land on the floor. His body was aching all over from all the trips and falls, and in the light shining out from Jonik’s armour, he could see the cuts and abrasions on his fingers and palms.

“You’ve been in the wars here, Ranulf. Yet it seems the gods still favour you.” Emeric Manfrey favoured him with a pleasant smile, then turned his eyes around the room. “But we had best get you out before your luck runs out. Can you walk?”

“I should hope I can.” Ranulf showed them by doing so, though he still felt very weak. He drew another breath to steady himself. Jonik came in to help him along. “Thank you, Jonik. It’s a welcome surprise to see you again.”

“We’re glad to find you alive,” the young man returned. “There are things we need to know, Ranulf. Kamcho…we found him outside a little earlier, and wondered, hoped…”

“Yes,” Ranulf said, knowing what he was asking. “I saw everything. Get me out of this damnable room, and I’ll tell you.”
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He dreamed of her, of the wild beauty of the Western Neck.

He dreamed of their hunts and their stolen kisses, and that special night in the raging storm. “We’ll run away,” she said to him, as the rain lashed down through the woods in sheets. “We’ll live free and love fiercely, just the two of us until the little ones come. Yes, the little ones,” she said to him, cupping his cheek. “I’ll hunt with my bow and you’ll build us a home and we’ll fish the winding rivers together. We’ll make love every night under the light of the stars, and that’s how the little ones will be made.” She was so beautiful, so strikingly, achingly beautiful. “Would you like that, sweet captain? Would you like to live that way?”

It was a dream, a memory, a merging of them both. And in both he could only deny her. “It cannot be, Talasha. You are a princess and I am a knight, and we hail from opposing lands. They will never accept it…”

“Who? The birds? The little fishes in the river and the frogs that rest in the reeds? Maybe you are thinking of the squirrels, sweet captain, frowning on us from the trees? Or could it be the deer who will deny us?” Her smile was sweet and mocking. “In the wild we will be free of such concerns. Is that not the point of running away? To go far from them, sweet captain, far from them all. To be who we want, not who they have made us. Or do you not love me at all?”

Her eyes were harder. The sweet mocking smile was gone.

“Of course I love you. With all my heart I do.”

“Then what? What is the problem? My face, Lythian, could it be my face?”

All of a sudden her back was turned, and it was dark around them, dark in the forest. The wind was blowing, that black terrible wind that had always plagued his dreams, the wind that took away Talia and his stillborn son, the wind that was trying to take her too. “Do you love me now, Lythian? Do you still love me now?”

Yes, he tried to say, yes, yes, yes, but the wind stole the power of his words. She was shaking her head, unhearing. “You’ll never love me, you’ll never love me now.”

I do. I love you. I don’t care about your face!

She did not hear him. Her head went left and right, hair writhing in the chaos of the black howling wind. “Never. You’ll never love me. No one will. No one could. A monster, a monster…I’m nothing but a monster now.”

“Talasha!” he called, roaring out her name. He reached for her. “Talasha, turn to me! Turn and let me see!” But she was drifting away, always just out of reach. He pressed forward, struggled onward. “Let me see you, I don’t care. It’s you I love, not your face. It’s you…it’s you…”

But his voice was throttled by the gale, by the laughter that crashed through the trees. It was her laughter, he realised, wild and manic, shattering and crazed and delirious with pain. He tried to shout over it, but it was no use. “A monster!” she cried, fading into the night. “A monster! I’m a monster!” And her voice rang with bitter tears.

Lythian Lindar woke up sharply, cast out from his dreams and into the sudden silence of the library. He drew a full breath, cringing, as the torment of his nightmares faded away. “Talasha,” he murmured, reaching to touch his face. There was a dampness on the skin of the cheek, leaking into the ragged hair of his beard. He wiped his eyes, blinking, and sat up in the armchair.

It took a moment for it to come back to him. Where he was. Why he was here. Every day for long months he’d slept somewhere new, and ever was that sleep truncated. He had not intended to sleep here at all. Just to sit a moment and rest. To read and recall a simpler time away from the troubles of the war.

It was dim in the library, the air dusty and old, redolent of long lazy days spent in the warm pleasant throes of quiet study. Lythian had been drawn to this room as he was drawn to all such places where books and knowledge were accumulated and dispensed. He had a book open in his lap. The Founding and Founders of Ilithor, it was called, detailing the birth of the city, the dates of its construction, the raising of White Shadow, Many Markets, the Sentinels and the Marple Steps, the unique composition of the palace sitting above them all. There were pictures, diagrams, sketches, maps, and biographical accounts of the men responsible. There had grown over the years a mistaken belief that Ilith somehow raised these cities and structures all by himself using nothing but the power of his sorceries, but of course that wasn’t true. It took many men to erect Ilithor at the edge of this valley, and this book was a reminder of that fact.

He shut it with a small puff of dust, setting it aside on a table beside the chair. It might come in handy when it came time to rebuild, he supposed, to restore Ilithor brick by brick. Or our best approximation. Never would it achieve the same glory and magnificence as it had once possessed. For that, Ilith’s divine touch was surely needed. A touch they no longer had.

He rose from the chair, weary and weak, aching from long months of exertion. His head felt about four times heavier than normal and he doubted he’d slept for long at all. As he made for the door, he heard the hurried sound of footsteps moving along the corridor outside, a voice in accompaniment calling out his name.

He cleared his throat. “In here, Storos.” It was dry, rusted. He coughed and said again, a little louder, “In here.”

The footsteps slowed, stopped, turned about, and the door swung open a moment later. “Ah, there you are.” Sir Storos Pentar looked very refreshed from his long, salubrious sleep, annoyingly so, in fact, given how worn and broken Lythian felt. “I thought you’d found a bed at last. What are you doing in here?”

“It’s a library, Storos. I’ll let you figure it out.”

“Reading?” He sounded incredulous. “As if that’s any sort of priority right now. I said I’d take the watch so you could sleep, Lythian. And wash.” He wrinkled his nose. “You still smell worse than an overused latrine, and it’s high time you…”

“If you only came to chastise me, spare yourself the effort. Why are you here, Storos?”

“I’m here to tell you that the Agarathi are attacking again,” the knight said. “Eldur…he’s been spotted in the skies. He’s coming back, Lythian! He’s coming for the Heart Remade!”

Lythian looked at him flatly, acutely unamused.

“I see you’re not to be fooled,” Storos observed. “Or maybe you’re just too exhausted to care?”

Lythian didn’t care for this japing right now, that was certain. “Out with it, Storos. What’s going on?”

“A guest has arrived,” he said, giving up on the tomfoolery. “And not one, I imagine, who’ll take kindly to your reek. I’ve heard she’s very particular about smells, and much else. A most disagreeable woman.”

“Who?”

“Lady Adelle Kazaan. She’s just landed on the back of a dragon that’s as sharp and ugly as she is, with Sir Connor Crawfield snugly saddled behind her. I know,” he said, seeing the look of mild surprise on Lythian’s face. “I thought it strange as well. A dragon flying our way from the east? I assumed it must be Prince Elyon returning with Sir Pagaloth, though it’s much too soon for that. And Elyon’s much prettier than this woman is, to be sure. If you gave me a choice of the two of them, well now, I think I’d have to…”

“They came from the east, you said?”

He nodded. “I suppose they were out there gathering tidings or something. Pagaloth did say that other fire-blade pairings were helping to spread the news. And by fire-blade, I’m not talking about the Fireblade. I mean…”

“I know what you mean. Very clever, Storos.”

He smiled happily at the praise, ignoring the sarcasm. “I thought so. Anyway, they’re waiting outside on the plateau. Shall we?”

Lythian took a quick moment to straighten out his filthy, torn and tattered cloak, put his fingers through the unwashed locks of his quite awful greasy hair, and marched briskly through the door. Sir Storos followed behind, making an unhelpful series of gagging and choking noises to aptly demonstrate the depth of Lythian’s foul stench, but he ignored him. True enough, greeting someone so eminent as Lady Kazaan in such a state was unbecoming, but it was wartime, and she would understand.

When they stepped outside, Lythian found that dusk was settling in and the skies were purpling like a ripe old bruise. He had slept perhaps an hour, then. Against the fading light stood a dragon of long and elegant proportion, a large beast near enough a match for Garlath in wingspan and tail-length, if not the formidable carriage of his body and head. Dragons often matched their riders in appearance, and so it was with this pair. Lady Kazaan was tall, lean, bony and severe, a most unattractive woman with stern lilac eyes, a long pointed jaw, and a puckered mouth well-made for displaying expressions of disapproval. Her hair was black, with bands of white to either side, and the cloak she wore was two-thirds blue and one-third ochre to match the ratio of scales that glittered on her dragon’s back.

Tundrath, Lythian recalled. That was the dragon’s name. Pagaloth had told him all about Ulrik Marak and his band of rogue riders, of whom Sir Hahkesh and Bah’run, formerly part of Lythian’s efforts to trap and tame dragons outside of King’s Point, were a part. It had made him smile to think of it. To know that his hopes of recruiting these rogue riders had indeed come to pass, if without him.

Adelle Kazaan was watching him approach with as much hospitality in her face as a cat hosting a mouse. Lythian countered it with a warm smile that belied the utter exhaustion he was feeling, and the lingering torment of his dreams. “My lady,” he said, striding up to her. “This is a very pleasant surprise.”

“Sir Lythian. Or is it lord now that you are First Blade?” Her grasp of their northern tongue was excellent, if a little short and rough on the ear. That was common enough with the Agarathi in Lythian’s experience.

“That was only a temporary appointment, Lady Kazaan. And a post I no longer hold.” He looked over at Sir Connor Crawfield. “The new cloak suits you, Sir Connor. No man deserves it more.” The household knight had been raised up into the rarified airs of Varin’s Order, and a long overdue promotion it was. “Pagaloth tells me you have been fighting courageously for the cause, in the Wandering Wood predominantly?”

“Yes, my lord. We have been battling the scourge of fire priests there.”

“A scourge that is now diminishing, as I understand it?”

“We hope so, my lord. There have been several skirmishes there of late, and we believe the Agarathi are pulling back. Many are taking up in the fortresses along the Black Coast. They may be waiting for calmer weather to cross back south, or…”

Lady Kazaan made an impatient noise, and waved them all to silence. “We have not the time to discuss this matter,” she said. “Tell us what happened here.”

“Of course, my lady,” said Lythian, with practised courtesy. He opened out a hand to present the smouldering city beneath them, the plumes of smoke still rising, swirling, the terrible destruction spread far and wide. “The city has come under attack, as you can see.”

“Yes. I have eyes. He said it was Eldur.” The he was Sir Storos Pentar, whom Kazaan glanced at only briefly before moving her eyes back to Lythian. “Is that so?”

“It is.”

“And Drulgar?”

“Him as well.”

The dragonlady gave a sniff. “But the heart is remade? Is this not why you stand here without the Sword of Varinar? Why you are no longer First Blade, as you say? You have given it up?”

“Yes.” And gladly. “The blades all arrived here over the last few days, and at a time most opportune, Lady Kazaan. All five have been hammered back into one, which rests inside as we speak.” He presented the forge, the opening into the mountain. “If you would like to see…”

She shook her head. “Pagaloth was meant to bring this news to us.” She looked around. “Where is he?”

“Gone away, on an urgent errand. Prince Elyon asked that he fly him to the northeast, my lady.”

“What errand? Where have they gone? When will they be back?”

The woman was relentlessly unpleasant. Lythian answered calmly. “Elyon wishes to visit with King Sevrin of Rasalan, to see if he has glimpsed any visions through the Eye. He left this morning. We would not expect him back until tomorrow at the very earliest; more likely two or three days from now.”

The woman sniffed again. “Then I must bring news of this to Ulrik myself. He will want to know at once.” She had a very disgruntled face, a face that did not seem able to move its features into anything resembling a smile. “So, speak. Tell me what happened.”

“I would be glad to, my lady. But perhaps this would be better done inside.”

“It would be better done quickly. We have a long flight ahead and walking inside and out will take time. You will no doubt waste more of it with your northern courtesies. Please, dispense with them. And speak.”

Lythian nodded, “Very well,” and issued a shortened version of events, picking out the essential details and trying to avoid overt embellishments. Sometimes Storos interjected, only to be sniffed at and shushed and glared at by the woman, who seemed to dislike him greatly for no apparent reason at all. Most likely, he was too light-hearted for her tastes, too quick with a jape and a grin. Pagaloth had told them that Adelle Kazaan had a fierce aversion toward An’zon Graz and Sir Torus Stoutman, another fire-blade pair, for that very reason, and that she had only agreed to fly with Sir Connor because the knight was so unapologetically dour and unsmiling himself. No doubt they got along like a house on fire. Though a very boring blaze it would be.

After about ten minutes, Lady Kazaan was eyeing the skies with displeasure, and a further ten minutes later, her face wore an active scowl. Lythian hurried along until, at last, she said, “We must get going. It is becoming too dark and our camp can be hard to find. Sir Connor, come.” She began walking toward her dragon.

Lythian was not entirely satisfied with the abrupt departure. “I’d hear of your own tidings first,” he said. “You came from the east, Storos told me. To gather information from our Seaborn cousins, I take it?”

Sir Connor paused to give answer. “Yes, my lord. Lord Marak permitted us to fly there and report back to King Daecar. Sir Torus has been taken to Westmire by An’zon Graz. We hope to return soon to Varinar to share what we have learned.”

“And will you share it with me, Sir Connor?”

“Of course, my lord.” He stood to attention and said, “The Seaborn lords are gathering their strength at the cities along Whaler’s Bay. We did not fly to all of them, but I spoke with Lord Paramor and Lord Swiftwater at Shellcrest, and they told me all their banners were being called, their remaining ships assembled, their soldiers armed and armoured. I was told also that a large force had marched down from the north, a host under the command of Lord Buckland and Lord Maynard. All of Northgate and Oakshore and Steelport have been emptied out, and…”

“That host came under attack,” Lythian interrupted. “They were assaulted by the Dread as they marched toward Tukor’s Pass.” He knew that from Jonik and Emeric Manfrey, who had heard it from Lord Ghent at the Undercloak. “They are badly depleted, and the Oakenlord was killed during the attack. As I understand it, they were planning to march south to join Borrus Kanabar before they were waylaid. It may well be that they have resumed in that intent by now, though if so…”

Lady Kazaan waved a hand irritably. “Enough. This can be discussed later. A council,” she said. “A council can be convened to share these tidings. But for now we must go.”

Lythian agreed a council would be a good idea, but… “When, my lady?” he asked. “And where would we host this…”

“Here,” she said. “Three days from now, we will return. Your prince will be back by then, yes?”

“I would hope…”

“Good. We will fly back to Ulrik, and your king will be informed. Watch for us, Sir Lythian.” And with those final words, she strode away.

Connor Crawfield went with her, but not before giving a low bow to the man who was now his captain. That’s all Lythian ever wanted to be, Captain of the Varin Knights, and not First Blade, and so he could be again. I may very well be the last, he thought, the last of that long cursed line. First Blades of Vandar might reap great renown, but oft as not it was a death sentence as well. Gideon Daecar had perished at the Battle of Burning Rock and his son Vesryn died with the Sword of Varinar in hand also. Dalton Taynar had shared that same fate, and so had Brontus Oloran, not truly First Blade, no, but he’d perished wielding the blade all the same. Lythian Lindar was glad to be rid of it, to be free of the weight and the whispers. If only I still bore Starslayer, he reflected. Oh, to fight with my ancestral blade once more…

“She’s not very pleasant, is she?” Sir Storos said as the woman mounted up into her saddle. “A ghastly bloody harridan. If anything, Pagaloth sold her short.”

Once Connor Crawfield was duly strapped into his harness, the dragon Tundrath let out a roar and began swiftly across the plateau. When he reached the edge, he sank at once out of sight before rising up again in an elegant glide. Before very long the beast was a blot of black against the last of the dying red light that lingered on the western horizon.

Sir Storos gave a sigh. “We should have asked them to carry us down, Lythian. We’re stranded up here until someone comes and gets us.”

“The stairs are right there, Storos,” Lythian told him, pointing to the top of the switchback cut into the side of the mountain. “Feel free to climb down if you wish.”

“And then what? I don’t know the way through those tunnels. I’d just as likely fall into some chasm as blunder my way to the city.”

“I hear the portal door is much closer,” Lythian said. “By all means, make for the refuge and report back if you’re bored.”

“I’m not bored. I just want to know what’s happening. And where’s Vilmar gone off to anyway? I haven’t seen him since last night.”

Lythian was still wondering that also. “I believe he went into the mountains to hunt.”

“Hunt? Fighting Eldur wasn’t enough for him? He cut off a lock of the demigod’s hair, Lythian. I’d be feasting on that forever if it was me.”

“Yes, well Vilmar is not you, Storos. I think the whole affair makes him feel grubby, if you want the truth. He’s a simple man at heart, a man of the wilds. All this business about gods and prophesies is beyond his range of interest.”

Storos huffed. “Range of interest. As if any of us have a choice. We all tried to get through Eldur’s defences and Vilmar was the only one who managed it. Never known anyone to be so utterly lethal with a throwing knife.” He peered at him questioningly. “Ilith wanted that hair, didn’t he? For his sorceries? I heard you talking to Vilmar just before we went out to face that demon. You told him what to do.”

“Yes, I told him.”

“And the hair? Was it another ingredient Ilith needed for the final forging?”

“That was my understanding. I suspect using a part of Eldur within the alchemy would help to circumvent his magical protections. Thus nullifying some of his own power. It could be the same with the Dread. The Windblade was coated in his blood when we brought it here, after Elyon slashed open his eye. But this is conjecture on my part, Storos. Ilith did not explain his intentions to me at the time. He only told me what he required.”

Storos gave a shake of the head. “Demigods,” he muttered. “They’re all so mysterious, aren’t they?”

It was one word to describe them, Lythian supposed.

Below, the city was being consumed by darkness now, no more than faint shadows and shapes and the occasional orb of orange light given out by a still-burning fire. Lythian should like to go down there himself to see if there was anything he could do to help, to lend a hand in the search for Princess Amilia, perhaps, and the sellswords who were still missing with her. But he knew he must stay here, at least until Elyon got back. And Jonik, Emeric, they might soon return bearing news as well, and when they did he must be here to hear it.

“It’s not so bad up here,” he said, musing on their new posting. “Keeping watch from Ilith’s ancient forge. Standing vigil over the Heart Remade. We’re part of history, Storos.”

“Yes, but would you mind being part of history smelling a little less foul? Gods, Lythian, enough’s enough. There’s a cauldron in the kitchen here with a tap that feeds it from a pipe. Reckon the water comes from a mountain spring somewhere. How about you go get that armour off and I’ll try to heat some water up for a bath. If I have to abide your stink for much longer, I’m liable to throw myself off this mountain and be done with it, history be damned.”

Lythian chuckled lightly. “If it means that much to you,” he said.

“It does. And damnit, you’ll sleep after. If I come inside to find your nose buried in a book again I cannot promise what I’ll do. I should hate to slay the famed Knight of the Vale after everything we’ve been through together, but my hands will be tied. And damn you, I’ll do it.”

Lythian Lindar raised his palms. He would rather not be slain by one of his closest companions over a matter as mundane as sleep. “Lead on then, Storos. If it’s a choice between sleep and a more permanent slumber, I’ll take the former option if you please.”

As Storos was preparing the bath, Lythian went to the armoury to undress. He had already poked his nose in here once or twice and concluded it to be quite the treasure trove of pristine godsteel. Along the walls were stacked plate armour of manifold forms and function: bascinets, sallets, helms for the head; gorgets for the neck; cuirasses and breastplates for the body; faulds and plackards to protect the abdomen and hips; pauldrons for the shoulders; rerebraces, couters, vambraces, gauntlets to give full coverage to the arms; greaves, cuisses, sabatons for the legs and feet. Some of the plate was plain, if beautiful; other elements were decorated with scrollwork or fine patterning or enamelled in a variety of colours. It was almost exclusively exquisite. Here, a man could pick out one of the finest suits of godsteel armour in all the realm, unblemished, untouched, and unused. The fits were varied, too, to suit men of various size and shape. Given the current state of Lythian’s own armour, he considered it prudent to go shopping.

So he spent some time moving among the stacks and shelves, testing the fit of whatever drew his eye. Several pairs of gauntlets felt like they were made for him, and he slid into sabatons that seemed perfectly shaped to his feet. Cuirasses hugged his chest and abdomen as a mother hugged her child; tenderly, comfortingly, protectively, but without ever inhibiting his breath. At times the plate armour seemed to almost change to fit him, broadening where it must or tightening as may be. The lobstered elements slid gloriously where the godsteel overlapped, providing flexibility. The visors and faceplates went up and down with nary a squeak. The steel was layered, perfected, and durable. It was, Lythian knew, the work of the Hammer of Tukor. Most likely in the hand of Tyrith, he surmised, during his many long years up here.

After a while Storos arrived to tell him the bath was almost ready. “Just a few more steaming buckets and you can scour yourself squeaky clean.” He had a quick look around as well, admiring this helm and that breastplate, peering at the intricacy of the scrollwork. “You’re to pick yourself a new set, are you? Mind if I do the same?”

“By all means. There’s a great deal going spare.”

“I’ll have a mosey around while you’re sleeping, then.” He made back for the door. “Oh, and might I suggest you pick out a new blade as well, Lythian. Now that you’ve given yours up.”

It was never mine, Lythian thought, but he took the advice, turning his attention to the many swords, axes, spears, maces, morningstars and daggers stacked and sheathed on the other side of the room. Again, the bounty here was outstanding. Not as much as they had in the Steelforge, no, but certainly of a higher quality. Lythian Lindar had always favoured the longsword and would not be wanting for options here. If not Starslayer… he thought.

He picked out several options to be tested in the coming days and as Storos put the finishing touches to his bath, took a few last moments back with the armour. At one end of the room, he found a chest that he had not looked in yet. With so much armour sitting out in the open, he’d been drawn first to those, but now he stepped forward and opened it up.

Within, he found several curious pieces. A pair of gauntlets, as bright a silver as could be known, rested beside a pair of sabatons of the same. The mist that swirled sounded rather like the wind. On the other side of the chest was a large, white pauldron and a single cuisse of the same colour that would fit the right leg, ice cold to the touch. Lastly, a breastplate that shimmered a soft, godly gold was placed in the bottom of the trunk. And resting atop them all, a small piece of parchment scrawled with a few brief words.

“For your service,” it simply read. “If in doubt, ask Jonik.”
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“Arrows!” shouted Sir Lothar Tunney as a hail of shafts rained down from the roundtower.

Robbert lifted his eyes and saw them, whistling out through arrow slits and between the tower-top crenels as shadows shifted on the roof, moving from position to position as they fired down upon the invaders. He ducked one, flicked his blade to divert another, and let a third ping harmlessly off his shoulder pauldron to skitter across the street. Dragonsteel-tipped arrows could sometimes pierce lesser godsteel plate when shot by a powerful bow or at close range, but Robbert’s armour was better than that. Restored at Westmire by the armourers, it gleamed bright against the firelight and misted from the thrill as the king made for the tower door.

Lank was on his shoulder, ever there beside him. “It’s like Kolash, do you remember?” he called out, over the ringing din of battle. “That tower down at the docks?”

Robbert remembered. They’d stormed a similar sort of tower back then, cutting their way to the roof as Bernie went on a bloody rampage below. Robbert sorely missed his oversized cousin and wished that he was here. But he still had Lank, at least. What he would do without his friend he wasn’t quite certain. “Don’t you die,” he had told him, in those quiet moments before the charge. “I can’t lose you as well, Lothar. So don’t you damn well die.”

He wouldn’t, he had promised, ‘not on his life’, which was a funny sort of way of putting it. “It’s you we ought to be worried about, Robb, what with that missing eye of yours.” He’d grinned like a horse as he dispensed his pre-battle banter. “Best I stick to your left side, just to be safe. I’ll make sure no one comes at you from there.”

“How thoughtful of you.” Robbert was still hoping to fight with his twin brother soon enough, though they’d had no further word on that. He’ll be riding down from Lakeheart by now, he thought. He’ll be desperate to join us, I know it. In the meantime, Lank had procured for him the new order of knights he’d ordered, though in truth not all of them were knights. That didn’t matter to Robbert. He’d wanted proven warriors, cool heads in the heat of battle, and loyalty above all, and whether hailing from the high nobility or born in a brothel, it didn’t matter a jot to him.

They followed behind the pair of them now, spreading quickly through the tower to clear the Agarathi infestation out, giving out calls of ‘For the king’ and ‘For Tukor’ as they slashed and cut through whatever resistance they met. Seven there were, serving beneath Sir Lothar as captain, and that made eight in sum. It was a good number, Robbert had decided. Eight was how many times Eldur was said to have died, though he’d never perished after his defeat at the Ashmount, so seven was the true number. Robbert’s eight were all fiercely dedicated to helping bring the eighth to pass.

There were five anointed knights among them, including Sir Lothar. Seniormost was Sir Kevyn Bolt, who’d served in King Janilah’s now-controversial Six, and Sir Colyn Rowley, a Gullimer man, whom the apple lord had graciously permitted to join Robbert’s guard. The brothers Sir Duncan and Sir Darian Dreyford were rough-tongued and quarrelsome but excellent swordsmen, hailing from a middling Ethioran house, and the rest were born low. They were Old Edric who was young, Young Edric who was old, and finally Sam Garrick the Grinning Knight, who was not a true knight at all, or even Tukoran, but a peacock of a sellsword and tourney specialist, and now the owner of a formidable reputation for battle prowess due to his excellent efforts thus far in the war. He had joined Robbert’s company, he was not afraid to admit, for the express purpose of garlanding himself in further glory, and serving beside a king would present him that platform. “And to be honest, Your Majesty,” he’d admitted, “I’m tired of serving next to the Beast of Bloody Blackshaw. He’s far too loud and bolshy for my tastes, and his boasts have worn parchment thin. If you’ll have me, I’ll vow never to let you down.” And that was good enough for Robbert Lukar.

They were a good varied group, all told, and Robbert was happy with Lank’s selections. Together, they moved up through the tower, Sir Lothar and sometimes Sir Kevyn shouting orders as they rushed down corridors and through storerooms and bedchambers, cutting down anyone they met. It was mostly bowmen here, firing out through the windows, though a few spearmen had remained to help defend them. It made no matter; all were dealt with quickly and efficiently, as ought to happen when a band of armoured Bladeborn met common Agarathi footsoldiers.

Eventually, they reached the roof, dispatched the last of the archers and crossbowmen and gave out a cry of ‘For Tukor’ as the building was won. Nearby, Robbert could hear other such cries going up, shouting out in victory for their kingdoms, their kings, their greatlords and gods. Sir Duncan joked about planting their flag and claiming the building for the king, to which Robbert smiled and said, “We have no flags, Sir Duncan. But if you need to take a piss to mark your territory, feel free.”

The knight laughed. “I will,” he declared, quickly flipping open his codpiece, fumbling for the contents inside, and extracting his manhood. He swung it side to side, making a great show of it and shouting out obscenities to some burly Riverlanders on a neighbouring rooftop.

Robbert stepped up to the parapet wall and peered through the merlons, casting his eyes about the colossal fortress of Dragon’s Bane. Though the original towers of Ilith’s making had been torn down, many smaller ones remained, like this one, that would not look out of place serving as the central keep of a lesser lord’s castle. From the roof he could see beyond the broken structure of the Lookout Tower, which had been some three hundred feet tall before its fall, and out past the immense wreckage of the barbican to where the Agarathi retreat was being cut off on the plains. Hundreds, perhaps even a thousand of the firefolk had still been crossing toward the Bloodmarshes when they arrived, and the promised massacre was in full force.

In the thin light that came before true dawn, Robbert could see armoured riders chasing men down, see Sunriders and Starriders racing through the night, see the great monstrous shape of Jahendroth making a wrathful ruin of whatever dared cross his path. And within the fort it was no different. Pacing from one side of the tower to the next, he watched as the northern hosts swarmed down every street and rubble-strewn pathway in a rushing tide, plunging into buildings and the wrecks of still-standing structures to the sweet ringing sound of slaughter.

The dragons were absent, though. Robbert could see not a single one out there between the fort and the Bloodmarshes, and if any had been roosting here in the broken towers or atop the high walls, they had flown off when they heard them coming. Why, Robbert could not say for sure. Most likely they were preserving their numbers for a later battle, or else retreating to Death’s Passage to ambush them as they crossed, as Rikkard Amadar had warned. Well, we’ll consider that later. For now, all that mattered was securing the Bane and casting out these unwanted lodgers once and for all. Today we rid the north of this plague, he thought, raising his chin in kingly defiance.

He turned back to face his men. “Right, if you’re done pissing and shouting across the fortress, Sir Duncan, it’s time for us to go. Edrics, give the building one final pass. We’ll meet you outside on the street.”

By the time they had exited and formed up outside the tower, a little glow was rimming the eastern skies as the sun crept near the horizon. The Edrics young and old reported the building to be clear. “No one hiding down the privy shoots, m’lord,” grey-bearded Young Edric said, who was almost old enough to be Robbert’s grandfather and indeed had fought beside his actual grandfather once upon a time.

Outside, the quad and adjoining streets were busy with shadowed troops rushing hungrily here and there, eager to join the slaughter. A cohort of men in pink and blue cloaks were among them, led by Sir Rikkard Amadar. “Sir Rikkard,” Robbert called over, hailing him. He stepped up to join him at the heart of the quad.

“Your Majesty.” The Varin Knight gave a handsome smile as his men came to a swift halt. “You have been busy, it would appear. Have you seen much action so far?”

“Some.” Robbert spoke of the tower they had just cleared, the small battle they’d joined at the broken barbican upon arrival, with Lord Borrus and his van, and the few other skirmishes in which they’d been involved. “And you?”

“Too little for the liking of my men,” Amadar said. “The breach by which we entered on the fort’s northwestern side was not so well defended as I had thought. We broke in easily and went building to building there, but faced little to no resistance. I daresay Sir Gereon and Lady Marian are doing the bulk of the killing outside.”

“Not if the southerners have anything to say about it,” put in Sir Colyn Rowley. “They seemed wild with bloodlust, so far as I could tell.”

“You saw them?” Sir Rikkard asked.

“From the roof,” Rowley said, gesturing to the top of the tower. He had excellent vision, did Sir Colyn, one of the best pairs of eyes in the north. “Jahendroth was making a terrible mess of them, my lord. Vengeance for that business with the spies, I’d say.”

“For Ballantris,” said Robbert, nodding. The mighty moonlord had been murdered in his tent the night of that slaughter, when legions of their own men turned against them. It happened in both camps, of north and of south, perpetrated by men with old Agarathi blood who had been taken under some spell of servitude by Eldur and his priests. There remained a certain fear that more spies still lurked in their midst, but if that was so, they were armed to the threat now and had taken all precautionary measures to make sure it didn’t happen again. Predominantly, that was by questioning the men of their lineage and keeping a close watch over, or even imprisoning, those with suspected ties.

It was a foul business, all told, and their southern allies had suffered most grievously. Sunrider Pakavaro had estimated that almost two thousand of their own men, rather than a few hundred across the northern camp, had turned on them, owing to the more common practice of interbreeding between the Agarathi and the men of the empire. They had burned down barrack pavilions and cut the throats of their fellows in their beds, and Tathranor had only made it worse. Driven into a fearsome red rage by Ballantris’s death, the great moonbear had rampaged through the encampment, unable to differentiate between friend and foe, killing with wild abandon.

And he’s out there still, Robbert thought, a danger now to all who might cross him.

Troops of men were still rushing in all directions, kicking up old dust and ash as they went. The world was all shouts and calls of command, the rustling of armour, the panting of bloodthirsty northmen. Occasionally, they would hear sharp screaming further off where there was still fighting, but not much of that. “Most must have already retreated,” Sir Rikkard said. “It seems we caught the last few stragglers, Robbert.”

“Only a thousand or two,” Robbert agreed. “And however many we cut off outside.” It was not the great reduction of the Agarathi war machine that they had hoped for. “And no dragons,” he added. Those were the true prize.

Behind them, a burly host of mud-cloaked Marshlanders were charging eagerly into the tower they’d just cleared, all blood and thunder. They surged inside, only to emerge a few moments later when their heads dropped, muttering in disappointment.

“We got that one already,” Sam Garrick shouted over at them. “You’re too late.”

“Make sure you check the privy shoots, though,” Sir Duncan added with a grin. “Might be a few hiding down there in the shitter if you want to clamber in.”

A few rough shouts came back at them. Then the Marshlanders entered into a brief conference and ran off down some other lane. Sir Duncan laughed. He was much more garrulous than his younger, sterner brother. “Wasn’t that the way you came from, Sir Rikkard?”

“It was,” the Varin Knight confirmed. “I should doubt they’ll find any fighting that way.”

“Well, at least we can be sure we’re being thorough,” put in Lank. “No harm in double and triple checking every building is there? Make sure there are no nasty surprises down those privy shoots.”

“Nasty prizes, eh, Lothar,” grinned Duncan Dreyford. “I tend to leave a nasty surprise down every privy I visit.”

That won a laugh from the men. A laugh cut off by a sudden heavy rumbling that erupted from nearby. Then a crashing of stone shook through the air and Robbert heard the sound of screaming men.

“What the hell’s that?” Old Edric gasped, pointing.

Robbert flicked his eyes across the quad. Down a lane between two buildings, he saw an orange blaze lighting up like a bonfire in the shroud of grey dust and ash. The screaming was coming from there. And something else. A rocky, rumbling noise, something spine-tingling and otherworldly that sounded suspiciously like the roar of a primordial foe.

“On me,” said Robbert Lukar. He drew his weapon and ran, swerving around piles of rubble and leaping over blocks of stone. Lothar paced at once to his left side, Bolt rattling at his right, the rest following. They passed the square and dashed headlong down the lane, emerging into another open courtyard. Robbert skidded to a halt. He blinked once, twice, thrice against the swirling shroud, hardly believing what he saw.

A behemoth was laying waste to the men. A flaming devil spat up from hell. Two-legged, four-armed, with skin like scaly rock, it was like nothing Robbert had ever seen, nothing he knew existed. The lower pair of arms were long, skinny, clawed, grasping out at passing men. Flaps of what looked like torn leather hung off them, some failed attempt at wings, and the body was thick, hunched, the legs stout and bovine, with cloven hoof-like rocky claws that tore at the stone as it moved. Twenty feet tall it stood, with a head that was part dragon, part man, short of snout with burning pits for eyes and horns that surged and twisted from the steaming black skull. Its whole form seemed volcanic, demonic, made up of a hundred segments of igneous rock seamed with flaming red fissures from which fire pulsed and hissed and licked out with every rumbling roar.

For a moment, everything seemed to move slowly, as though through molasses, as this infernal foe lumbered across the square. Then nearby came a shout of “Spears!” from Sir Rikkard Amadar, and ranks of his men drove forward, hefting and hurling their lances at the giant, tips winking and glinting in the firelight. Some missed in the chaos of it, others bounced harmlessly away. A few struck, driving hard into chest and torso and neck, but the speartips did not go far. The beast lumbered on, snapping off shafts and pulling the spears free to toss wildly away.

“The legs!” another voice was bellowing, away through the smoky air. “Hack the bastard’s legs off! Regnar, Daggart, Arnold, on me!” Mooton Blackshaw was unmistakable on sight. From the far side of the square he came charging, tossing away his bloodied greatsword and ripping a huge great battleaxe from his back, his lungs exploding with a resounding roar of, “Blackshaw! Blackshaw! Blackshaw!”

He was on the fire giant in a flash, swinging a mighty swing at the stumpy base of what might have been an ankle. In a flare of flame, Robbert Lukar saw the huge knight in perfect clarity: armoured head to heel, huge beard trailing down his gut, his upturned visor unveiling the sheer undaunted ferocity in his wild drunken eyes as the axe struck. There was a spark, a burst of liquid flame as the axehead hacked through the black-rock meat, and the giant pivoted at the waist, swinging about savagely with its lower left arm…and striking at nothing but air.

Blackshaw was gone, backtracking with axe to hand. “You flaming bloody bastard!” he roared, slamming his visor down. “You seared my beautiful beard!” When he roared and rushed again, his men were with him, a company of stinking, raging, big-bellied Blackshaws surrounding the giant like wolves around a bear. Those wearing godsteel plate and mail were spared the worst of the heat, but the rest could barely get close. Pulses of flame tore through the air, hunting prey and finding it. Men went up like kindling; they charged amok, screaming as their brothers tried to put them out. Others were hacking and slashing at the giant’s stump legs as four arms reached and grabbed for them, two long and nimble, two short and stumpy, crushing and squeezing them to pulp.

“We have to help them,” Robbert Lukar shouted. “Men, on me!” He took a pace forward and felt a steel hand come down on his shoulder.

“Robb, no. This creature’s too dangerous.”

“So we just stand and watch?” Lothar’s job was to protect him, he knew that well enough, but he couldn’t just stand by and do nothing. “I’m fully armoured, Lank, same as you. We all are, or near enough.” He wasn’t going to debate it. “I’m not a king who stands by idle, Lothar. On me, men,” he shouted again, and rushed in to join the fray.

The heat struck him like a slap in the face, filling all the air with a sizzling reddish haze. He was reminded of the day they’d attacked the city of Aram. The trick the defenders had played on them. The great raging inferno that engulfed their host as they stormed through the eastern gate. He had felt cooked in his armour that night, dehydrated almost to the point of death, and this was much the same. Before him, he could see the flaming giant lurching and twisting through the smog, bodies all around him, living and dead. Charred black corpses lay all across the square. Others were crushed beyond all recognition, their bellies burst open or legs squashed to reeds or heads popped open like melons. The only men still fighting were those well-armoured, but even they were falling back.

“Come on, you filthy cravens, fight!” the Beast of Blackshaw was raging. “The legs, the legs! Cut off those bloody legs!”

Into that wild, frenzied maelstrom, King Robbert Lukar ran. Lank was with him, and Bolt and Garrick, and he knew the others wouldn’t be far behind. Vague calls of “Tukor!” went up, and so too the calls of “Amadar!” and “Ilivar!” from Sir Rikkard’s men, and unwilling to be outdone Sir Mooton filled his lungs and burst forth with a “Blackshaw! Blackshaw!” to make the god of bellows proud. But it was all just noise, all wind and air, and that air was burning. Their hacks rang and clashed and bounced against the monster’s body, and the few that plunged deep enough only issued more flame as that liquid blood hissed out, like lava, to burn and melt the cobbled stone.

It can’t be killed, Robbert thought. This thing is from the Ashmount. It was moulded from the dark depths of that mountain. “Water,” he shouted, as the thought came suddenly to him. “We need to put out the flames! Water!”

Men rushed off at once. Those who knew the fort, maybe, knew the location of the wells. Distantly, Robbert sensed the same battle going on elsewhere. That noise earlier, it came from several places. How many of these things were there here? How many had been hiding to spring on them this fiery surprise?

He could not consider that now. In he went again, grimacing against the terrible volcanic heat, hacking and slashing with all the strength he could muster to try to bring the monster down. He longed for an axe, but his sword would have to do.

“Lad, didn’t see you there!” roared Mooton Blackshaw when he spotted him. “You’ll want one of these, kingling! Aye, one of these!” He laughed, raising his battleaxe, and with a mighty swing connected savagely with the giant’s leg. The cut landed just where his first had struck, slicing beautifully through the flaming breach like an expert lumberjack hacking at a tree. And like a tree came the tipping point, the snap and crack as the igneous ankle at last gave way. When next the monster lurched forward he did so with one stump leg, lava gushing from the open end, tried to land his weight upon it and found the leg shorter than it had been a moment before. And he fell, tumbling forward, crashing with a thunderous billow of ash and flaming air as Mooton Blackshaw thundered along with him, “Blackshaw! Blackshaw! Blackshaw!”

The men pounced, sensing a turn in the tide. Axes hacked and broadswords snapped and spears thrust in and out. Then men came rushing back with sloshing buckets and pails, and the world turned into a great hissing haze of steaming vapour and shifting shadows as the giant roared in something that sounded like pain.

“That’s it! More! Give it more!” Sir Rikkard was calling. The water seemed to wound it, striking out the flames that fed it. The glowing red seams between segments of plate fizzed and grew dull, and, “More!” men were yelling, “More, more!” They rushed off and returned in a great swift flow, and the water kept coming, the creature kept roaring, and the men kept hacking and hewing.

How long it took to slay, Robbert Lukar did not know, but by the end it lay there, still and steaming, scattered bits of rocky legs and arms cast about the yard amidst the charred and broken bodies of the dozens of men it had slain. Who’d performed the final killing blow, Robbert could not say, but he would not be surprised at all to learn that it was the work of Mooton Blackshaw.

He found the massive knight by the monster’s head with his godsteel battleaxe lodged in its skull, and supposed that probably confirmed it. “Good kill,” Robbert said, picking his way through the carnage to join him. “It seems your boasts are well earned, Sir Mooton.”

The man nodded without triumph, staring down at the beast. “Took a dozen of us to kill it. And how many did it get?” His eyes crossed the yard. There was a grimace on his lips. His beard was badly singed. “I lost good men. Daggart. He’s been with me for years. Knew him from a boy, and Holbart too.” A look of grief passed his soot-smeared face. The air was heavy with the stink of brimstone and ash.

“I’m sorry for your losses,” Robbert said, wondering if he’d lost any men himself. Had his eight become seven or six already? He’d not seen anyone fall during the fighting, but in truth he’d barely seen much of anything at all with all that smoke and steam filling the square. He saw Lank nearby, thank the gods, and the rest appeared to be scattered about as well, mustering under Sir Lothar’s charge. The Blackshaws took the brunt of this one, he thought. Well, it would be someone else next, no doubt. For now Robbert was grateful that his new order was still intact.

It had grown quiet in the square. Quiet enough that Robbert could hear the strains of battle going on elsewhere. It sounded to him that another of the monsters was being engaged a short way off. “Lothar,” he called out. His captain rushed over at once, the others following. “We should go help,” the king said. “They may not know about the water. Or have access to it. Everyone, fill buckets and pails and let’s get moving.”

Robbert looked around for Sir Rikkard, found him emerging from the wreckage of a nearby storehouse. He had a look on his face that was half bewildered and half hopeful.

“Something wrong?” Robbert asked, walking over.

“There is a man inside,” the Varin Knight told him. “A captive with a stab wound in his gut. Seems of good breeding; he can speak our northern tongue, at least. He told me something that might explain the sudden retreat, Robbert. It took a bit of, let’s say, prompting from my men, but what he said, well…”

Robbert could hardly take the suspense. “What, Rikkard? What did he say?”

“It seems that Drulgar the Dread may be dead.”

“Dead? Drulgar?” He could not begin to believe it.

But Rikkard nodded, disbelief battling hope. “Word just came from the Ashmount, the Agarathi says, for Vargo Ven to pull his forces back. If Drulgar is truly defeated...well, it would make sense for them to retreat. Without his threat, they would never be able to hold the Bane, and even invasion now…such a thing may be possible for us. Without his shadow, we can move in the light.”

Robbert’s lips flickered at the corners, but a smile did not form. “We’ll need confirmation before we break out the ale. From our own. I’d be loath to trust an Agarathi.”

Rikkard nodded. “Personally, I would not believe the Dread to have fallen until I’ve seen his colossal corpse myself, but that is just me. Until we have reliable confirmation, we cannot lurch forth into the Bloodmarshes as Borrus will surely want to do. But this…if it is true…”

He left the rest of that unspoken; speculation was a blunt blade, Robbert knew. It was nice to swing it, but its strikes rang hollow and never made much of an impact

“We’ll return to this later,” Rikkard said. And turning his head, he shouted out, “Mooton, we may need your axe again. Are you ready to fell another tree?”

The Beast of Blackshaw stirred from his stupor. “Just try and bloody stop me.”
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She sat on a rock beside a little river, watching Joy lap water from the stream.

Saska had always found it amusing to watch the starcat drink. For such a fierce, perfected form of life, a huntress of singular skill, it was an awfully inefficient way of taking on liquid. All that lapping of the tongue for a few measly droplets? It never failed to make her smile.

The water here was a wonder, as clear and cool as spring water and silk-like in its softness. Saska leaned down, cupping her hands to take a drink, then splashed her face and dabbed at her neck.

She gave out a pleasured sigh. It was warm in this paradise, warm but not too warm. Just the right level of warmth, she had decided: cool in the morning, balmy during the day, crisp at night when the sun set over the sea. Never so cold that she shivered or so hot that she sweated, and the wind was pleasant too. It caressed her gently, bringing with it the scents of this land; the sweet aroma of wild grass, floral perfumes from the meadow blooms, the rich smell of sun-dried soil, prairie herbs and wildflowers and the faint stink of animal musk. The scents accompanied her night and day, detectable even without her Bladeborn powers. Here, in this alien place, her Varin dagger was made powerless and plain. It gave no light and issued no mist. She was just a common young girl from a faraway world, bearing a short length of steel.

Nor was she wearing armour. No godsteel, no castle-forged plate or mail; she didn’t even have boiled leather, no robust or sturdy garments at all. All that covered her nakedness was a simple linen dress, no more than a shift, silver down one side and blue the other and tied around by a plain leather belt. That was meant to be some joke, she guessed, the silver and blue, some mockery of her heritage. It was not a garment she had chosen to wear herself, nor did she remember being dressed in it. It was simply what she was wearing when she awoke on the beach.

The thought made her shudder. The idea that she’d been dressed whilst unconscious, that her armour had been removed and her underclothes as well, that the High Priest of Fire or some other underling of Eldur, or even Eldur himself, had put her in these clothes. She pictured them all standing over her naked body, with their queer red eyes and long pale fingers, pulling the shift down over her shoulders, her breasts, her torso, her bare buttocks and legs…

She shuddered again, as though to dislodge the thought from her mind. Really, she had much bigger things to worry about than how and when and why she’d been dressed like this, principally that she was lost in an unknown world and had no means or method of getting home. This place might seem like a paradise, but truly, it was a prison. Eldur had told her she could be happy here, that there were people who lived on this land, a simple, kind and comely people who fished the waters and hunted the woods. She could find them, live among them, cast aside her destiny and be free.

You are a weapon, he had said, in that cold, alluring voice. A weapon to them only. But you don’t have to be, not here. You can be free here. You can find her. She is out there, child, you must find her…

Her, Saska thought. My grandmother. He said she was here as well.

She dug into the pocket on her upper left breast and extracted the little bottle. Within it was the tonic that Eldur had given her, an antidote to her grandmother’s pains, he’d claimed, and the only thing that could save her life. Saska turned it around in her fingers, examining it, wondering, and not for the first time, if she ought to just dash it against the rocks and be done with it. A part of her believed the demigod was lying. Her grandmother could not be here, as he claimed. She was dead already, perished long ago in Aram, and this was nothing but a device to distract her from her primary purpose of escape. With a long pale finger, he’d pointed inland to where a thin light had come down from the heavens, plunging like a falling star.

Look there, he had said. Child, look, do you see it? She had seen it, the light. She is out there, child, waiting for you. Only you can save her. Will you not try?

Saska could no longer see the light, which had lingered a while, only to fade within the hour, though she recalled where it had been. A long way inland, beyond the wide meadows and open prairies and jungly hills, somewhere deep in there near the base of the snow-capped mountains. It was many miles to those mountains, maybe even a hundred or more, and no doubt it would take her a long time to find her grandmother, if indeed she was here.

A lie, she thought, holding the bottle in her grasp. He was a trickster, the Fire Father. Everyone knew it was so. He was toying with her, like a cat with a mouse, that’s all this was. Just a game to him, some twisted game.

He might have just killed me, but he didn’t. He brought me here to mock me, laugh at me. My grandmother isn’t here. I should just smash this bottle and defy him instead.

She gripped it, ready to throw. A moment passed, another….then she tucked it safely back into her pocket, and let the urge pass by. If there was a chance, just a small chance that her grandmother was truly here, how could she not try to find her? I have no choice, she thought, bitter. No choice but to dance to his tune.

Joy was still enjoying her very slow and amusing drink, though Saska wasn’t smiling anymore. She stood from her rock and walked over to her. Kneeling beside the cat, she gave her a scratch under the chin, eliciting a rumbly purr. That brought the smile back somewhat. What would I do without her?

“We’ll keep going until it starts to get dark, and then find somewhere to rest,” she said. It was late afternoon, and the sun was already making its way down toward the sea, far behind them now. She’d spent all day moving inland, riding Joy for the most part, but sometimes walking when she needed a break. They’d stopped here only briefly to take a drink and rest a while, but there was plenty of daylight left, and Saska didn’t want to waste it. “We’ve got a couple of hours until dusk. When we find somewhere safe, you can go off hunting. But not too far, okay? I need you to stay close.”

The starcat nuzzled her in answer, then went down onto her belly so that Saska could climb on. Once settled into place behind her shoulders, Joy rose again, splashed across the shallow stream, and began loping eastward - or what Saska thought must be eastward, given the arc of the sun, which she assumed worked the same here as it did in her own world - across the open plains.

They went slowly, somewhere between a canter and a trot. The ride was not especially comfortable without a saddle, and Joy could not move at great speed, lest Saska risk falling off, which would be dangerous without her armour. Many times Joy had tried to stretch her legs only for Saska to urge her to slow. She didn’t want to. Oh, she longed to race at pace and feel the rush of wind in her hair, but it wasn’t sensible here.

So, Joy loped along instead, her shoulders going up and down in that rhythmic liquid motion as she prowled across the open plains, restrained. Saska, with the inadequate protection of her plain linen dress, bounced along uncomfortably. I need a saddle, she thought, wincing as Joy hopped gracefully over a rock. She already had bruises appearing on her buttocks and inner thighs, and they’d only grow more painful in the coming days. A saddle and a harness, and then maybe we can move more quickly.

The grass here was stringy and tough enough to make rope, she judged, and there were many thick leaves and palm fronds from which she could fashion a makeshift seat. She had never made a saddle before, but imagined she could make it work. A vague thought occurred to her that she might need to build a boat as well, to get off this rock, but that was something for later, and a greatly more significant task. If there were natives here, as Eldur said, perhaps they could help her. They might be seafarers with excellent vessels and could help get her home. A hopeful thought, to be sure, and probably more than a bit naive. More likely, they were a primitive people who’d never left this land and would be no help at all, even if they existed.

Saska put that aside. One step at a time, she told herself. Just find somewhere safe to camp, and think of the next step then.

She was used to thinking that way. When she’d first learned of who she was and what she was expected to do, it had regularly overwhelmed her to dwell on it, so she’d told herself to take things one step at a time and focus only on the next task ahead. If she thought too much right now of what she’d left behind - the war, her friends, Elyon, the blades, everything that was expected of her, her fated destiny, all of that - it would only cause her to panic. So, camp, she thought. Camp. Food. Saddle. Sleep. And we’ll think of tomorrow, tomorrow.

Corralling her thoughts away from her current predicament wasn’t always simple, but the beauty of the land made it easier. It was a distracting beauty, vast and dreamy in its wonders, with the wide grassy plains and colourful meadows among them, the glint of crisscrossing streams and rustling rivers, the exotic hills framing the front of the soaring snow-capped mountains beyond. It didn’t matter in which direction Saska looked, she was met by another arresting vista. It was busy, too. Busy with trees and birds, flora and fauna; already she’d seen a herd of wild horses galloping dustily in the distance, seen a troop of monkeys chattering in a little clutch of palms, spotted jackrabbits hopping into their holes as the raptors circled above them. There were red deer here, and sly-faced foxes, and strange striped horses coloured orange and black too. There were big bull-like creatures, and herds of colourful cattle, and prairie chickens everywhere she looked, and more exotic birds as well.

She hadn’t seen any proper predators yet but knew they must be out there. That was obvious from the tracks she’d spotted, the paw prints and claw marks, and she knew from the way Joy behaved. The cat was cautious, as all cats were in a strange new place, and she often paused to sniff the air when catching a new scent, or investigate a track or dropping, or simply to stare away into the distance at things too far away for Saska to see.

Joy, at least, was still in full possession of her senses. Though Saska’s power came from an external source and she needed godsteel to ignite her strength, Joy’s power was innate, built into her from birth. Her speed, her sight and sense of smell were all fully intact. And a good thing too. Saska wasn’t sure what she would do without her. She was just a normal girl here, unarmoured and unarmed but for her now-plain Varin dagger. If set upon, she would have only Joy to protect her. I should thank the Fire Father for that, at least. He might have left me all alone here, but he let me keep my Joy, I’ll grant him that.

The skies to the east were beginning to darken as the sun sank away behind them. Saska turned her head to observe the glow of colour in the west, reflecting off the now-distant sea, and spared a moment for the thought that she was going even further from home.

It’s out there, somewhere. Somewhere across that sea.

She knew that in her heart. This land was of Aramatia’s making, Eldur had said, and if the goddess had truly left her world behind, sick of all the fighting and the turmoil and the war, to raise this new paradise, then she’d have gone east, Saska knew, out beyond the Telleshi Isles and the Sunrise Sea. So to return home, she must now sail west, into that sunset and beyond.

But how far? How far am I from home? Hundreds of miles? Thousands? Could she be in another realm entirely, one detached from the world she knew? It was another of those dreaded thoughts that threatened to overwhelm her. Even if I had a boat and a navigator, and I knew exactly which way to sail, it could take weeks, months, even years to return. And maybe return wasn’t possible at all. Eldur had flown here, and that suggested that a dragon could reach this land, but maybe there was more to it than that. Maybe only a demigod could pass the veil between worlds? Maybe she, a mortal, even one with godly blood, would be trapped here forever, lost and alone…

“Stop,” she said. “Joy, stop.”

The starcat stopped. Saska slid off her at once, staggering a little as she landed in the tall swaying grasses. She put her hands to her knees and took several long deep breaths. A dizziness had come over her, and a sudden swelling nausea. Joy came up to nuzzle her, pressing her snout against Saska’s ribs and underarm. A purr rumbled, a comforting sound.

“It’s okay,” Saska said, making herself smile. “I just…It’s fine, I just felt a little queasy.”

The sensation passed. She refilled her lungs and stood up again, steadying herself and looking around. To the southeast of their position, she spied a shifting of the land where the prairie rose into a shallow, open-topped hill. There were some trees at the base, a palm-fringed pool nearby, and what appeared to be a herd of something, deer maybe, grazing not far away.

It looked like a good spot to spend the night. She’d have wood, if she needed it, and there might be fruit in those trees. Joy could hunt the deer. In this light, she ought to have no trouble catching one, so she shouldn’t be gone too long. There would be provisions enough there for her to build her saddle, too. And a little river ran nearby, down on the plains where the deer were grazing. She could drink from the oasis, or from the river if she preferred. Running water was always better, Saska knew, though here everything was so pure and unspoilt that she didn’t imagine it mattered where she drank from, or what fruit she ate. All of it would be perfect. I could probably eat the deer raw and it’d be the tastiest thing I ever had.

“We’ll go there,” she said, pointing.

And off to the hilltop they went.

A few hours later, Saska was busily building her saddle atop the hill beneath a sky filled up with stars. She had gathered some palm fronds and banana leaves from the trees at the base of the rise, and had eaten two bananas as well, while Joy went off hunting. They were, as expected, the best bananas she’d ever had, sweet and soft and plenty enough to satiate her.

The stars here were bright, so bright she could quite easily make do without a fire. Everywhere they twinkled radiantly, in silver mostly, but sometimes a pale pink or blue, and in places they clustered in great swirls of colour that were faintly familiar to Saska. She was looking at the same sky she’d always looked at, she realised, only from another place, far away. Someone like Ranulf might be able to plot their position, by the stars alone, but not her. She wondered if any of her friends were looking up at it now, at this very same moment, wondered if they were frantically trying to find her. Perhaps if she’d stayed at the coast, she’d have seen a ship sail over the horizon? Could Ranulf find her? Might Elyon be able to fly here? If Eldur could, maybe he could too. Even if the veil was closed to mortals, Elyon would find a way. The Windblade was a shard of Vandar’s Heart. A key to cross the threshold, she thought, suddenly hopeful that one day he would appear in the sky, like that day he came to drive off Lorin’s Bane, and fly her all the way back home.

The saddle was coming together reasonably well. She’d braided from the grass lengths of thin rope, and was using it to fashion the palm fronds into a sturdy enough seat, to be lashed around Joy’s belly. Over that she was laying the softer banana leaves for cushioning, to spare her rump. She wouldn’t know how well it all worked until tomorrow, but there was a certain pride and pleasure that came from figuring it all out, and making it, on her own.

By the time Joy returned, she was well on her way to finishing the saddle seat, and had made good progress on the harness too. The starcat emerged slinkily: black-furred and with that speckled colouring of silver spots, she blended very well with the sky above. In her jaws was a deer of moderate size. She dragged it up to her and plonked it down nearby. Only when Saska said so, did Joy begin to feast.

There was enough fruit here to sustain her for now, so Saska forewent the need to make a fire. She wouldn’t object to cooking up some venison, but the idea of gathering wood, striking a flame, and roasting the meat didn’t appeal to her. She supposed it was probably unwise to nurture an open flame on this hilltop as well, though trusted Joy to sniff out any danger, if there was any. She couldn’t yet be sure of that. Yes, there were herds of herbivores, there were predator tracks and prey, but that didn’t mean there was anything here that would have the intent to harm her.

It was a nice thought, and a rare one. Saska had always lived her life under the constant threat of peril, from man and beast both, but here…here she might have no natural enemies at all. With prey so abundant, any large predators would probably ignore her, and if the people were as peaceful as Eldur claimed, she would face no threat from them either.

She dwelt in that thought for a short while, lying back and staring up at the stars. You can be happy here. You can be free and safe. There was an appeal to this place; she could not deny it. Not enough to divert her from her duty, no, she would never do that, of course not, no, but still…still, it held an allure.

A prison, she told herself. It may be a paradise, but it’s still a prison.

She’d heard the stories of there being such beyond the borders of her own world, the paradise lands and the battlegrounds of eternal war, the lands left broken and desolate and dead. This land of Aramatia’s making proved it true; it proved that there were indeed utopias out there, as yet undiscovered and uncorrupted. Perhaps one day that would change. Perhaps the people would expand and proliferate, and complex societies would be born, and warring factions would emerge. Perhaps invaders would come from afar to settle here, and ruin the land, taking from it what they pleased and driving the natives out. Maybe the natives would rise up and fight back and that would be the war here, a colonial sort of war. Or maybe some other wicked god would sniff it out, laying claim to it, corrupting it, infesting it with monsters.

Or maybe it will never be troubled. Maybe Aramatia has raised protections here, and it’ll remain a paradise always, a land of peace and plenty akin to the Eternal Halls. An earthly heaven, she thought, as she gazed up at the twinkling stars. Bring Elyon here, and Leshie and Del, bring Rolly and Ranulf and a few others besides and maybe…maybe then I’d never go back.

She shook her head and dismissed the thought. An angry expression came upon her face. That was a disappointing thought to have, the sort of thought Eldur was hoping for. Of course, she could not stay here. Of course, she must find a way home. Bring everyone I love here, and it won’t change anything. I have a duty to see done, I have a world to save. Tempt me, Eldur, test me all you like. I’ll find a way home. You mark my words, I will.

She rose from the grass and took up her blade and spent the next hour in training. She must remind herself who she was. With her Varin dagger in hand, and Joy watching on, she swished and moved beneath the moonlight, practising the knightly forms. She danced, switching feet, cutting at imaginary enemies: at Elio Krator and at Cedrik Kastor, at Modrik, Cedrik’s father, and Cedrik’s nephew Griffin too. Saska had watched all three Kastors die; she’d had a hand in all their deaths. She remembered drunk old Lord Modrik cracking his head on the hearth, and she remembered cutting down Sir Griffin as he tried to rape her in Elyon’s tent. She remembered Lord Cedrik screaming out and wailing as Joy tore at his chest and throat, remembered smiling a savage, bloodthirsty smile to see her old tormentor ripped apart.

Across the hilltop, she skipped and slid, slicing down the ghosts of lechers and lords. She punched her dagger through the gut of fat Lord Quintan, and through Borgin, Griffin’s man, and Balza, the witless oaf who served Elio Krator, she cut him to ribbons too. She drew up before her the form of Eldur, Eldur in his crimson cloak, Eldur with his tall black staff and the Bondstone glowing atop it. She struck at him, and cut at him, and danced around his back. She saw him atop Drulgar, soaring through the skies, and suddenly she was in the skies as well, soaring with the Windblade, and the other blades too, the Heart Remade pulsing with colour and strength and might. From one shade to the next it went, gold to silver to blue and black and white, and the colours merged and mingled as they exploded out with a radiant light.

She panted and yelled as she leapt around the hill. In the silence of the night, she must be making quite the stir, but all of a sudden, she didn’t care. For ten minutes, twenty, thirty or more she fought the spectre of Eldur and she fought the spectre of the Dread. It must have made for a comical show, really, this young girl, dressed in her silver-blue shift, swinging and swishing and slashing around the hill as she fought these imaginary gods.

Every so often, she caught Joy’s silver eyes watching her curiously, and sometimes she had the impression that a mouse or squirrel or circling bird of prey might be watching her as well. She was an alien here, come from another world, yet she’d brought her own world with her; it was all kept inside her head - the war, the enemy, the great thing that she must do.

And in her head, she had the sense of a presence. A murmur of her conscience, maybe, or some fragment of her own self, or perhaps it was something more, the guiding whisper of a higher power. She heard the voice urging her, urging her on and on. You have all you need, it said. You have all you need inside you, Saska. Your time here need not be wasted. You don’t need the blades to train.

A part of her understood. I don’t need the blades to train. I have all I need inside me.

She ended her training there. The ghosts of Eldur and Drulgar were dismissed. Wearily, she went back over to Joy and lay down on the bed-like grass. A tide of exhaustion was coming over her. Settling, she placed her Varin dagger across her chest, keeping hold of the handle. Joy came over to lie beside her. The thrum of her purring ran through Saska’s body, a comforting feeling, a comforting sound, and quicker than she would have believed was possible, she drifted off to sleep.

The world changed. Blackness surrounded her. She stood within it, waiting, hoping. And somehow, she knew he would come.

The figure emerged through the shroud. Tall, grand, black-bearded and regal. He stood before her with a smile upon his lips. A smile touched her own and she said, “Grandfather.”

“Sweet child, you have come. I had hoped to see you again.”

“You spoke to me,” she said. She looked down. In her hand was Varin’s dagger, the dagger passed down through his line. Her grandfather King Lorin had been the last to bear it. “You spoke to me through this.”

His eyes twinkled proudly. “Why else do you think you have it? It is more than a ceremonial blade.”

She turned it between her fingers. “King Godrin gave it to me. Through Rolly - Sir Ralston Whaleheart.”

“A link to the past, child,” said her grandfather. “Come.” And he reached out a big hand. “Come. Let us go.”

She drifted toward him and put her small hand in his, and at his touch, the world changed once more.

They were on a beach, the same beach where they’d stood together once before, watching her father Thalavar, Lorin’s only son, pull away from the shore in a rowboat. The Lonely Isle, she thought. Where her father had been raised in secret. Yet this time, he was not there. She did not see him coming out of the trees to push the boat into the water, did not see him leap aboard and pull at the oars, driving out into the morning surf. Her father was gone, yet her grandfather remained.

He stood beside her, a towering form. “You have all you need inside you, Saska. You don’t need the blades to train.”

Inside me. She remembered the last time they were here, how she’d asked if he would train her. He was a master of the Nightblade, peerless with its power. Who better to teach her, train her, show her the way? But what had he said? She strained a moment to remember.

“You told me you were dead,” she recalled. “You said there was no help you could give me. That the dead cannot help.”

He smiled and pressed his big palm to her face. “Let me ask you this, child. Which blade did you hold as you slept?”

She didn’t need to think long to remember. “The Nightblade,” she said, at once. “I thought…I thought a part of you would be inside it, and…and maybe…” She stopped and looked down again at the dagger in her grasp.

“The line of Varin lives in that blade,” Lorin said. “Echoes of the past, awakening now as the day draws near. You don’t need the blades to train, Saska, only that. Your time here need not be wasted. You have all you need inside you.”

She thought she understood. She hoped that she was right. She made a slightly nervous laugh and said, “Am I dreaming, Grandsire? Last time…Rolly said I was just dreaming.”

He cupped her soft cheek with his big, leathery palm. “Does it matter if you are dreaming or not? This is all inside you anyway, child.”

She nodded. It was the answer she had expected. “I don’t know where I am,” she said, hoping he might be able to help her. “I don’t know how to get home.”

“You will. In time. But that time is not to be wasted.”

He drew out from the sheath at his hip a blade, a blade wreathed all in black. Saska turned to him and saw that the Varin dagger she bore was changing, shifting in form and length, darkening, misting now with a confident swirl of black smoke.

“Are you ready?” he asked her, as the pair stood together on that beach.

The air was scented in salt and sea. She felt the wind in her hair, heard the cawing of gulls, the roar of the waves on the shore. She turned to face her kingly grandfather and swished the Nightblade side to side. “I was learning, before I was taken,” she said, watching the mist puff and lift off its edge. It looked so real, felt so real. “I think I was making progress.”

King Lorin stood before her, waiting. “Show me,” he said.
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There was a listlessness in the small hall, a growing sense that they’d been forgotten. Week on week, day on day, it had grown, like the waves that came in on an ocean swell, crashing over them with increasing intensity.

“Mutton and mashed potatoes, m’lord,” grunted Hemmet the cook, as he placed a plate down in front of his king. “The mutton’s dust-dry and the mash is lumpy as a camel, but it’s the best I can do with what we got.”

“I’m sure it’s fine.” King Sevrin spoke dully, each word coming out with a little puff of pale mist. That was on account of the lack of fire burning here now; only the torches were lit, and those but a few, and the warmth they gave off was minimal. With their stocks of firewood becoming alarmingly short, they made sure to ration it for the bitterest of nights, and it had been three days now since a fire warmed them as they ate.

As ever, the king had the first bite of his meal, unenthusiastically proclaimed it a triumph, and Hemmet nodded for the food to be served. Once before that little ritual had been true. Once before the men had cheered as the food was set before them, feasting hungrily, smacking their lips and declaring Hemmet a possessor of sorcerous powers to be able to make such fine food using nought but the most basic ingredients. But those days were gone. Now the men just sat there, grim and unspeaking, eating without passion or pleasure. The food was bland, wooden, lacking in seasoning and spice, and unless they should be resupplied soon, it wasn’t going to get any better.

Twelve days, Walter Selleck thought, prodding uneasily at his lumpy mash. It had been twelve days since Sevrin sent out riders to make for the Grey Keep, one hundred and fifty miles to the south. Twelve days since they’d ridden out into the shroud of wintry fog that enclosed them to fetch fresh rations and the stocks of firewood that might mean the difference between life and death.

A dozen days ought to have been plenty enough for them to have made it there and back at any normal time, but times were far from normal. The men spoke in worried whispers of what had happened, muttering to one another that they’d frozen to death on the way there, or the way back, or they’d become lost or been killed and eaten. There were perils lurking about the Highplains now that did not belong, snowbears and icecats and things much worse that made tracks both alarming and queer. The men had seen them on their rangings, seen shadows on the watch. If the riders had been killed by something, what then? Or could they have made it to the Grey Keep only to find it empty? No men, no food, no wood, nothing. In such a situation, what would they do?

Thalan, Walter knew. They’d have no choice but to go all the way back to Thalan to resupply, and Thalan was much further away than the Grey Keep, almost three times the distance as the crow flies and thus the dangers would be magnified too.

Such things were being considered by the men as they ate, forking measures of tasteless mash into their mouths and chewing on the stringy meat. They didn’t even have wine to wash it down, curse the gods, and that made it all the worse. The conversation was just as poor as the food, stilted and empty of flavour. Across the table from where Walter sat, Rodney the horsemaster was telling a pig-faced soldier called Lattimer all about the horses he’d reared for his former masters. Lattimer, dull-eyed, looked like he was about to fall asleep from boredom. Down the table, the priest Edmar was putting the men through an even more torturous sermon about Winifred and Wallander, a tale of two long-lost lovers that was meant to teach hope and patience and the virtue of biding one’s time for the things that really mattered. Apt though it was, the priest had a dreadful drone to his voice that made it very hard to stay engaged.

Gods, even Devrin, the king’s irrepressibly chipper son, had taken a turn to dourness and indifference these days. He was seated beside Walter, eating without energy or enthusiasm, chewing on his meat as a cow chews on cud. “Never tasted anything so bland,” he muttered under his breath. “Do me a favour, Walter, and deploy some of that good luck of yours toward making this food edible.”

Walter smiled to hide his discomfort. “If I had any luck left, I would.”

Devrin nodded grimly. “Right.” He knew as well as anyone that Walter Selleck’s fabled luck was not yielding the rewards they had hoped. Not with his father. Not with him. It is exhausted, Walter thought, as he’d thought many times before. Vandar no longer shines his blessings on me. No longer do I have his light.

The long weeks here had surely proven it. The long weeks of failure and frustration. Every day he would climb the spiral stair up to the rotunda with the king, and Sevrin would take his seat before the tessellated podium upon which the Eye of Rasalan rested, drawing in those long deep breaths he drew, relaxing his body and closing his eyes and placing his hands upon his bony knees. It was his routine to clear his mind, he said, to mentally prepare for whatever visions Great Rasalan might choose to show him. Sometimes he took a minute in this preparatory stage, sometimes five or even up to ten, before he opened his eyes and gazed into the ancient orb and entered a state of trance.

And Walter would wait. He would sit aside on his stool, out of Sevrin’s line of sight so as not to distract or disturb him, and wait, quill pen primed in his fingers and an open book of notes on his lap, ready to record the visions. It was thought - hoped - that the combination would yield reward. Sevrin, wise and kind and so much more like his uncle King Godrin than Hadrin was, would possess the piercing sight his cousin lacked. Walter, endowed with a unique power to shape events as a vessel of Vandar, would set a glow of good fortune to that sacred rotunda in which King Sevrin would thrive. Surely, it would work. Surely Great Rasalan would grant a glimpse, and by his godly hand would guide them toward the winning of the war…

But no, it had not happened. The king’s visions were weak, opaque and indecipherable, and the mutterings he made in his state of trance were hard to hear or comprehend. The things that Walter did record often seemed random and senseless, words and sometimes phrases springing forth amid the nonsense like tiny islands of clarity in an ocean of gibberish. Were those islands connected somehow? Did they possess some hidden meaning? Walter had spent many long evenings trying to figure out if that was the case, but his efforts had borne no fruit, and for the most part Sevrin had no memory of the things he had seen. Only rarely did he speak to Walter of it after, but largely it was shapes, shadows, blurred and indistinct imagery without a sense of time, place or meaning.

And Devrin…Devrin was having little fortune either. It was three weeks ago that the young prince had first come to Walter Selleck’s room after dinner, slipping through the door and shutting it tight behind him and telling him of his plan.

“I want to try myself,” he’d said to him, in a low, conspiratorial voice. “My father is having no fortune, Walter. How long has it been now? How many weeks? And what has he achieved?” He shook his head and did not wait for Walter to answer. “Very little, I know. I love my father, the gods know that I love him, and I hate to speak ill of him, but could it be that he doesn’t possess the sight?”

Walter wasn’t sure how to answer. “I…suppose it’s possible,” he allowed.

“More than possible, Walter. I know my history and I know it well. Half the kings and queens of Rasalan have struggled to peer through the Eye, and if my father is among that number there is no reason for him to feel shamed by it. Some monarchs prospered greatly without ever possessing the sight, and that is no metric by which to judge them.” He shifted a little closer, glancing at the door as though someone might be listening. “I think it’s time he stepped aside and let me have a go, Walter. But do you know what he says? Do you know what his response was to that?”

Walter Selleck could guess but was sure Devrin was about to tell him.

“He says it isn’t my right to sit with the Eye. That is the sole privilege of the ruling monarch, and in all history, no one but the king or queen has been permitted to do so.” He gave a huff of incredulity. “The fate of the world could very well be at stake, and he’s clinging to propriety like a life raft. Propriety, Walter! Proper etiquette, at a time like this!”

Walter felt obliged to point out that Princess Cristin had also sat with the Eye, if briefly, when he and Elyon stopped at Thalan on their way here.

“Yes, yes,” the prince said energetically. “Exactly, Walter, exactly! Elyon told me about that the day we all arrived here. I mentioned that to Father, of course, hoping it might support my claim, but did it budge him? By Rasalan, no! He’s always had a soft spot for Cristin and would forgive her almost anything. But me? His own son and heir. No, apparently I’m unworthy.”

“You’re not unworthy, Devrin. Your father is just…”

“Yoked to the rules? A prisoner of his own pride? Too stubborn to admit defeat? You take your pick. He thinks that it will interfere with his process should I attempt to bond the Eye. That my involvement will only sully the whole affair and muddy the waters when he claims to be getting closer. Well, that’s not the way I see it, Walter, so he’s given me no choice but to take matters in hand myself. If he won’t let me do it officially, what choice do I have but to do it behind his back?” He glanced at the door again and shifted right up to where Walter sat. “Tonight,” he whispered. “I’m going up there tonight, Walter, and I need you with me.”

He almost groaned. Was it not enough that he had to sit in on all of Sevrin’s sessions? Now he’d have to double up with his son as well. “Your father plans to sit with the Eye tonight, Devrin.”

“I know. We’ll go after.”

“After? That’ll be midnight at the earliest. Sometimes your father sits there until the early hours.”

“Not tonight. He’s tired, I can tell. He may not want to go at all after our argument, but even if he does, it won’t be a long session.” He put a hand on his shoulder. “Are you with me? Say you’re with me. I need you with me, Walter.”

Well, what could he say to that? No, bugger off? I want no part of your plan? “Fine. I’m with you.”

“Good. Good.” The young man’s face bunched into that faithful, endearing smile that made him so endlessly likeable. It was very hard to refuse that face. “Expect a knock at your door tonight, then, and make sure you’re not sleeping. And not a word of this to anyone. If my father gets wind of my intentions, he’ll place guards at the tower steps, and our chance will be gone.” The man smiled down at him. “Now rest well and gather up that luck of yours. Together, we’ll solve this riddle.”

That night, full of expectation, Devrin, son of Sevrin, grandson to Wise King Godrin himself, crept quietly up the spiral stair to the rotunda with Walter Selleck following reluctantly at his heel. He did not like going behind the king’s back, but supposed if the hammer were to fall on one of them, it would be the princeling who took the blow. “I’m excited,” Devrin said, breathlessly. “Gods, I wonder what I’ll see?” He turned back. “Do you have your luck with you, Walter? Is it ready to be deployed?”

He hated these sorts of questions. “It, er, well it doesn’t exactly work like that.”

“I know. I know. I’m just teasing you, ignore me.” They reached the tower top, where the Eye of Rasalan rested upon its podium above the mosaiced floor depicting the moment the Ocean God himself rose up from the sea to present Thala with her godly gift. Ahead, the window that looked upon the ocean was shaped like a pupil, and the skies were quiet, restful tonight, which Devrin had taken for a good sign. “Rasalan favours me,” he said. “He is calm, Walter, and I must be calm also.” He drew several slow breaths as his father might have, performed several smooth circuits of the tower, and finally took his place upon his father’s seat. “Do you have your book of notes, Walter? A new one, like I asked?”

The lad was evidently very nervous. “I have it,” Walter said, stepping to his stool. There was a small table there beside it, upon which sat the ink pot and quill. He dipped the nib, opening the book in his lap, and scrawled at the top of the first blank page: ‘Devrin’s Sight; Visions from the Eye of Rasalan’, desperately hoping that the following accounts would be clearer and more substantial than his father’s efforts. He would, of course, keep this book well hidden. He already had a spot picked out in the library where he would leave it every night, tucked away behind some books where he knew it would go unnoticed.

“When you’re ready, Devrin. I’ll be silent from here on.”

The prince nodded. “Well….here goes, then. To the winning of the war, Walter. The winning of the war.”

If the war was to be won from the prince’s toil that night, Walter Selleck would consider himself astonished. It was dire. For hour upon hour, Devrin sat there trying to see into that swirling blue-gold orb, struggling to make a connection, struggling to slip into that trance-like state from where the visions often sprang. Walter watched, excessively tired and bored, likening the prince’s effort to a man with insomnia desperately trying and failing to fall asleep. He felt sorry for the lad, in truth, to see his dreams so dashed. But Devrin, imperiously optimistic as he was, was not to be perturbed.

Back then, anyway.

“We’ll try again tomorrow, Walter,” he’d said. “It was my first time, so I’m not too disappointed.”

But he was. Very clearly he was to anyone with even the slightest ability to read behind a man’s eyes. “It takes time,” Walter said, offering succour. “If it’s meant to be…”

“Exactly. Exactly. If it’s meant to be, it’s meant to be, and if not…well, at least I tried.” The young man smiled, but it was a shadow of his normal grin. “My father…I wonder…how was my father’s effort, his first time here? Did he struggle as well, Walter?”

Yes, but not so badly as you, Walter thought, but did not say. “Roughly the same,” he lied. “I know you hoped for more, Devrin, but…”

“It’s fine. Fine.” He waved it away. “I’m trying too hard, I think. That’s what it is. I need to relax and let the process take me. To drift with the tides, Walter, as Rasalan would want.”

Walter nodded; there was wisdom in that. “Your father performs a fairly long routine before he begins his sessions, involving breathing exercises and sometimes stretching. If you like I could tell you about it? Next time, perhaps, before we begin?”

The prince seemed dubious about copying his father’s routine. “I would prefer to find my own way if I can, I think. If his method isn’t working, it makes little sense to copy it. But thank you, my friend,” he said, with a smile. “Tomorrow…we’ll make more progress tomorrow.”

And so began Walter’s second life here at the lonely old Tower of Rasalan. Sometimes he had a single session a day, with father or son, sometimes he would be required to sit with them both and those were the worst days of all. Sevrin’s sessions differed daily in their timings; he would call upon Walter when inspiration struck, whether morning, noon, or night, but Devrin’s were always in the early hours when all the tower was sleeping. To keep up appearances, Walter must rise at the same time each day, Devrin told him, and keep to his accustomed schedule. “We must give my father no inkling of our work. I am making progress, Walter, more than he is, I’m sure. If he finds out now, it will all be for nought.”

So Walter must awake at his normal hour, even if he had been with Devrin through much of the night. Even if King Sevrin might call upon him at dawn and tell him to join him at the rotunda, to sit with him and scribe for him and gods, those times were excruciating. Walter was quite certain that he’d dozed off more than once on that stool, and feared he’d missed something important when he did. Might Sevrin, or Devrin, have muttered some essential clue? Had his luck abandoned him to such an extent as to make him unlucky now? The unluckiest man in all the world, he thought. The man who slept through the one single secret that might just have saved the world.

But it seemed unlikely. To both father and son the Eye of Rasalan yielded up only snippets, glimpses half-seen through a murky fog. The shapes of men, but who were they? The shadows of monsters, but what? Battles and boats floating over a restless sea and crumbling structures and flame and death and dread, but all of it obscured and muttered in words that did not connect to a time or a place. Walter took his notes, and studied his words, and searched for patterns whenever he could. But even that faded after a while, faded like his luck, and he existed here now in a half-waking world, always tired, often grumpy, and always bloody cold.

He sat glumly at the bench. The men sat equally glumly around him, and Devrin perhaps most of all. The boy has finally broken. His failures have worn him down. Once, Walter would have tried to stir him from his stupor, perhaps prod him into action by telling him it was a matter of time, but he had no energy for that. In truth, he wanted the prince to quit, as he wanted the king to do the same.

After the mutton and mash came a porridge of nuts and honey, though the nuts were few, the honey barely detectable, and the porridge so gluey as to stick to the teeth and the roof of the mouth despite the best efforts of agile tongues. There was a small amount of ale left - a very small amount - so the men were given a little cup to sip on, though it was watered down to make it last longer and barely tasted of ale at all. Still, it was something. Tenderly, the men sipped and licked their lips and made it last. Then Geffray stood up and took them through the evening announcements.

“Gonna be a bitter cold night tonight,” he said, as the plates and empty cups were taken away. Geffray was in charge of the fires and the firewood, so he had the important duty of rationing it. “I’ll have the fires burning in your rooms before you go to bed, m’lords,” he said to the king and his son. “And there’ll be one down here in the west hearth, too. Though don’t expect a roaring blaze. You’ll get a bit of kindling and no more.”

The men nodded dismally. Walter would have a small fire made up in his room as well, he knew, though oft as not it was a meagre thing and burned out many hours before dawn.

“I’ll set out extra blankets as well,” Geffray went on. “Won’t be enough for all you men, so you figure that out among yourselves. Some of us run hotter than others, so be fair about it. Those sleeping closer to the fire go without. So choose wisely.”

More nods and grumbles from the men.

“M’lord.” Geffray turned back to the king. “Will you be sitting with the Eye tonight? I’ll try to time things right, if so, with your fire. I know that sometimes you like to stay late up there.”

Walter watched King Sevrin carefully. The other men were doing the same, their eyes ripe with a growing hope that the king would wave a hand and call a close to the whole ill-fated affair. For a long time Sevrin said nothing, almost as though he hadn’t heard.

“M’lord?” Geffray prompted. “The Eye. Will…”

“Not tonight, Geffray.” The king’s thin face was drawn and tired and there was something sad in it as well. He moved his eyes deliberately to Devrin. “Maybe my son would like to take my place? He’s been very patient until now.”

Walter stiffened in his seat. He knows, he thought, at once. He knows. How he knew, he could not say, but it was very clear that he did. Had someone seen them creeping about at night, perhaps? Did the king see in his son the signs, the empty eyes and forlorn look of failure that he had long since seen in himself?

Walter Selleck sat there and found he did not care. Good, he thought, good. I’m done with all this sneaking about. A long cold silence enwrapped the room as son looked at father and father looked back at son, and for an age Devrin did not answer. Then at last he said, “No, Father. I have no interest in taking your place.”

Sevrin’s face was inscrutable. “Well, that is good to hear. I am glad to still have your loyalty, Devrin.” He continued to stare at him, Devrin staring defiantly back, as though they were engaged in a long conversation only the two of them could hear. “Come to my chambers after dinner. I think we have things to discuss.”

Devrin nodded, saying nothing, and the next ten minutes were perhaps the most uncomfortable of Walter Selleck’s life. If anyone spoke a single word, he certainly didn’t remember it. The hall rang to the dull sounds of scraping spoons and clinking cups as they were placed gently on the wooden table. Any loud noise - a cough, a sneeze - was met with grave abashment by the perpetrator, who lapsed into deathly silence following the crime.

Then, suddenly, it was over. The king left first, as was custom, with Sir Karsten, his captain, at his heel, and a moment later Devrin followed with the walk of a man approaching the gallows. Walter wanted to go after him, but couldn’t move a muscle until he’d left the hall. Only once that had happened did everyone else stir to life. The men returned to their nighttime activities, the fires were lit, the watches set, the small hall reordered into its evening layout with the tables moved aside and the pallet beds and blankets laid out. Few of the men had rooms of their own here, and Walter was not blind to the growing resentment that he, a foreigner (and a useless one at that), was one of them.

When Walter reached his room, he found it cold, dark, and unwelcoming. He was half expecting to find Sir Karsten there, blade drawn, but he didn’t. More’s the pity. I could do with being put out of my misery. The fire sat drearily with the old ashes from its most recent meal, and as with the men, the fare was poor. He lit a taper off a torch in the hall and returned to light his candle, setting it down on his desk beside the great tome of sketches and scribbles and notes that he’d been hauling around with him for long months.

Sitting, he drew the warmth of the candle close, turning through the latest pages he’d written. That was little and less these last few weeks. What was there to write about here, after all? What words could he use to describe this failed endeavour? All the action was happening out there, not here, far from this lonely tower, and he was missing it. He wanted to return to Amron’s side, to follow him as he saved the world. He wanted to write his story, the story of the king, the story of the war, but he was bloody well missing it all!

A fist rose and fell, slamming against the desk in a rare show of outward aggression. This is where I’ll die, he thought. Here, in this damnable tower. His luck had abandoned him and so had the rest of the world, and that Eye was probably broken too, just as Princess Cristin had said. We’re on a fool’s errand, and no one even cares. If they did, surely Elyon would have returned by now. Or was he dead, or injured, or had he even given up his blade? If he’s set down the Windblade and left me here, damn it, I’ll never forgive that boy.

It was a while before Geffray came to light his fire and give him his provision of wood. “Here,” he said, placing down the basket. Walter judged it would last about two hours at best. “Got this for you too.” He handed him a second wool blanket. “Say, you know what that was about earlier? With the king and prince? Awful strange for them to stare each other down like that, don’t you think?”

“I have no idea,” Walter lied, wanting to be alone.

When Geffray left, he pulled his chair near the fire, drew the blanket around his shoulders, and took a book from his desk to distract himself. For all the faults of this lonely old tower, that library was a trove of wonders and Walter had read a good many books during his long weeks here. Largely, he was drawn to tales of adventure, of myth and legend, rather than stolid old historical descriptions or treatises on theology and political theory of which there were countless volumes stacked upon the shelves. Devrin had claimed his grandfather King Godrin had read every book here several times over, and while in some cases Walter Selleck could quite understand how, in others…no, very much no, they were torturously dull to a man like him.

The book he’d picked out was one of the sorts he liked, a good old swashbuckler about the Rasalanian hero Dallinger the Dauntless, a Seaborn captain of great repute who’d sailed every ocean and river that could be sailed before he got lost out beyond the Sunrise Sea. That was a common enough sequence of events, unfortunately. A good many great seafarers had gone missing beyond one watery horizon or another, and though many liked to believe they’d found some faraway land, Walter Selleck was given to think they’d found their way to Daarl’s Domain instead. But he liked the stories all the same. And he liked to think of men like Dallinger striding forth to lands unknown as well, meeting interesting people from a world away and seeing new wondrous things.

He flipped through the book, and gradually a smile returned to his face. It was his happy place in this increasingly unhappy place, losing himself in these escapist yarns, and before too long he was no longer in this room, in this tower, on this clifftop overlooking the frozen sea, but out there with dashing Dallinger as he roared across the ocean with his crew, hunting krakens and battling greatsharks and riding upon towering waves in storms, visiting far away islands and hidden pirate coves, exploring the parts of the Telleshi Isles that had not then been explored, coming so close to the Wings that he could see the dragons watching him from far with their glowing eyes that wanted to kill him, but did not dare.

Oh, what a yarn. Walter had read many books here now, but this was his favourite. Yes, his favourite. The derring-do and wanton exaggerations secured it that vaunted spot, he decided, and hungrily, he devoured it, flipping page after page of descriptions and pictures of the sort to inspire his own creation.

And then, it was over. The last pages detailed Dallinger’s bittersweet journey out across the Sunrise Sea, and with it came a beautiful double-page spread of his ship, the sun rising beyond, the captain standing proudly on the prow, silhouetted against the light, seeking his greatest, and perhaps, final adventure. A tear crept out of Walter’s eye as he looked at it, and for some reason, it made him think of his family. He imagined them all on that ship with Dallinger, his wife and children who’d died in that fire, all venturing forth on a new adventure to a land far away and safe and warm, beyond the troubles of this troubled world.

The tear moved down his cheek, through his scrappy beard, trailing off a turf of wiry hair to land upon the picture. Where it struck, the paper darkened, right there where the sun was rising. Walter was about to close the book when something appeared within that darkened patch.

He frowned, peered at it, lifting the book up closer to the firelight. It looked like ink, written on the other side of the page, though the book was already over. He reached for the corner of the paper, turning the page. On the blank paper at the back were written words in a different hand, a flowing freehand that had been added much later on.

A fine old adventure, would you not say? it read. What do you think, did Dallinger make it to that sunrise? Was he lucky enough to reach that horizon, I wonder? Some men are just blessed with that, don’t you think - luck. And what a blessing it is!

Walter stared at the words, unblinking. He got a queer and distinct feeling in his gut, a feeling this was addressed to him.

Well, who can say? Maybe Dallinger made it and maybe he didn’t, but a fabulous yarn all the same. The world is full of them, isn’t it? Adventure stories like this. Tales of bravery in the face of certain death, of courage against one’s foes. Add them all together, and you’ve got quite a tome. A book of battle and bloodshed, of gallantry and honour, of men and monsters and more. Well, maybe one day a thing like that will happen? Open war, the rise of gods and titans, the reknitting of the fabric of the world? Can you imagine such a spectacle? Can you imagine it being compiled into a book? Oh, what a scribe it would take to tell that tale. A book to end them all, no doubt. Though he’d have to be lucky to survive it first.

Walter was unable to breathe at this point. He stared, disbelieving, as the passage continued.

Well, I won’t blabber on. I just wanted to say one thing, really…one important thing to whoever might one day be lucky enough to read these words. Here it is, are you ready? Can you hear the drumroll in your head? Intake of breath now…nice long pause, and here we go…

Do not lose heart.

Yes, that’s it. Simple words, oh, but true enough in times of strife. Have faith, and keep on going. And last of all…and read closely now…because this bit is very important…

Sometimes, when a problem needs solving…two heads are better than one.

And that was it. Those were the words. For a moment, Walter sat in silence, contemplating them, staring at them, but only a moment. Because it took him only that long to know what he must do. Closing the book, he stood and tucked it under his armpit and strode for the door.

Out he went into the corridor beyond, making at once for the quarters of the king.
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Sweat dappled his forehead and soaked his hair and trickled down into his eyes. The king blinked against the sting and swerved Sir Quinn’s cut, his vision momentarily blurred. He could hear the thumping of feet behind him. Onto a knee he went, spinning on the gritty sand, slashing a fearsome strike from Sir Taegon Cargill away.

The giant grunted as his greatsword jarred backward. Sir Quinn Sharp was already coming around Amron’s flank, driving forward in Strikeform. His blade was upon him. Vallath’s Ruin rose to meet it. Mists blue and silver burst at the kiss, and a glitter of red rose with them, an old memory of Vallath’s blood. Puffing, Amron surged back, spun, saw Sir Marcus Flint standing up from the sand where he’d stumbled a few moments earlier and launched at him in full assault, stance switching from Blockform to Rushform as he surged powerfully across the sands.

The crowd was roaring. A familiar din to Amron’s ears. In several strides, he was upon his foe, Sir Marcus rising to parry his first cut, and second, but the third struck him a violent, resounding blow upon his helm and the knight went sprawling to the earth in a cloud of dust.

The king roared out a battlecry, roared out in triumph, roared out against the pain that tore through his shoulder and thigh. It was growing, growing. White spots were starting to dazzle in the glare of his sight as he sucked a deep breath, blinking his vision clear.

Focus! Fight it! Sir Taegon and Sir Quinn were coming toward him, measuring out their attack. Sir Taegon in Powerform, Sir Quinn in Strikeform, stalking him like a pair of wolves. He rolled his left shoulder, grimacing behind his faceplate, and stamped hard with his right leg as though to drive the pain away. The stands were scattered with knights, lords; it seemed half the Steelforge had rushed to watch.

“Come at me, then!” Amron bellowed, in a fearsome voice to give a man pause. He relished this, despite the pain, relished the rush and the thrill of the duel. Armoured head to heel in godsteel, Vallath’s Ruin in his grasp, a crowd of onlookers gasping at every strike. It was like it used to be, once upon a time. When Amron Daecar walked the sands, imperious. When no man could stand against him.

Or three, he thought. That had been Amara’s idea - three. “Beat one and who cares? Two, well done. But three? Oh, three is the magic number, Amron. Three skilled knights of known repute. Even Varin Knights. And who will question you?”

Sir Taegon and Sir Quinn shared a look. A nod conveyed some sort of understanding and then at once they moved, shifting to left and right. The crowd buzzed and leaned forward. Amron stood firm, eyes swinging to follow them, judging the bigger threat. Sir Taegon, one might think, but Quinn Sharp was proving elusive. Behind, Marcus Flint was standing gingerly and taking himself away into the shade. His day was done and he knew it. Only two left, Amron thought.

A sudden bellow rang out from his right as the Giant of Hammerhall charged. To his left, silent, came the more graceful stride of Quinn Sharp. Amron feinted left, to the smaller man, before turning abruptly on his partner. Cargill had not anticipated it. A split second was all it took as his greatsword came down, and Amron tucked himself inside it, driving his right shoulder into the man’s breastplate to send him staggering back. The giant grunted. The clang of steel rang out. And Amron was on him like crows on a corpse, unleashing upon him a series of brutal blows to send him reeling. In three places, he left dents in Sir Taegon’s armour, and a final savage cut to his shoulder bit right through the plate, rending it open and cutting a shallow cleave into the giant’s flesh.

He ended the assault with a powerful kick that put the huge man on his armoured arse, whirled about in time to meet Sir Quinn Sharp’s downcut, and drove him back across the sand. From Blockform to Strikeform he went, from Strikeform to Glideform and then seamlessly into Powerform, relishing every little shift of the feet, every twist of the torso, every move of the wrist as it swished and slashed, drove and thrust, and the crowd trilled to the flow of the duel.

Yet the pain was mounting, and it was a struggle to rein it in. Finish him quickly, he told himself. Quickly, before it shows. He glimpsed Artibus waiting in the shadows of the tunnel that led out of the arena, a look of quiet study on his face. The man was judging him as an eagle judges its prey, noting down every little half-move and struggled motion that most others no doubt missed.

If only he could see my face, Amron thought. It was a rictus of pain, though of pleasure too, a curious twisted combination that spoke of the joys of the duel and the agony of his injuries, injuries made by that godly black steel that no mortal touch could tend. This was it, now, Amron knew. Life, until he died. He had lived with this pain for a good long while but always had the Frostblade to relieve it. But no longer, and there were battles ahead. So, “Show them,” Amara had told him from her sickbed. “You go out there and show them who you are. Let the word spread that you’re still Amron Daecar, the Hero of the North, that you’re still bloody Varin Reborn. If there’s pain, deal with it after. Don’t show weakness, Amron. No, not until you’re done.”

He remembered her words now, spoken just that morning; they rang in his head as he fought. Don’t show weakness. Not until you’re done. He bit back his agony, shackled it, imprisoned it, battled hard to conceal his limp. Quinn Sharp was still standing, still doing very well to parry and deflect his blows, still moving nicely on his feet as he glanced over at Sir Taegon Cargill, grunting and growling with the anger of defeat, and knew that he was all alone.

One more, the king thought, rallying his strength. Just one more.

He surged again, swift in Strikeform, graceful in Glideform, though Sharp continued to elude him. Outstanding, Amron almost shouted out in praise, when Sir Quinn parried a quick one-two, upcut, sideslash, and crab-stepped away. Sharp had never been a specialist in the duel, but gods was he showing his mettle. Amron changed tack, retreating from his relentless offence, withdrawing into the Blockform that was like another suit of armour to him. His opponent approached warily. Amron could see his eyes through the slits, watching his every move, see the set of his body labouring for breath. His footfall was a little heavier, slower, his swordhand starting to drop. He was tiring now, seeking a quick end. I’ll give it to him, Amron thought, as he almost imperceptibly opened up his left side, but Sharp saw, as a good knight should and went for him. And that was that.

Amron ended the bout with a swift sequence of rapid strikes and at last, almost gratefully, Sir Quinn went down. The king stood above him, ready to strike a final blow if he must. “Do you yield, Sir Quinn?” he asked, loudly, in the sudden hush of the crowd.

The man lifted his faceplate, red-faced and panting. “I yield, my lord. Yes, I yield. That’s…quite enough for me.”

Amron smiled, reached out a hand, and helped the man to his feet. “Well fought, Sir Quinn. An excellent duel.”

“My thanks, Your Majesty. A great honour to fight you.”

The crowd was roaring applause, standing and cheering out his name, raising their fists to the bitter cold air. Amron lifted Vallath’s Ruin to thank them, turning a full circle at the heart of the arena as Sir Quinn Sharp stepped aside to let him enjoy the moment alone. Among the faces he saw Lord Styron the Strong nodding his approval, saw Lord Robert Borrington grinning from ear to ear, saw Stegra Snowfist shouting and thundering beside his son Svaldar and Wagga the White and several of the other tribesmen who’d come to watch. Lillia had come as well, with Jovyn and some of Amara’s men, and he was proudest of all by the look his daughter was giving him. To a father there was nothing quite like the loving pride of his little girl. He met her pretty eyes, raised his faceplate and smiled, bowing to her and her alone. She gave a little curtsey in response and there were cooing sounds of delight from the ladies present.

Then, before his smile might twist into a grimace, Amron turned and strode toward the tunnel. He held himself together until he was out of sight, then at last let his face contort, straining against the spasms now stabbing and biting at his shoulder and thigh. It was a bright day outside, cold and crisp but sunny, yet the tunnel was dark. His eyes took a moment to adjust. Further along, Artibus was standing ahead of Sir Marcus and Sir Taegon who sat on a bench undergoing assessment. Amron went to join them.

“You fought well,” he said to the two Varin Knights. “Though I’m glad you were holding back.”

“We weren’t holding back,” rumbled the Giant of Hammerhall, unhappily. “You’re just better. It’s a bit humbling to be reminded of it, to be honest. And you with the injuries and all.”

Sir Marcus nodded his head. “Guess reports of your decline are premature, my lord. My head’s still ringing like a bell.”

“You’ve only recently recovered from the wounds you took at Blackfrost,” Amron said. “You as well, Taegon. I’m sure neither of you is quite up to speed just yet.” He looked at the wound on Sir Taegon’s shoulder. “I hope I didn’t cut too deep, Artibus?” The giant had removed his pauldron and breastplate and padded undershirt, leaving him bare from the waist up. He was an astonishingly burly and muscled young man, and at seven feet tall cut quite a monstrous figure.

“He’ll be fine,” Artibus said. “It’s a minor flesh wound, though will need stitching up. Go to the sick bay and I’ll see to you there, Sir Taegon. Sir Marcus, you’re fine to leave, but get some rest, and no more duelling for at least two days.” He looked at Amron. “And you, come with me. I have something I must discuss with you.”

Tactful as ever, Artibus had rightly seen that Amron was starting to struggle. The king followed behind the old physician as he stepped briskly down the corridor, trying his best not to groan out in agony and regress into his shambling limp. When they arrived at a side room, Artibus opened the door and ushered the king inside. It was one of several rooms here in these tunnels where combatants might prepare for their duels. There were benches for sitting and dressing, crates for clothes and armour, racks along the walls where weapons were stacked. “Sit,” Artibus said, gesturing to a bench. Amron sat. “So, tell me. How was it? And answer truly.”

“Fine. It was fine…while I was fighting.” He was grimacing freely now, his face twisting into the face of a man racked by chronic torment. In front of Artibus, he needn’t hide it.

“Fear is a powerful tonic, Amron,” Artibus said. “That is the basis of the thrill you experience in combat - fear. Fear of injury, fear of death. Today, in your case, it was fear of failure that drove you. The fear of falling to defeat before the city was enough to smother and suffocate the pain, but now…” He looked at him with the scrutinising eyes of a doctor. “How is the pain now that the fear is gone?”

He knew already. Of course he knew. “Bad,” Amron grunted. “Worsening.”

“Number?”

“Seven.”

Artibus often asked him how bad the pain was on a scale from one to ten.

“And during the contest?”

“I don’t know. Sometimes I was barely aware of it. Sometimes it reached four, maybe five, but it was manageable.”

Artibus observed him a moment longer, then asked, “Have you given any further thought to accepting Black Merryl’s help?”

Amron looked at him, brows furrowing. “I must be delirious from the pain, Artibus. I could have sworn you’d just asked…”

“Whether you’d consider accepting Black Merryl’s help, yes. I quite understand your shock. I have spoken against her thus far and issued my personal reservations, but they are based on prejudice. And outdated, in these times. We scholars are naturally disinclined toward sorcery and woods witchery in our alchemies, but alas the world has changed. I have come to reconsider the merits of…”

“Magic?” Amron asked, almost enjoying the way the old man squirmed at the word. The entire world was full of magic; it was in the blades they bore and the dragons the Fireborn rode, in the very stone of the cities in which they lived. Everywhere you looked it was there if you cared to see it, but Artibus and his ilk had always marched beneath the banner of science. Hearing him sing the virtues of magic was like listening to a whore preach the wonders of chastity. And Amron laughed at that thought, laughed a rough, bitter laugh that was thick with pain and unfettered mockery at the look on the old man’s face.

It was a flat look, expressly unamused. “Magic, yes,” he said. “Did I not suggest you visit a seamage not so long ago? To treat your wounds? I am not so bound to my beliefs as you think, Amron.”

That was true, he had suggested that. But there was a difference between a Rasal seamage and a woods witch from beyond the Weeping Heights. And after all that business with Amara and Brydon Amadar…

Amron shook his head. “If Black Merryl wants to help me, she can lend those efforts to the war. But in this? No.”

“Why not?”

“You know why not. The men don’t trust her, and I cannot be seen to be colluding with the woman. There have been enough raised eyes about me riding by dragonback. Should I bring a woods witch into my counsel, I might provoke open revolt.”

“Open revolt? Oh don’t be so ridiculous. Black Merryl had nothing to do with Brydon’s death.” He had a firm look on his old wrinkled face. “The whole point of today was to quell rumours of your decline, but let us be quite honest, it was nothing but a farce.”

“A farce?”

“Yes, a farce. You fought well, I’ll grant you that. Nice and pretty with all your switches of stance, and you dealt those three men a sound beating. Well and good. But how long did the contest last? Ten minutes? Fifteen? Now I don’t consider myself much of an expert in war, but I imagine most battles last longer.”

“Very droll, Artibus.”

“Very true,” the scholar said. “Go back out there now and try to fight again, and I daresay you’ll find it difficult. As soon as you stop, you stiffen, and as soon as the thrill is gone, you’re exposed. We’ve spoken of this before. If the pain should overwhelm you in battle, like it did at Blackfrost…”

“That was different.”

“So you say. When you dropped the Frostblade, the pain flooded you and you had no time to prepare for it. You’ll tell me you’re managing it better now, that you’re coping. True, in part. But how long will that last?” He reached a hand into an inner pocket of his sagging grey robes and drew out a vial of liquid. “This is the best I can do for you. It contains the most potent ingredients I can safely blend together without resulting in a loss of mental clarity. A higher dose would leave you with brain fog, dizziness, balance issues, nausea, headaches and other associated side effects. As we’ve discussed before, this is not an option. No matter how strong you are physically, if you are weak in mind, none of that matters. So this is what we have…” He raised the vial a little higher. “…and its effects are waning. You are developing an immunity even to my very best efforts, Amron, and what might have given you relief all through the night once before now begins to wear off after a few hours only. I may not entirely agree with or understand Merryl’s methods, but her tonics will last longer and be more potent as well.”

He paused to draw a breath and went on. “I spoke with Amara. She was the one who convinced me of all this. And when she asked me to go and visit Black Merryl, I…”

“You went to see her?” Amron asked. He was very surprised by that.

“Yes. I went last night. Very late, before you ask, and I took precautions not to be seen. I was reluctant at first, but Amara persuaded me to go. She said that if I were to work with Merryl on finding you a longer-lasting solution, then you might be more agreeable.” He gave Amron a searching look. An old hand slipped back into an inner pocket, and this time it emerged with another little vial. The colour was darker, subtly different, and it moved in a sort of faint smoky way, but otherwise the two looked much alike. “This is Merryl’s and mine,” he said. “We worked much of last night on it. I observed her in her process and introduced some ideas of my own, and this is what we came up with. I want you to try it, Amron.”

Amron was shaking his head.

“Amron,” Artibus said, and in his voice was the first note of pleading. “You have not been sleeping well. Your nightmares plague you and the pain as well, and this will help.” He reached forward with the vial. “It’s a sleeping tonic. That is its purpose. Take it tonight and it will allow you to sleep through to morning, and rise for once rested and wakeful. Good sleep is critical to healing. If you take this at night, you can better manage the pain by day. And that may be enough.”

Amron breathed out, broken down by the old man’s reasoning. It was true his sleep had been desperate of late as the spasms of pain assaulted him. Mostly, he slept only three or four hours at best, waking often, twisting and turning and groaning under the constant besiegement. The idea of waking clear-headed and restored...of facing the day without that burden of exhaustion weighing him down along with everything else. He looked at the vial, and he knew he was defeated. “You’re certain it will help?”

“I believe it will,” the old man said, softly. “It is half the battle, Amron. If you continue to sleep only a few hours a night, you will wear yourself too thin. And when the true battle comes…”

“I know.” His voice was quiet, accepting. “I’ll…take it tonight, then.”

“Good,” Artibus said, smiling. “In the meantime, I suggest you take this.” He reached forward with his own pain tonic. “If your pain’s at a seven, you’d best drink it.”

Amron looked at the vial. It was all too easy to take dose after dose, but that only led to addiction and reliance, as he’d grown too reliant on the Frostblade during his days as its guardian. Once before, Amron had used alcohol to dull his pain, dull his heartache and grief, and knew all too well the traps. He looked at the vial and shook his head. “Later. I don’t need it right now.”

“You’re certain?” There was a mix of doubt and pride in Artibus’s eyes.

“I’m certain,” Amron said, standing. He had not taken any medication before the bout either. He had wanted to test himself, prove himself, see how his body responded to the thrill of the contest. But he could still push further. He must push further.

“Well, I’ll leave it with you in case you change your mind.”

“No. Keep it so I don’t have the option. If I find myself in dire need, Rogen will come to you.”

Artibus picked up the vial and deposited it back into his pocket. “Very well. I’ll be in the sickbay with Sir Taegon if you need me, and after I’ll return to Keep Kanabar. I need some rest of my own, Amron, after my adventures with Black Merryl last night.” He smiled a crinkly smile. “Would you like me to ask Whitebeard to help you with your armour?”

Amron was stiff as a wooden plank, his mobility already deserting him. He dared to think of how he would feel come the morrow. “Yes, send him in,” he said. And it was done.

A short while later, the king was walking through the Steelforge with Rogen at his heel, dressed in leathers and furs and the cloak of Amron the Bold with Vallath’s Ruin sheathed at his hip. Some of the lords and ladies who’d observed his bout were waiting in the hall to congratulate him. The ladies clapped politely and several knights approached to shake his hand, grumpy old Sir Bryce Coddington and faithful Sir Hank Rothwell among them. Amron could do without this right now, but considered it another test. He had shown strength on the sand. Now show it on the stone.

“Good to see you putting those young whippersnappers in their place,” Coddington said. Sir Bryce was old, long retired and retrieved from that retirement on account of the war, and deeply bitter about it. Well, he was always bitter, but now he was more sour than ever.

“I would not call them whippersnappers, Bryce.” All were one side or the other of thirty and hardly young.

“They are to me. Young and stupid and far too full of themselves. A bunch of pipsqueaks the lot of them.”

To hear the Giant of Hammerhall described as a pipsqueak was quite absurd and drew a laugh from Lord Styron Strand, who marched forward to join them with Sir Gerald at his heel. “Pipsqueak? Now where did you come up with that, Bryce?”

Coddington shrugged. “Got a dozen more if you want ‘em. Squirt. Stripling. Snip. You take your pick.”

“You have quite the vocabulary,” Strand observed. He stood grand, tall, powerful even at his advanced age, which was roughly about the same as Sir Bryce’s, on whom the years had been far less kind. “I wonder if you’d use any of those particular terms if Sir Taegon were here right now?”

“Them and more,” Coddington growled. “He’s a big boy, sure, but that’s nothing to me. I’d still teach him a lesson or three.”

Lord Styron the Strong laughed in a way that might have been considered contemptuous. It was never so easy to know with him. “Perhaps we should arrange a friendly tournament, Amron? Something to keep the men sharp while they await your next command. We could pair you and Sir Taegon in the first round, Sir Bryce. Allow you the opportunity to make good on that claim.”

“Aye. Just don’t blame me if I cripple the boy. I won’t go so easy on him as Amron did.”

“Indeed,” said Strand, growing bored of the boasts. “Well, what do you say, Amron? A restless knight grows rusty, everyone knows, and your fine display out there has inspired me. I’m sure the same is true of many of the men. My son, for instance.” He turned his head a little. “Would you like a chance to win some glory for our house, Gerald?”

“Father?” Sir Gerald seemed hardly to be paying attention.

“Keep up, boy. We’re talking about arranging a tourney for the men.”

“Yes, Father. A…fine notion. To be sure.” Sir Gerald was a wet blanket of a man, slouched and doughy and bandy in the leg, everything his father was not.

Lord Styron snorted loudly. “You’d lose in the first round, let’s be quite clear about that. You were always lacking in the duel and much else besides. Rogen, however, would do me proud. What do you think, my boy? Would you enter yourself into such a contest?”

Whitebeard did not answer or even acknowledge his father’s presence. He despised him as much as Styron despised Gerald, who despised Rogen in turn for having the favour of their father. It was a twisted little family ring of disdain, and Amron did not care for it.

“Well, I’m sure you’re too busy with your duties with the king,” Lord Styron said, to cover the awkwardness.

A short silence fell and Amron felt obliged to step in, if just to get this over. Styron did tend to suck up his time whenever they spoke, whether out in the city or in the council chambers, and right now Amron could not suffer it. He was doing all he could not to grimace, and his right leg was beginning to throb with an intensity that blurred his vision. He needed to move.

“If you’re serious about arranging a tournament, you have my blessing,” he said. “Come to me later with the details, Styron.” He nodded his head and continued on his way, his right leg stiffening up badly as he moved through the crowded hall.

He made it only about a dozen paces before he met the big white form of Stegra Snowfist, barring his way with an almighty grin gleaming above his snow-white beard. “Fat Walter did not lie,” he said, slapping Amron on his injured shoulder. A great jolt of pain went through him, and he gritted his teeth, hard. “Yes, yes! All those songs he sang for us, all the tales he told. Dauntless Daecar! What a show! What a show!”

The other tribesmen clustered about him, shouting and roaring and filling all the hall with their raucous impropriety. The armourers and apprentices watched on bemused while the ladies seemed to find them all funnier than frightening these days, with all their mad harmless bluster.

“Thank you, Stegra. I’m glad you could come.” Amron spotted Forgemaster Merilore moving nearby and gestured him over. “Forgemaster, would you be so kind as to take the Snowfist and his men on a tour? Would you like to see the rest of the Steelforge, Stegra? There are many treasures here.”

“We came for the fighting. Not the treasure of you steel men.”

“If it’s fighting you want, talk to Lord Styron. He is planning to arrange a tourney.”

The big tribesman’s eyes lit up. “Fists? Weapons? What sort of tourney?”

“I suspect armour and blades. Godsteel, Stegra.”

The man snorted his disappointment. “No. This is not good for us. We are not steel men like you.”

“I didn’t mean…”

“I want to fight,” Stegra said, in a great booming voice that rang through the hall. “We will have a tournament without your misty steel, yes! The way it is done across the mountains.”

Amron was not aware the tribes held these sorts of contests.

Stegra thundered madly when he said that. “No contests! We fight always...for food and for women and for the right to say we are strongest. I have won ten of these contests!” He thumped at his broad barrel chest. “Ten! Out of ten! Never has the Snowfist lost a fight. Never!”

There were loud mocking noises among some of the other tribesmen to suggest that was not the case. “Hraka would crush you like a worm, Snowfist,” screeched one of the Crowmen in his black feathered cloak, causing Stegra to swing about in outrage.

“Who says this! Who says this of Stegra Snowfist!” He looked around. The Crowmen and Snowskins and a few Stone Men pressed about him, and some of the men of the western shores were here as well, standing aside with the Orca Lord, who looked on passively with his comely daughter, Saleen, at his side. Amron was starting to feel faint from all the motion, all the bodies in the hall, all the noise.

I have to get out, he thought. “Rogen…”

“My lord. I am here.”

“Lead on, Rogen. I need air.”

Whitebeard led the way, assertively slicing him a path through the press as the tribesmen shouted and hollered at one another, reducing this sacred hall to the setting of a tawdry tavern. Never had Amron seen it like this. He was quite certain he’d get an earful from the Forgemasters, but right now he didn’t care.

The sweep of cold air met him when he neared the great door, and a relief it was to feel the bitter sting on his cheeks. He drew several deep breaths to compose himself. Outside, the skies were curdling now under a swamp of cloud, smothering the last rays of sun. He could see snow piled up either side of the bridge that led to the city, see the ice floes moving restlessly on the water of Lake Eshina. The city beyond lay in ruin, the palace and greathouse keeps all reduced to rubble or burned black by flame except the still-standing stoutness that was Keep Kanabar. It was only dimly seen from here, away to the west of the inner city. A long walk, Amron thought. I should have brought Wolfsbane with me.

A pair of men were coming toward him on the bridge, he saw, hastening along on horses. Maybe they’ll be kind enough to lend me one? Sir Hank Rothwell was with him still, having followed him out through the hall. “Some of my men from the east gate,” he said, seeing them. Hank was still largely in charge of setting the watches and keeping order within Varinar, and doing a fine job of it. “There must be news, my lord.”

Sir Hank Rothwell was correct. There was news, and as soon as Amron heard it, he told Rogen to rush and fetch that tonic from Artibus because he might just need it after all. It would not do to grimace and groan in front of so eminent a guest, no. A guest, the messengers said, who had just landed outside the eastern gates to await Amron there.

“I will require your horses as well,” the king said, and it was done. The riders gave up their mounts willingly and began at once toward the gate afoot, Sir Hank Rothwell going with them. Within moments, Rogen Strand had returned, tonic in hand, to find Amron mounted up and ready. “Hold on to that for now, Rogen. I’ll drink it when we’re away from this crowd.”

The arguing was ongoing within the hall, though many had drifted out now, curious as to what was happening. Amron saw Lord Styron pushing his way through, always eager to be the first to hear of any tidings, but Amron did not have time to explain. He only paused to turn back and call, “Lord Stand, convene a council in Keep Kanabar. I’ll be there soon.”

“What is this about?” Strand shouted. “Has someone come?”

Amron allowed the man an answer. “Yes. Lord Ulrik Marak. And I’d do well to not keep him waiting.”

And striking his spurs, he set off. Racing out toward the eastern gate.
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“And then he did this,” Lillia said, swishing the walking stick in an arcing downcut. “Then this, Auntie. He did this.” The stick swung left to right, right to left, as the girl skidded and slid about the stone floor. “You’re not watching. Auntie, you’re not watching.”

“I am, Lillia.”

“Jovy, you’re in the wrong position. You’re meant to be over there, and Daryl, Taegon was coming in much quicker than that.” Lillia paused in her performance to frown at them both. “Were you even watching at all?”

Sir Daryl Blunt grinned at her. “You’ve got better eyesight than I do, little lady. It was all much of a blur to me, the speed your father was moving.”

“He wasn’t going that fast.”

“Fast enough. The way he took down Cargill was blink-and-you’ll-miss-it quick. That shoulder to the chest, a quick one-two-three, and the kick to sit him down on that big old arse of his!” He gave a thumping laugh, that famously loud and mirthful laugh that Amara loved so dearly. “Looked like he cut his armour too, unless I’m mistaken.”

“He did,” said Jovyn. “I saw the blood.”

“So did I,” said Lillia quickly, as though not to be outdone. “Right here on the shoulder.” She turned to Amara to show her. “It was the same shoulder where Father was cut. Not deep, though. It didn’t look deep.”

“It wasn’t deep,” Jovyn agreed, more sedately. “It’s hard to break through godsteel armour in a single cut, even if you’re as big as the king is. Usually, it takes several strikes to the same spot to open up the plate, depending on…”

“Yes, Jovyn, we know,” Lillia broke in. Her eyes were on him, angry and annoyed. “Do you think we’d forget that after Aleron? I still remember it like it was yesterday.” She huffed, gave her foot a stamp on the ground and then threw Amara’s walking stick aside. Amara didn’t need the walking stick, not really, though Artibus had made it for her as a precaution for whenever she left her bed. “Gods, thanks for ruining the mood, Jovyn. You can be really insensitive sometimes, do you know that?”

“Me? Since when?”

“Since always. Since right now. Why did you have to go and mention Jonik like that? I don’t like to think about him, or what happened that day, and you made me.”

Jovyn seemed at a loss for words. “I never…I didn’t…I didn’t mention him,” he spluttered.

“You made me mention him and that’s just as bad. Worse, even. Maybe even worse.” Lillia gave him another withering look and it seemed to Amara that they were entering a rough patch in their fledgling romance. She’d heard them arguing like this through the halls once or twice and was quite certain that Lillia was the culprit. “Just go, Jovy. You’re annoying me with your face.”

“My face? What’s my face got to do with anything?” It was a rather handsome face, Amara thought, and atop an increasingly strong and broad-shouldered body, but none of that seemed to matter to Lillia right now. “I don’t understand...”

“Well you wouldn’t, would you? You don’t understand anything. Just go, I said. Go, before I marry Robbert Lukar.”

And Jovyn’s eyes narrowed at the name, his spine stiffening. He gathered up his dignity all at once and dipped his chin into a nod. “Fine,” he said. “If that’s what you want. I’ve got better things to do anyway.”

“Like what?” Lillia spat.

“Like things. Training. I don’t need to listen to this.” He left, not quite storming out but almost, and Amara was proud of him for taking a stand against Lillia’s outburst. Sir Daryl just looked amused.

“Ah, young love,” he said, chuckling as the boy departed. “I remember my first little bloom of the heart back when I was a boy. Had a feisty little miss like you, little lady, and she sure did make me work for her affections.” Lillia did not seem to be listening to him. She was glaring at the door as if annoyed Jovyn had left, despite the fact that she’d told him to. Daryl, still smiling, took that as his cue to leave as well. “Well, I’ll be just outside, my lady,” he said to Amara. He went to pick up the walking stick that Lillia had rudely flung to the floor and placed it beside her bed, smiling cheerfully all the while, then stepped from the room.

Once the door was shut and the two ladies were alone, Lillia snorted and hissed. “He’s getting too big for his breeches, that Jovyn. To march out like that on me. Me. I’m a princess, the Lady of House Daecar. He’s just some boy from a lesser house. He’d be a nobody if it wasn’t for me.”

Amara did not like to hear her niece talk like this. It was as unbecoming as it was baseless and she was quick to tell the girl so. “Jovyn is not a nobody, Lillia Daecar,” she said in tones of strong disapproval. “He is your brother’s squire and very soon to be one of the youngest Varin Knights ever anointed to the order. That is a splendid achievement and one that has nothing to do with any association with you.”

Lillia’s eyes changed at that, narrowing at the reveal. “Jovy’s to be made a…”

“Varin Knight, yes. I spoke with your father about it only yesterday.”

“But…that means…” Her frown was tightening as the realisation dawned. “He’ll…he’ll be going to war, then? If he’s a knight…”

“He was always going to go to war, Lillia. Jovyn is young, highly skilled, increasingly experienced, and courageous. Your father needs every sword that can be mustered, and one so fine as Jovyn is not to be left behind.”

Lillia’s head dropped suddenly, and she lurched forward onto the bed. Her whole body slumped as she sat there, staring at her toes. “I…I don’t want him to go,” she said. “I thought…I thought he might stay here with us. We need men to protect the city, in case something happens. And there are lots of mean people here still, Auntie. Dangerous people. We still need guards when they’re gone.”

“And we’ll have them. I have discussed this with Daryl, and he’s told me he’ll stay, along with some of the other men. Not every knight cares to festoon himself in glory, Lillia, and we can be thankful Sir Daryl Blunt is one such man.” She was delighted, in fact. Daryl Blunt was quick to laugh and had always made for merry company. He would be a balm for them all on those mournful days when they fretted about the war and the fate of the men they loved.

Lillia drew in a deep breath and let it out in a heavy sigh. “But not Jovy. You’re to say glory is more important to him than, ” and she sniffed, “than me.”

“No. I don’t mean that at all. Jovyn is not driven by glory, but by duty. All his life, he has trained for this, Lillia, to fight for his king and his kingdom, to fight for his people. There are thousands of men, tens of thousands of them, torn between their desire to protect their loved ones and their duty to march to war. That is the path they walk, these men. That is the fight they all must face. A different sort of battle, do you understand? A battle inside them, before the real fighting begins. Jovyn has spoken to me before about returning to Elyon’s side. If that is still possible, perhaps it will be so, but barring that, he will serve under your father. He will serve as a Varin Knight.”

Lillia’s eyes were turned away from her, but Amara could guess what was going through her head. She wants to go with him. A part of her still wants to ride to war. ‘Training’, Jovyn had said, and the way he said it was meant to cut at her a bit. Because Lillia hadn’t trained since Amara’s fall, a fall that Lillia blamed herself for with all her talk of going to war. No more training. No more talk of sneaking away with the army or hiding in a cart or wagon or down in the bowels of some ship. She had promised now to stay with Amara, supporting her through the term of her pregnancy, but this was putting strain on that promise, Amara had no doubt.

“Lillia,” she said.

The girl’s head was still turned away.

“Lillia, look at me.”

Miserably, she did so. Tears were brimming in her eyes.

“My darling, Jovyn will come home to you,” Amara told her softly. “I promise he’ll come home, Lillia.”

“But, what if…”

“He’ll come home. As your father and brother will. They will all come home. There’s no sense in thinking otherwise.” She reached out a hand. “Come here, sweetheart.” Lillia hesitated a moment, but only a moment. Sniffing, she shuffled over and Amara took her into her arms, and the tears came freely then, sliding down the soft skin of her cheeks. Oh, how familiar it was. It had been much the same when her mother Kessia died, and when Aleron died, and there had been occasions as well when Elyon or Amron were away at war when Lillia would come to her as well seeking comfort and reassurance. For all her strength and defiance, for all her fierceness and fire, Lillia could still break down into a thousand little pieces with Amara, and only Amara, who had always been there to put her back together again. So she stroked her hair and kissed her forehead and told her everything would be all right. And only when the door knocked did Lillia pull right back, stiffening and wiping her eyes and sniffing deep to clear her nose.

Amara did not answer at once, not until Lillia was ready. She waited, waited, as the door knocked again, made certain the girl was prepared to receive guests, then said, “Come in,” and the door swung inward.

Sir Daryl Blunt entered. “The king, my lady.” He stepped aside for Amron to enter, then departed, shutting the door.

Amron was unarmoured, garbed in fine leather and warm fur and that cloak of his warmongering namesake that he liked to wear. Quite why he persisted in doing so when Amron the Bold was so divisive a king was lost on Amara Daecar. Perhaps I’ll have a new one made for him. Something a little more befitting his character. The king’s cheeks looked a little stung by the cold above the black-grey bristles of his beard, and there was a light in his eyes, something excited. He scanned his good-sister and his daughter, and despite her best efforts, Lillia’s red eyes were immediately apparent to him and declared that she’d been weeping. “What happened?” he asked, at once, suddenly concerned. “Is something wrong? Is…is it the child?”

Alya, Amara thought. The name that Vesryn had come up with in her dreams. Alya Daecar, a little bit of Aleron and Elyon and Lillia, Alya who was already proving strong. She curled a hand beneath her bump and shook her head. “The child is fine, Amron. Just fine.”

He breathed out in relief. “Then what? What is it?”

Amara glanced at Lillia and swiftly conjured the magic lie. “Oh, just lady trouble, Amron. Nothing you’d be interested in.”

“Right. I…I see.” Amron, as with almost all men, would not push any further on that mysterious subject. He looked at Lillia and smiled awkwardly. “Did you enjoy the show earlier, sweetheart?”

“Very much, Father. I was very proud of you for beating those knights.”

“Lillia has been reenacting your performance for me, Amron. You know, I almost felt like I was there, such was the accuracy of her portrayal.”

Lillia snorted, some of her vitality restored. A little snot came out and she hastily wiped her nose. “I did my best with what I had. Those other actors, though…useless. I had to direct them and act the leading role all at once.” She stood from the bed, straightening herself out. “Amara says you’re making Jovy a Varin Knight, Father. Are you sure he’s old enough? He’s younger than Aleron and Elyon were when they were given their spurs.”

“He’s about the same age,” Amron corrected. “And more than deserving, after all he’s done.” If Amara feared he might chastise her for revealing that news, he didn’t. In fact, he went one better. “You know, I was planning on giving Jovyn his cloak in the coming days, but perhaps you’d like to tell him yourself, Lillia? I’m sure he’d be very happy to hear it from you.”

“I’m not so sure about that right now,” she huffed. “We…had a fight. He’s mad at me for saying I’m going to marry Robbert Lukar. Which is stupid. Because Robbert’s probably dead anyway, so…”

Amara did not miss the subtle change in Amron’s eyes. He has news, she thought. From Connor, maybe, or Torus Stoutman. News from the east. She was eager to hear of it and thought it best to do so in private, without Lillia in the room.

“Lillia, your father has given you a great honour. You should never look a gift horse in the mouth, you know. Have you ever heard that saying?”

“Yes, but it always sounded stupid so I don’t care for it.” Lillia lifted her chin and went to her tiptoes, pecking her father on the cheek. “Thank you, Father. I will be sure not to inspect Jovyn’s teeth when I bring him the news.” She swung a grin at Amara and sauntered breezily from the room.

Amara had to laugh. The girl could be too clever for her own good sometimes. “She was very excited by your contest, Amron,” she said once the princess was gone. “I’m delighted it went so well. And after all your brooding doubts.”

It had all been her idea, after all. There was far too much talk going about that Amron Daecar’s prowess was on the wane and would tumble precipitously now that he’d given up the Frostblade. Amara knew otherwise. She knew the man inside and out, and with Vallath’s Ruin restored to his grip, he would remain a fearsome prospect for any foe who might dare to stand before him.

“I suspect Lillia overplayed my performance a little.”

“Oh, one might think. But seeing as Daryl and Jovyn and Talmer and Ryger all agreed unanimously on your brilliance, I think otherwise.” She smiled. “Now come, sit with me, and tell me your news.”

“News?”

“Yes, the news you’ve just heard from abroad. At the very least, you know something about Robbert Lukar. And more, I would hope. So come, out with it.”

Amron smiled as he approached, bent down to give Amara a kiss on the cheek, and then sat in a chair beside her bed. “Nothing gets past you, does it? Yes, there’s news of Robbert Lukar, but I’ll ask something of you first.”

“Me?”

“Why did you not consult me before sending Artibus to work with Black Merryl? All these plans and plots and schemes you hatch, Amara. Sometimes I despair, I truly do.”

“I’m good at them,” she said, quite plainly. “Yes, sometimes there is collateral damage, but in the end it’s all for a greater cause.” She thought primarily of her plot to steal the Windblade, which had, at least in a roundabout way, led to the death of Cousin Rylian and the brutal destruction of the Flame Manes (Carly excepted) and her own imprisonment and digital mutilation. Of course, she regretted some of the things that had happened, but her efforts had always led somewhere in the end. By now, even her guilt over Rylian had been vindicated by all the Windblade-based wonders Elyon had performed. “I am a woman, Amron,” she said, “untrained and quite unheralded as a warrior. I am not Marian Payne or Carly or this famous Saska I so long to meet. But I have weapons of my own to wield, and I am more than willing to wield them if I see merit in doing so, which I do. Now, I take it Artibus gave you the tonic he and Merryl made?”

The king nodded.

“Will you take it this evening? It is intended as a sleeping tonic, I understand?”

He seemed to be struggling to get the words out, but nodded again and said, “I’ll take it.”

“Then you’re growing. I’m so very proud of you for expanding your horizons, Amron, and not bowing to the baying mob. Which I think is grossly overstated, but there you go. You have far too much support already to worry what anyone thinks of you.”

“So you say.”

“So we all say. You seem to be the only one left who has any reservations.”

“Reservations I must have, as king. It is my duty to keep everyone in line, Amara. I’m sure that was one of the oaths I swore during my coronation.”

“I imagine it probably was. There were so many of them, after all.” Those oaths covered a great deal of ground, and some of them were rather contradictory, Amara thought, depending upon how one chose to interpret them. “But you will take the tonic tonight? Will you swear an oath on that as well?”

“Are my words not good enough for you? I have said I’ll take it, and I will.”

She smiled to mollify him because, as ever, the topic made him grumpy. Any discussion on his injuries and frailties tended to be fraught and strained and generally quite bitter for the man to confront. Amara decided to move things along. “So, tell me. How is Connor? Or was it Torus who paid you a visit?”

“Neither, actually. Ulrik Marak came himself.”

“Lord Marak? Truly?”

“Truly. I just spoke with him outside the eastern walls. He shared a trove of tidings with me, Amara. Much of it promising, though the rest…” His face wrinkled in doubt.

“Well do say, Amron. Do say.” Her fingers reached out and clutched at his forearm. “Give me the juiciest cut right away. I don’t care to be held in suspense.”

He smiled, easing up again. “I would not dare in your present condition. If it is a tasty morsel you want, how about this…” And he paused for effect. “The Heart has been remade.”

The words registered with her quickly enough, but she gave little reaction to their unveiling. Perhaps it would come to her later in a delayed effect, but she didn’t think so. They’d all worked toward this end for so long, and it was bound to happen eventually. But the detail…oh, the detail—that was the juiciest bit right there. “I’m glad your selfless sacrifice paid off,” she said. “Tell me how it happened.”

And he did, regaling her at least as much as he’d heard from Lord Ulrik Marak, who was hardly the most loquacious of men. It seemed Marak had the tale from Lady Adelle Kazaan and Connor Crawfield, who themselves had spoken with Lythian Lindar above the ruin of Ilithor. Lythian, oh that sweet darling of a man! Amara had always been very fond of the knight, and it seemed his efforts to track down Brontus Oloran and retrieve the Sword of Varinar had been successful. How, well, Amron didn’t know. And the rest of the detail was also lacking. As does happen when a tale passes along a line of tongues, the tale was truncated and missing key ingredients, and that made the meal less satisfying. Amron knew only that Emeric Manfrey and Jonik had brought the Mistblade and the Nightblade up through Tukor, that Sir Ralston Whaleheart and some others were with them, and that…and here was some of the less promising news he had suggested at…Saska Varin had been taken by the enemy.

When she heard that, Amara let out a little sigh of distress and silently cursed the gods their cruelty. “So the weapon is made, but the bearer is gone? Gods, why?” she groaned. “Why must they give with one hand and take with the other?”

“Because they’re gods, Amara,” Amron said plainly. “It’s what they do. That’s the game they play.”

She nodded grimly, considering what she’d heard. Saska, taken. That was ill news, damaging and perhaps even fatal to their cause, but balanced somewhat by these reports of the Dread, these early tidings telling of his death. Could it be true? Could that apocalyptic force have been defeated?

She thought back to Blackfrost, to the day that they had confirmation that the boar titan Brannatar had arisen. She had hoped then that he might help them defeat the Dread, a hope crushed by what Amron had seen. Brannatar had been brutally slain. Amron had seen his colossal carcass sprawled across the Greenwood, seen the gashes and rents in his godly flesh, seen the thick blood pooling lake-size beneath his body. She had feared the worst, then. Feared that the last living creature capable of matching Drulgar in scale and power was gone, dead, destroyed.

But now this. Now Brexatron. No one could have expected that nightmare to have awoken, that ancient black bat that was older than all the rest. An aberration he was, an early attempt by Agarath at making what would become his dragons. Cast out into the cold he had dwelt in hate and fury and from that hate had been born his brood. It was thought Drulgar had killed him millennia ago, but no, that did not seem to be the case. And it was Amron’s son, the bastard boy Jonik, who had awakened him in the deep.

Amara was shaking her head. Fronn, Orthrand, Brannatar, she thought, wolf and bear and boar. These were the titans of Vandar’s making, the creatures conjured from his might to confront Drulgar long ago. If anyone was to defeat the dragon it was meant to be one of them, but this…Brexatron, of all creatures? To have that terror become their saviour, that nightmare turn into a dream…

“We have to act,” she found herself saying, the words snapping from her lips. “Now, while we have the chance.” She looked into Amron’s eyes and knew his thoughts were the same. There was an urgency in them, a fervid glean. Her heart was thumping to think of the Dread lying dead, and she sensed the same thunder in the breast of the king. “How are preparations going, Amron? The Olorans, are they…”

“Coming, yes,” he told her. “The latest reports say that young Lord Brabant has taken command of the Oloran banners and is leading them south around Lake Eshina. He was always very friendly with Killian, was Brabant. Now that Lord Penrith is dead, he’ll see Killian’s commands carried out.”

Good, Amara thought. Yes, very good. Lord Penrith Oloran had become a dying hermit in his castle until recently, when the mob broke in and tore him apart to get at his stocks of food. That Wyliam Brabant had taken command now was excellent news indeed. “What of Sir Geofrey?” Amara asked. “Is he having any success with the Taynars?”

Amron had sent Sir Geofrey Bannard out along with two thousand Amadars and another thousand Strands to bring all the Taynar deserters back under the banners of the crown. There were thousands of them, as many as ten thousand perhaps fled from Varinar and King’s Point, and the king meant to give pardons to them all.

“Reports are thin on the ground on that,” he told her. “But I expect many, even most, will return. The Ironmoors are frozen solid, Amara. Only when we rid the world of the blight of Eldur will the weather stabilise, Artibus says. But until that time, it is only likely to get worse, and any deserter who tries to evade detection and scratch a living on those moors will surely die, along with the family he is trying to save.”

A grim prognosis, but an accurate one. No doubt more smallfolk would flock to the city for shelter, and if that was to be the case, the sooner Amron’s armies moved on, the better, or everyone would starve. If it wasn’t for the Orca Lord and his fine flock of fishermen, that struggle would have been greatly more acute, but handsome devil that he was, the tall lordly tribal chief had fed the city and fed it well. That thought brought Amara to another. “Have you given further thought to Sir Ryger’s suggestion, Amron? To use the Orca Lord’s longboats when crossing the Red Sea.”

“I have. Work has begun on it already, down in the river docks.”

“Oh?” Amara was not aware.

The king nodded. “We need all the boats we can get our hands on. Longships from the Orca Lord, yes, but our own as well. Admiral Fairside is gathering every ship and boat that floats down at King’s Point, and Botley Harrow is doing the same at Crosswater. Small, big, swift, slow, cogs and galleys and galleons and galleases, merchant vessels and fishing skiffs and the Orca Lord’s longboats…even damned rowboats, Amara, we’ll take any one we can get. We have near enough a hundred thousand fighting men in this city now and more are on the way. Many will walk and ride to the south, but we’ll use ships for legions more.”

“So they’re to sail upriver to fetch us?”

“Yes, they’ll sail, and row, and drift and paddle and get here however they can. The rains to the south are still coming fiercely, and the Steelrun has long since broken its banks. In places, it’s barely a river at all now, but one great waterlogged lake with a deeper watercourse running through it. As soon as the first boats arrive, I plan to start sending men down to Crosswater with provisions. Stocks of food and fodder, plenty of salted fish, horses…”

“We’re eating horses now? I know we lost the last harvest, Amron, but I didn’t realise we were quite there yet.”

He smiled. “Amusing. No, I’m talking of riding them, not eating them. I’ve put word out to gather every horse we can find, from champion stallions to old done nags. I may even ask for you to give up Glitter, Amara.”

“No,” she said, at once. “I couldn’t.”

“She will go to a worthy knight, I promise.”

Amara hated the thought of her sweet spotted palfrey riding into battle. Glitter was a good strong mare and a Bladeborn bearer, too, but far from the likes of Wolfsbane, who was, quite frankly, a snorting menace on the battlefield and seemed to like nothing better than kicking men to death. Amara decided to move things along and hope that her good-brother forgot. “So, you plan to send men south right away?”

“Yes, right away. The first vessels should arrive by tomorrow. I’ll have them loaded and shipped at once, with others marching the river road.”

“And you? Are you to leave with them, Amron? Or will you stay till the bitter end, like a noble sea captain going down with his ship?”

Those words seemed to strike a chord with him. Go down with his ship. A small change came upon his face, a change Amara didn’t like. “That is to be decided,” he said, in a sombre tone. “We will move out in stages, begin to gather our forces at Crosswater and the coast to be ready for when the seas allow for a crossing. There is reliable intelligence that Eldur is gathering his armies at the Ashmount, Amara. And the Bane…I haven’t told you yet. Dragon’s Bane has been retaken.”

“What? Retaken? Since when?”

“Since two days ago. Torus flew there and reported back to Lord Marak that the Agarathi had abandoned the fortress when they learned of the Dread. Some are taking that as further confirmation of his passing, though Rikkard remains uncertain. I should like to go there myself and assess matters, but…”

“But what? We have winged allies now. Let Marak fly you there atop Garlath the Grand. And what a sight you two would make.”

“Garlath,” he said. “The dragon that slew my father?”

“Well…” She had half forgotten that. “That’s so long in the past now, Amron. But, yes, perhaps another dragon could do it. Lendrathor, for instance. Once he’s done ferrying Elyon about, perhaps he could…”

“As it happens, Marak did offer me a flight,” Amron came in abruptly. “He plans to fly to Ilithor on the morrow. He asked me if I would go with him.”

“And you denied him?” she said, already knowing that was the case. “Why?”

“Because there is much to do here, as we’re discussing. He mentioned a council. Well, if they come to any important judgments, then that information can be relayed to me later. He made mention of the Heart Remade as well. Did I not want to see it? Well of course I do. Try to lift it? No.” And his head went side to side. “No,” he repeated. “That is not for me to concern myself with. Apparently, Lythian and Elyon have already made that attempt and failed, so why would I be any different?”

“Because you’re…”

“No. Don’t say the name, Amara.”

“You,” she said. “You’re you, Amron. That’s all I was going to say.”

“I am aware of who I am. And aware of who I am not. Only Saska can lift that blade. I must think more practically. Of the resources at my disposal, the usable resources and right now, the Heart Remade is not one of them. Not until Saska returns.”

“And you think she will?”

“She will.”

“Very confident, Amron. You’re not always so bullish about these things.”

“She will return,” he repeated, in a way that suggested he knew it, though he chose not to elaborate if that was the case. “You asked of Robbert Lukar earlier,” he said. “Well, it seems he has come back from the south at last. He emerged from the Marshlands with a pitiful few men and has retaken command of the Tukorans. They are calling him king now. The King of the Dawn. A fine name, don’t you think? Very stirring. And that’s just the sort of thing we need right now. Heroes. Great men coming back from the dead. And heirs as well. Yes, Saska will return.”

She smiled at those words. Great men, she thought, and you are the greatest of them all. For all the greatlords and kings out there, the heroes and heirs, the princes and champions fighting to win this war, no one mattered so much as Amron Daecar. To Amara, everything hinged on him. And she still believed, with impassioned conviction, that without him they were doomed.

“Well, I think you’re a fool, Amron Daecar, but since when has that not been the case?” She smiled at him. “Not about Saska. I’m talking about this council. I think you should go.”

“I’m not going, Amara,” he said. “Lord Marak has already returned to his camp.”

“Unhappily, no doubt. Not idly does the dragonlord offer up these gifts of flight.”

“Ulrik Marak is never happy,” he said.

“Oh, much like someone else I know.” Her grin turned playful, then vanished entirely as she saw the shift in Amron’s eyes, saw the rise of the top lip, the teeth-bared grimace, heard the low grunt drive out through his mouth. He reached, suddenly, to press strong fingers into the meat of his shoulder as a fierce spasm of pain assaulted him.

Amara lurched quickly into action, slipping from the bed and bustling over to the sideboard. Her head swam from the motion and she heard Amron call out, “Amara, no…you shouldn’t get up,” in a ragged, pain-addled voice.

“I’m fine. Don’t fuss over me.” Being bedridden didn’t suit her. Yes, she had fractured her skull, and yes, she still felt nauseous and lightheaded, often dizzy, but still, it didn’t suit her. She reached the sideboard and steadied herself. An assortment of tonics and little potions rested on the counter, all pre-prepared by Artibus to help control her symptoms, of her fracture and pregnancy both, and Amara had been sure to ask the old physician to leave her some of Amron’s tonics as well in case he should be struck down by an episode during a visit. She plucked up an appropriate vial and came steadily around to his seat, nightgown fluttering in her wake. “Drink this,” she said, reaching out.

He looked at it. There was something that looked like despair in his eyes. “I can’t,” he managed. “No, not so soon.”

“So soon?”

He was still grimacing, digging fingers into the shoulder where it met the thick muscle of his chest. His breathing had grown brisk from the pain and his forehead was paling, beading with sweat.

“Amron. When did you last drink a tonic?”

He didn’t answer.

“Amron? How soon?”

“A…while ago. Just…just before I met Marak.”

Amara frowned. That can’t have been very long ago at all, only an hour or two at most. There’s a demon inside him, she thought. An embodiment of agony intent to break him. No, she would not have it. Absolutely not.

The door knocked suddenly. Without waiting for an invite, Rogen Strand entered. He absorbed the scene in his usual way, without any emotional reaction at all. “My lord,” he said. “Lord Strand is wondering when you’ll join him and the others. They’ve been waiting in the council chambers for a while.”

Lord Strand. Amara wondered if Rogen would ever call the man ‘father’. “Tell him to keep waiting,” she said, almost snapping the words out. She was quite angry that the man had entered like that. “And next time, don’t just barge in here, Rogen. What if I hadn’t been decent?”

“With the king present? Why wouldn’t you…”

She didn’t have a good answer for that. “Just wait next time. The king is unwell.”

“The king is fine.” Amron stood from his seat. The worst of the pain seemed to have passed, though not all of it. He rolled his shoulder, stretched his arm, and took a firm grip of Vallath’s Ruin. Ever did it help to restore him. “I’ll return later, Amara. Try to get some rest.” His face was cast grim, but he smiled all the same as he kissed her on the cheek. “Rogen, lead on.” Together, they left the room.

Amara flopped down onto the bed, placed the tonic aside on the bedside table and drew her legs back beneath the covers. She made a sound of disgust. This sickbed was, ironically, starting to make her sick, and Artibus and everyone else kept telling her to rest. She hated rest and always had. Hated being in bed unless Vesryn had been with her. But, of course, she wasn’t going to take any risks. A fractured skull and her present and still slightly precarious ‘condition’ dictated that she use her sense.

But, thankfully, she had her Knights Assorted to do her bidding, and so she called upon Sir Talmer Hedgeside. The gruff old Riverlander stepped into the room. “My lady. Anything you need?”

“A favour, Talmer. And your discretion. Shut the door,” she said.

He did so and faced her curiously. “Sounds awfully mysterious, Amara. What’s this about?”

“The king.” Wasn’t it always? “I need you to go to the tribal camp this evening. Go to Black Merryl’s pavilion and ask her to give you a sample of her pain potion; a single dose should do. I do not want you to be seen, Talmer. This is to be kept strictly between you and me.”

He frowned at that. “And Artibus? Oughtn’t he be included?”

“No,” she said firmly. “I do not want Artibus involved tonight.”

Artibus was too faithful, unfortunately, too good-natured to ever deceive the king, but Amara did not have that failing. She knew already that the old physician would be upfront and honest about the sleeping tonic he’d made with Merryl, and she knew as well that he would never give Amron a pain decoction unless he knew exactly what was in it and how it had been made. Well, Amara wasn’t so constrained. Tomorrow, she would disguise Merryl’s tonic as one of Artibus’s and observe Amron for its effects. If the tonic worked as hoped, and he went pain-free throughout the day, well, he’d probably smell a rat, but by then, it wouldn’t matter. I only need to open his stubborn old eyes, that’s all. As soon as he’s realised how well the tonic worked, he’ll be begging at Merryl’s door for more.

And if I must trick him to achieve that end, so be it. It would hardly be anything new.

She looked back at Sir Talmer Hedgeside. “Wait for midnight, then go. If you leave through the rear of the keep and take the boardwalk west along the lake you’ll find a gate there, seldom used, that’ll take you through the walls. Once you’re in the camp, make your way to Merryl’s tent and ask to see her alone. Tell her I sent you and you’ll be fine.”

“Aye,” the grizzled old knight said. “I know my way around that camp well enough by now.” He scratched at his beard, not especially liking it, but loyalty to her would demand submission. “Midnight, then. And you’ll be awake when I get back?”

“Best wait for morning, Talmer,” she said with a wry grin. “I must get my rest after all.”
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His teeth rang out as they chattered. They clashed so hard it felt like they might crack.

“Here, m’lord. Some warm tea.”

Elyon, shoulders tight and heaped in furs, reached out his frozen claws to clasp the warm steaming cup. He brought the rim to his lips and sipped, the liquid crawling down through throat and chest with hot spreading fingers of relief. He sighed deeply. Before him, the hearth fire was crackling and rising as men threw on log after log. Pagaloth sat beside him, similarly wrapped in furs and shivering violently. But they’d made it, at last. Through mist and murderous squalls of wind, through the killing cold, they’d made it.

There were noises behind them, the swift strike of boots on stone as more men entered the small hall. Elyon was so cold he could barely even turn his head. Icicles hung down from his beard and brows, and little flecks were still in his lashes. Stiffly, he twisted his neck a little to the left, feeling all of ninety years old. King Sevrin was approaching, with Prince Devrin right beside him, and there too was Walter Selleck, the luckiest man in the world.

“Well at last he returns,” King Sevrin called out as he strode smoothly through the hall. “Rejoice, gentlemen, we have our salvation! Elyon Daecar has come!”

The murmurs rang hollow in the hall. There was a tone of playful mockery in Sevrin’s voice. Clearly, they’d been expecting his return a lot sooner, and fair enough, but bugger that as well. Elyon would get to the reasons for his absence soon enough and make them all understand, but right now, he was just trying to stop from shivering.

The king came around to stand beside him, observing him through those keen discerning eyes and down the slope of his murine nose. Rude though it was for Elyon not to rise, he couldn’t summon the energy, and he could barely speak either.

“You look rather cold there, young prince. Have you come a long way?”

“Il…Ilithor,” he managed to get out. “We…can’t stay long, King Sevrin. Lendrathor…our dragon…he…”

“You came here on a dragon?”

More murmurs hummed and buzzed from the men. A little more animated, these ones.

Elyon’s nod was a bare extension of his shiver. “Yes. He’s outside. If…if his fires go out…”

“He’ll die,” King Sevrin said sombrely. “Oh yes, I’ve heard that about dragons, and a poor reward for the steed who conveyed you here.” He pondered a moment. “Could he fit inside the entrance hall where we keep the horses? If so, I’ll have the men lead the mounts further inside to make room.”

It was a kind offer, though impossible. Lendrathor was too big a dragon to get through the doors, even if the hall itself could accommodate him. Those doors were wide enough to permit men and horses to enter, even a wagon, but not a dragon of Lendrathor’s size. “He’s too big,” Elyon said, clinging to his steaming cup for dear life. “But…the braziers outside the doors. Maybe…If you could light them, maybe…”

“If you think it will help, then I’ll see it done.” Sevrin raised a finger and turned his head. “Geffray. Be a good man and get the beacon braziers firing as Elyon asks.”

Elyon knew this man Geffray from his last visit here. “M’lord? But the firewood…”

“This is not a discussion, Geffray. Do as I say now and do it quickly. And mind the dragon. If he’s anything like the rest of his kind, I’m sure he bites.” He smiled and looked over at Pagaloth. “Perhaps you’d be so good as to help keep him calm, this great winged steed of yours? I would hate for any of my men to become a meal.”

“Lendrathor is not a man-eater, my lord,” Pagaloth said, politely. He seemed to be warming up more quickly than Elyon was. Damn him and his fiery blood.

“Not yet. But I know what the cold does to dragons. Food keeps the fires burning when all else fails, and I’d rather not take that chance. I’d feel more comfortable if you supervised. You can return here at once when you’re done.”

“I…of course, my lord.” Pagaloth stood on shaking legs, ever reliable when it came to his duty.

“Geffray, take him,” Sevrin said. “You three…” he pointed out several other men. “Go as well. I want those fires roaring hot for our leathern friend.”

They all moved off, hardly happy about it, and Sevrin came around to take Pagaloth’s seat. His face had thinned out further since Elyon was last here, and so too Devrin’s and Walter’s. They made a pale, quite ragged bunch, and there was a stink of hunger in the air. “Unless this Lendrathor can bear several dozen men on his back, I’m starting to think you’re not our relief, Elyon Daecar,” the king said. “You have come to share tidings, then?”

“I’ve come to find out about the Eye,” Elyon told him. “Have you…have you seen anything, my lord? A girl?” he blurted, eager to get to it at once. “Saska. Do you know where she…”

“Oh Elyon, if only you knew of our struggles here.” A smile warmed the ferrety face of the king. “It’s a good thing you came today, you know. If it had been tomorrow, you’d have found us gone.”

“Gone? You’re…”

“Heading back to Thalan, yes. We are too low on food, fodder, and firewood to stay here any longer. And besides, our mission is complete. It took a while, but we got there in the end.” He glanced at his son and Walter Selleck. “Once we put our heads together, the pieces started to fall into place. Two heads are better than one, isn’t that right, Walter?”

“I’d say so,” Walter said with a grin. “And your uncle Godrin thought so too.”

“Yes, indeed,” Sevrin agreed, chuckling, and Elyon had no idea what they were talking about. The king identified his confusion and said, “We had a helping hand, Elyon. A fortunate find on Walter’s behalf, and proof of his powers at last. We had been wondering up until that point whether this fabled luck of his had any merit. Well, it would seem it does. And he has helped us open the door.” He smiled a fond and crinkly smile. “But this is better discussed at the top of the tower, I think. Are you warm enough to walk?”

He wasn’t, but he couldn’t wait either. “I’ll manage.” He stood, discarding himself of the blankets as Pagaloth had done, and stiffly followed the king and the others through the hall.

Walter came in beside him as they went. He sidled up close and said in a quiet voice, “Been busy out there then, princeling? Must have been to take so long.”

Elyon didn’t have the energy to explain it all right now. “I came as soon as I could.”

“Well, I’ll bet. I’ll have to hear about it all later and take down some notes for my book. Gods, I’ve been missing it all! Can’t tell you how frustrating it’s been ghosting about this old tower while the world struggles on without me.”

“My heart bleeds for you, Walter.”

“And so it should! No doubt you’ve been roaring about the skies doing all your fancy heroics and having those fine adventures of yours, but me? Come on, princeling, you know how I thrive on inclusion and by the gods do I hate to miss out. Got too many blank pages in my book that need filling. One day, the world will thank me for my efforts. Even you, lad.”

“So long as you promise to paint me in a good light.”

Walter’s head snapped back in laughter. “Is there any other for the likes of you? Stars don’t shine so bright, princeling. How’s your father, by the way? He ever mention how much he misses me?”

“I haven’t seen him much.”

“No?”

“No.” Elyon was struggling to even remember what had happened since he’d last been here. A lot, he thought. He knew that much. The morning he left was the morning he’d had that note from the First Elder, telling him to fly off and find Saska. By Varin, that was a long hard flight. And then the kraken, he recalled, smiling wryly. Oh, Walter’s going to love that tale…

His thoughts moved along as they went, climbing past the bedchambers and library and the king’s living quarters until they reached the spiral stair that led the way to the top of the tower. It was gloomy here, and none of the fires were lit; even the torches sat dourly on the walls. The king led the way up, bearing one in his grasp, and their shadows pursued them creepily across the stone.

At the top of the stair was the holy rotunda. Here, the window-shaped pupil gazed out upon the frozen sea and the blue walls were painted in veins of gold. The rotunda was, Elyon had come to see, like a giant version of the Eye of Rasalan itself, or the top half of it, anyway, shaped as a half moon as it was. To one side, a table and chair had been set up near the right wall and Elyon guessed that was where Walter sat. There were quill pens, ink pots, books stacked upon the table. It was all a bit scruffy, a hallmark of Walter Selleck to be sure.

Elyon looked to the heart of the room, and a frown settled over his eyes. Oddly, there were two stools positioned before the tessellated podium upon which the Eye of Rasalan rested. Two heads are better than one, he thought. Had Sevrin and Devrin been taking turns to look into the Eye? One for father and one for son?

He was about to pose the question when he looked at the Eye itself. And when he did so, he sucked a breath. “Gods,” he said, in a harsh whisper. “What…what happened?”

The ancient Eye of Rasalan, projector of prophecies and visions, the window through which so many kings and queens had peered and seen glimpses of things to come…was broken. No light now shone from it. No glow of gold and blue. The veins that once spread across the orb were now replaced by cracks, and down the centre, from bottom to top, ran a great rift as jagged as a bolt of lightning, splitting the Eye in two.

Elyon looked at Sevrin, at Devrin, at Walter. “What happened?” he asked again. “Did someone knock it off the podium, or…”

Sevrin chuckled at the suggestion. “Oh, we may be a clumsy lot around here, but no, that isn’t it. The Eye is closed, Elyon. That is the best way of putting it. Great Rasalan has seen enough and turned his gaze away for good.”

Elyon looked at him, aghast. “Closed? Since when? I thought you’d be more…”

“Upset? Oh no, to the contrary. This is not something to mourn over, Elyon Daecar. Great Rasalan has at last completed his work, and for that we must rejoice.”

Completed his work, Elyon thought, reflecting on those words. Like Tukor, with his Hammer…

“When did it happen?” he asked abruptly. He had a feeling he knew. “Was it three nights ago?”

“Three nights ago, just that.” Sevrin peered at him in an amused way. “Now tell me, Elyon, how did you know?”

“The Hammer of Tukor broke three nights ago,” he said. “They are brothers, Sevrin. Tukor and Rasalan. So…”

“So you think the bond of that brotherhood compelled them to withdraw from us their godly presence on that very same fateful night?” Sevrin smiled and stroked at his chin beard. “A fine notion. There is pretty poetry in there, I say.”

Elyon nodded. “Was anyone here when it happened?”

“Oh yes. We were all here. The Eye was showing us the last of what Great Rasalan wished us to see, and then…it cracked. The sound it made woke half the men. There was a great finality to that sound, Elyon. I suppose it was the same with the Hammer of Tukor?”

“I, er…I wasn’t there to hear it. I was unconscious at the time.” The thought rang bitter in his head. That bloody Jonik was there, and I wasn’t…

“And it broke in the final forging, I take it?” Sevrin asked him. He smiled at the look in Elyon’s eyes. “Well, there must be a reason you didn’t fly here with the Windblade, Elyon. So? Do I have that right?”

There was something in Sevrin’s playful little smile…something that said he already knew. “You’ve seen it,” Elyon said. “The Heart Remade. You saw it in the Eye.” He paused, looking around at them for signs that it was true.

“Yes, we have seen it.”

“Where! When!” Elyon Daecar almost shouted.

“And how and who and why?” Sevrin added with a chuckle. “Do calm yourself, Elyon. My frail old heart cannot take this excitement.”

Elyon could not calm himself. He took a swift pace toward the old king, towering over the spindly little figure. “Tell me, Sevrin. Did you see Saska bearing it? I need to know, now.”

“We don’t know,” Devrin answered for his father, and Elyon swung around to face him. “We saw a blade of many colours cutting open a fiery sky, Elyon. That blade must be the Heart Remade, but the bearer…”

“Is her,” Elyon said firmly. “It must be her.” And his lips twisted into a sudden smile as he thought of her, Saska, soaring the skies with the blade in her grasp at this indeterminate time and place. “Is that all you saw? The blade flying through the sky…”

“Fiery sky, Elyon,” said Sevrin. “And cutting. Not flying. We must be accurate in these things.”

He gestured to Walter Selleck, who stirred into action slowly, shuffling over in his very Walter Selleck way to the table with the little stack of books. There were three that Elyon saw, a little pile of three. Walter scooped up the top one and opened it up, flipping through pages, eyes scanning.

“Ah. Here we are.” He cleared his throat and quoted: “‘A blade of many colours cutting open a fiery sky. A bearer blurred by light. Silver. Silver. Silver. Silvery gold. Silvery gold. Silver. Silver. Cobalt silver. Silvery gold…”

Elyon had to break in. “Just what on earth are you talking about, Walter?”

“I’m reading from my book.”

“Yes, I can see that. Why do you keep saying silver and silvery gold?”

“Because that’s what these two said.” He pointed at the king and his son. “Believe me, they mumbled a great deal of nonsense as well, but these were the words I heard in all that. Look here,” he said, gesturing Elyon closer. He turned the book to show him his work, and Elyon saw a good deal of scrawled, barely intelligible writing with some of the words circled and ringed. The writing was spread across both pages, with the name ‘Sevrin’ scribbled in bold at the top of the left page and the name ‘Devrin’ on the top of the right. “These circled words are the bits that make sense,” he said. “When you put them together, sometimes you get sentences.” He looked at the table. “See those two books there? Well, one is for the king and the other the prince from the separate sessions I had with them. Nonsense, most of it, though perhaps…well, might be there are some nuggets of gold in there, sort of words to fill the blanks in here…” he tapped at the book in his grasp… “but we’ll have to see about that. I’m still figuring it all out, and there’s a deal more work to be done. It’s all a puzzle, princeling, and I’m trying to put it together. This one’s complete. The one about the blade cutting the fiery sky. And now that you’re here, maybe you can help. All that silver and silvery gold these two mumbled. What do you think that means?”

Elyon had a strong inkling of what it meant. “Lythian and I speculated that the blade changes colour based on the power being used. So the silver would mean the Windblade is being used. I suppose that’s why they said silver so much.”

“And when it’s silvery gold, it’s the Windblade and the Sword of Varinar,” said Devrin, with custom excitement.

“Yes. That means the blade is cutting at something. This fiery sky. Which means…” Elyon paused to think. “Well, I don’t know. I’m not sure why anyone would cut at fire.”

“Fire could mean dragons,” said Devrin. “Or maybe Agarath. The fire of battle? It could be symbolic. These things often are.”

Elyon almost groaned to hear that. He hadn’t come here to ponder symbolism and try to divine meaning from metaphors. “Is there anything else in that vision?” he asked, peering at Walter’s work. For the life of him, he could barely understand it; the writing was utterly appalling. “Gods, you write like a toddler, Walter. How on earth do you even understand that?”

“Because I wrote it,” he said. “It’s easy when you write it.”

“And if something happens to you? How is anyone else to work it all out?”

“I don’t intend for anything to happen to me,” the man said belligerently. “And anyway, it’s not my fault. These two go into a sort of trance when they look into the Eye, and it’s almost the same with me. I just sit back and relax and let my fingers do the work. That’s why there’s a lot of nonsense here, and most of it doesn’t make any sense. I’m a vessel of light, Elyon Daecar, and like a good bright vessel, I’m happy enough to lie back and let the gods fill me.”

“Charming.”

“When am I not?” Walter grinned another of his many annoying grins. “Wasn’t so much like this before, when I worked with them separately. I was always listening for the words then, but now…well, I let my luck do the work instead. It’s quite the thing, actually. Almost like my hand has a mind of its own - not quite, but almost - and I’ll just sit there letting it scrawl out the words - most of it is just scribbles, true - and then suddenly bam! There’s a word that makes sense. And after, once these two finally quieten down, I’ll review it all and circle the words and try to make sense of it all. And then there are these underlined words too…”

“Yes, I was going to ask about those. What are they?”

“Ones I’m not quite sure about. Words that might mean one thing or another. Take this one,” he said, pointing at a word that was underlined, rather than circled. “It might be ‘hair’ or ‘air’ or ‘stair’ or something else like that. The way these two mumble it’s hard to know, and my hand doesn’t seem to know the difference either. So I underline it to figure out later. And oft as not they’re linked to other words. You see, the king will mumble one thing, and then the prince will mumble something else, and depending on the way they do it, the rhythm and the tone and such, I’ll know they’re linked together. So…this word hair, it’s linked to this one here.” He showed him another unintelligible underlined word. “Says flowing, I think. So, flowing hair.”

Elyon was looking at the words in question. The ‘flowing’ had been muttered by Sevrin and the ‘hair’ by Devrin, and between the two underlined words, Walter had drawn a line to link them. There were lots of lines, he saw now, running across the page. It really did look like a small child’s doodling book.

“Flowing hair,” Elyon repeated, thinking. This whole double-page spread appeared to be related to this vision of the Heart Remade. And flowing hair would make sense if it were Saska. Or maybe… “It could be blowing air, couldn’t it?” he offered. “Not flowing hair. That would make sense, too.”

Walter shrugged. “Suppose so. We’re talking about flight, after all, so sure, why not?”

Elyon considered it a little longer. He preferred flowing hair to blowing air, but really, what did it matter? The vision was enough to tell him that Saska would indeed return, and though he didn’t know where or when or how, that was good enough for him for now.

“Is there any way of knowing when this vision takes place?” he asked.

“No,” Walter answered. “Not with what they mumbled.”

“And you don’t remember them yourselves?” he asked the others.

“Snippets, sometimes,” Devrin said. “I had a dream about one and saw it pretty clearly, but it’s hard to remember it now. You know how dreams fade off pretty quickly. They’re rather like that.”

“But you’ve had more?” Elyon looked at the book and could tell that Walter had filled out a fair few pages. “Have you seen anything specific? Anything that can help us?”

Sevrin nodded in a sort of noncommittal way. “There are some that will be of use, I would hope. Walter is still working to decipher most of them, but I do believe Great Rasalan is helping to guide us.”

“And the final vision?” Elyon wanted to know. “The one when the Eye broke? Surely that one’s important if it was enough to cause it to shatter?”

Sevrin made a sound that Elyon didn’t like. “Ah, well, about that…” He paused and looked at Walter Selleck, who suddenly had the bearing of a child caught stealing cookies. “I said just now that the sound the Eye made when it cracked was enough to wake half the tower.”

“Yes…” Elyon was fearing the worst here.

“Well, unfortunately, Walter was one of them. He was sleeping in his chair at the time.”

Elyon let out a small disbelieving laugh. “Very amusing, my lord. You’re joking with me, of course.”

Walter shrugged defensively. “I was tired,” he said, in a little shamefaced voice. “And we’d been going for hours. What else was I supposed to do?”

“What else? What else were you to do? I don’t know, Walter, how about…not sleep!” Elyon was seeing that this was not, in fact, a joke. “By Varin, Walter! What if you missed something important? It was the Eye’s final vision, and you missed it!”

Walter poked about with his toe as though there was something very interesting on the floor. “Well…I didn’t miss all of it. I was awake at the start, so…”

“Oh wonderful. So we have part of a vision. Isn’t that just fantastic.”

“I wouldn’t be too hard on him, Elyon,” said the king in light admonishment. “My son and I were pulling him this way and that, and the poor man was quite exhausted. He was not to know it would be the final glimpse, nor any useful vision at all. And perhaps there is still some hope. Devrin spoke of his dreams, just now. In that we may have our answer.”

Elyon blew out a breath. This was just so very typical. There was always something, wasn’t there? Things could never just go smoothly. “Then we just wait and see, I suppose,” he said, begrudgingly. “And this magic, self-writing hand of yours, Walter? It fell asleep as well, did it?”

“Well, I might have overdone that a bit. I have to be conscious for it to work. You may look at me and see a god, Elyon Daecar, but I’m not.” And he put his hands together. “I remain but a humble servant.”

“A humble fool, more like,” Elyon snorted. “Some vessel of light you are, Walter. Where’s the luck in falling asleep at the critical moment? That sounds very unlucky to me.”

“The gods do work in mysterious ways, princeling. This isn’t any fault of mine.”

Elyon wanted to take the man by the scruff of the neck and shake the blithe attitude right out of him, but Sevrin’s voice denied him. “Elyon, might I have a private word with you?”

The king stepped away toward the pupil-shaped window and beckoned for Elyon to follow. He did so, giving Walter a withering look as he strode away. The sea was frozen solid outside, as it had been for a long while, and the air was thick with mist. It had taken Elyon and Pagaloth a long time to find the tower in these conditions. Twice they’d had to retreat back to Thalan when they became too cold and lost, and only on the third attempt, when the air momentarily cleared, did Elyon spot the holy tower spearing up from the top of the cliff. Third time lucky, he had thought then, sensing in that good fortune Walter’s influence.

But now he was just angry at him. Unfairly, perhaps, but the man’s damnably casual outlook on everything did tend to invite his ire.

“Have faith, Elyon,” the king told him calmly. “If there is value to be mined from this final glimpse, I’m sure Walter has the tools to find it. He has shown himself to be quite irreplaceable so far, and without him, and an old handwritten passage from my uncle Godrin hidden in the pages of an adventure book, we’d never have thought to peer into the pupil together. My son and I were very much at odds, in fact, before Walter pulled us from the slump. He will find a solution to this riddle. And my son, perhaps, will help him.”

Elyon nodded, anger fading off like an outgoing storm that rumbled away to the far horizon. “I hope so, my lord,” he said.

“And for this, they must go with you,” Sevrin went on. “Now, I trust Lendrathor can bear them both? Neither are particularly large or heavy, and they wear no armour like you do.”

There was no question about it. Lendrathor could bear them easily, and several others besides if he must. “It won’t be a problem. I will have to restrain the urge to shove Walter out into oblivion, but I’m sure he’d land on his feet if I did. Lucky fellow that he is.” He gave a little huff and smiled sardonically. “And what about you, Sevrin? We plan to return to Thalan on the way back, so it would be no bother to carry you there as well. It would save you the perilous journey across the plains.”

“Thank you, Elyon, but no. Take Devrin, by all means. But I will stay with my men. It would be ill of me to leave them now, having brought them all up here. No, my frail sense of honour would not permit it.”

Elyon thought that honourable, but unwise. “My lord. Do you know how dangerous it is out there?”

“Oh, I know, Elyon. We are as aware of the creatures that lurk and prowl as we are the killing cold. But there are hardy men here, fine warriors who will protect me. You met Sir Karsten on your last visit, did you not? Not a talkative man, but I don’t keep him around for his tongue. I would trust his blade against most foes. If my men must face the perils of the plains, then I will face them too.” He smiled to end the subject. “Now, how soon must you leave?”

“That will depend upon Lendrathor. So long as he is warm enough, we can rest here a little longer. I’m sure you’re eager to hear our tidings?”

“Most eager, yes. I left a kingdom behind to come up here, and I don’t suppose I’ll be returning to it for a little while yet. If you have news to keep me warm on my long march south that would be most welcome.” He took Elyon’s arm and began walking him back toward the top of the stair that led down through the tower. “Go, check with your companion, and I’ll begin making preparations for my son and Walter to leave. If there’s time enough, we’ll share a cup of ale in the small hall and talk.”

Elyon nodded. “I’m sure there will be, my lord.”

But when he descended the tower to find Sir Pagaloth in a lather to leave, he realised there wasn’t very much time at all.

The dragonknight’s eyes were strained. “My lord. There you are, thank the gods. Did it go as you’d hoped?” he asked.

“That is still to be seen, Pagaloth.” Elyon looked out through the doors of the entrance hall, and vaguely through the thick white mist and icy fog, he could see Lendrathor out there, a great shadow tucked up far beyond the glow of the brazier fires that swirled and chugged, coughing grey smoke. “Why is he so far from the flames? Is he already warm enough? The king asked that I sit with him for a while and discuss…”

“My lord, no, we must go,” Pagaloth stressed at once. He was ruffled, and that was rare. “He is in a foul temper to be left out there alone, and I fear if we do not go right now, he may fly away without us.”

Elyon was incredulous. “He wouldn’t…”

“He may. I have no soul-bond to compel him otherwise, and I promised him we would stop here only for a short while. He is freezing, my lord. And refuses to come close to the flames. Do not forget what he is and where he comes from. A dragon, here? Beside this holy tower. No. He is freezing and afraid and we must go…we must go now.”

Elyon had no recourse to deny him and just hoped the king would understand. The notion of the dragon leaving them stranded here, quite frankly, did not bear thinking about. “Very well. Go out and prepare him to travel. And tell him that he will be…sorry, ask him if it’s all right for him to bear two extra men.” Elyon Daecar knew very well that the dragon Lendrathor did not like to be ‘told’ to do anything. Asking always won a better reaction, Pagaloth had made clear.

“Which two, my lord?”

“Prince Devrin and Walter Selleck.”

“Not the king?”

“No, he is to stay with his men.” Elyon had no time to explain. “They should be down here momentarily, Pagaloth. Go out and make sure Lendrathor doesn’t abandon us, and do what you can to make it safe for two more men.” The saddle was built only for two: Pagaloth and a single guest. The others would have to perch amid the scales and horns, and Elyon hoped some lashings of rope and rigging would be enough to keep them stable. Pagaloth would see to that, he knew. The man was remarkably industrious. “I will return as quickly as I can,” Elyon finished and turned to speed back through the tower.

He found the king, prince, and Walker Selleck coming down the stairs past the small hall. The latter two were dressed in heaps of fur for the cold and Walter was clutching lovingly in his grasp a bag that presumably contained his books. “Do you have everything you need?” Elyon asked.

Walter gave his bag a faithful pat. “Four books, and one most precious of all,” he said.

“Let me guess. You’re talking about your book of scribbles and sketches?”

“Well, of course. That’s the most important one, the way I see it.”

Elyon didn’t have time for his facetiousness. “Sir Pagaloth is waiting outside,” he said. “If you need to say your goodbyes, do it now. Then go join him.”

Devrin frowned. “We’re to leave at once?”

“Yes. It cannot be helped, I’m afraid.” Elyon looked at the king. “I’m sorry. I can probably spare a few minutes if I must, but…”

Sevrin lifted up a calming hand. “No. If you must go, Elyon, then you must go. I have lingered here newsless for long enough and can wait a little longer if I must.” He beckoned his son into his arms and drew him into a firm embrace. “Be well, my boy. And do us proud.”

“I will, Father,” Devrin croaked.

Sevrin kissed his son on one cheek and then the other, then gave Walter a long grateful smile. “Thank you for enduring us, Walter. You are a man of rare spirit, and I still find your powers quite remarkable. I do hope you continue to use them well.”

Walter shrugged; he looked a bit abashed at the praise. “I’m just a vessel, as I say. Can’t rightly take any credit for it.”

“I disagree,” Sevrin said, with a smile. And he looked at them all. “I would hope to see you all soon. And if not before the war ends, after. We shall have that ale then, Prince Elyon. Or more than one, perhaps?”

Elyon laughed. “I’d call that a certainty, my lord.” He gripped the king’s small forearm in his steel fingers and shook it briskly. “Fair travels, Sevrin. Get back to your people; they need you. And don’t you go dying out there.”

The king smiled again and said nothing, and there was something in his eyes to suggest he knew what was going to happen. To him? To us all? Did he know more than he was letting on? Elyon looked at him and wondered, but that was all. There was no time to ask or sit and speak about it. He could hear a man shouting from the entrance hall now, and he knew that they must go.

Moments later, they were assaulted by the fierce sting of the blistering cold. The ice crunched beneath their booted feet as the wind whipped at their cloaks and knifed through their furs, and in an instant, all were shivering. Elyon helped the others up as they scaled Lendrathor’s flank, who swung his neck around and looked at them curiously, sniffing and snorting as Pagaloth spoke calming words.

The saddle seat behind Pagaloth was taken by Prince Devrin, and Elyon told Walter to settle behind him, hugging the back of the seat. Then he lashed him tight to secure him, and spent a few moments stabilising himself as well. He tried not to think of how it had come to this. How he was nought but a passenger now and not the soaring lord of the skies he’d been. I gave it up for a reason, he thought. The Heart is remade, and Saska will bear it. I know that now. I know it.

He held onto that thought as Pagaloth shouted out and Lendrathor beat the air, running across the icy plains. In mere moments, the Tower of Rasalan was gone, lost to sight, and they were rising up into the frozen white shroud as a sheen of ice broke off from Lendrathor’s wings as they pumped and thrashed desperately south. Elyon looked forward at the fur-heaped men who all looked much alike, even if they weren’t. He mused on these strange times when such a queer collection of men might ride a dragon - a rogue rider, two princes of Bladeborn and Seaborn birth and a scruffy little man who seemed to be more influential than all of them combined.

Tonight, they would need to stop at Thalan again before continuing west. A warm room, blazing fire, and hot food awaited them. There, Elyon would quiz Walter on what he knew. He would have him take him all through the book of visions and help him, if he must, to decipher what he’d seen. The thought excited him, warmed him, despite the knifing wind and slaying cold. And even if there was nothing, nothing else to help them, at least he had Saska.

She will return to us, he knew.

And that was enough for Elyon Daecar.
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“That’s the Burning Rock,” said Sir Stafford of the Bane. “I’m sure it is. I’ve seen it before.”

“It is,” agreed Sir Ernold Esterling, peering away through the wet morning mist. “Which means we’ve veered too far to the west, my prince. Westmire is further to the east of here, and still some way to the south.”

“West to the east,” the skinny spearman called Gutterwash chuckled. He made a whistling sound when he did so, from all those missing brown teeth. “Funny that. West to the east.”

“Only to a lackwit like you, Gutter,” Sir Ernold told him. “I daresay too much of that soiled water got in your ears.”

The baseborn fool gave another whistling laugh. “Aye, but how else was I to wash? You ever lived in the gutter, m’lord? I had to keep clean somehow, didn’t I?”

Clean? Raynald Lukar could hardly believe the man had uttered the word. He doubted Gutterwash had ever been close to clean in his miserable life and the same could be said for half these men.

A poor cohort for a prince, he reflected. Of the twenty or so in his company, most were lowborn dolts like Gutterwash who barely knew one end of a spear from the other. Only Sir Ernold was his own sworn man, an Emerald Guard of fine repute hailing from a noble, if middling, house. The rest had all been recruited by Sir Stafford, a newly raised knight in the service of Lord Francis Fullerton. Or he had been in his service, anyway. Fullerton had perished in his sickbed on the same day the prince awoke, thus leaving Sir Stafford free to find a new master to serve. That so happened to be Prince Raynald Lukar. A significant upgrade, to be sure.

“Can we go take a look at it?” someone asked. “The Rock, I mean. I wanna touch it. Heard it’s lucky if you touch it just right.”

“That’s a woman, Ratlips,” another man shouted at him. “Not that you’d know, you virginal bastard.”

Laughter followed. Raynald grimaced at the sound of it. It was as ugly as these men were, and by the gods were they a rotten-looking lot.

“There’s no luck in that slab of stone,” Esterling told him, trying to restore some order. “Any man who says otherwise is a superstitious fool.” He looked at the man Ratlips in question, a weak-chinned youth with an axe across his back that looked far too big for him to wield. “Are you a superstitious fool, boy?”

“No, m’lord.”

“Then forget what you hear in the whorehouses. The only thing lucky about that rock out there is that it marked the end of a savage war. And it’s in the wrong direction from where we’re going, so take a good long look, you won’t be getting any closer.” He turned to his prince. “My lord, shall we continue? There is a track there, beyond the river. I suggest we follow it and see where it leads.”

“I know where it leads,” thumped the heavy voice of Blackhand Walton. “Goes through them woods out there, you see ‘em? Then out into the farmlands beyond. Old Tom’s place is out there. Good man is Tom. Might be he’ll put us up for the night.”

“More likely he is dead,” Sir Ernold dismissed. “These parts were ravaged by the Agarathi. A simple farmer would have made for an easy meal.” He looked at Raynald. “Shall I lead on, my prince?”

He nodded assent, and the Emerald Guard did so, kicking his spurs and guiding them to a place where the river could be safely forded. The knight had to hold his reins in a single hand, owing to the fact that he no longer had possession of the other. That was on account of some foul business with a stormhag, he had told Raynald, though he’d been quite miserly with the details of that encounter. All he’d said was that the witch had ensorcelled Sir Ernold and his company, trapping them in some underground lair from which only the pair of them, along with the exiled lord, Emeric Manfrey, had escaped.

Well, Raynald remembered nothing of any of that, because the damned stormhag had put him under some spell, Esterling said. In fact, he remembered nothing at all since the battle at Rustbridge, and what a strange thing that was. One moment, he was battling against a dragon and having his guts torn open by one of its tail-spikes, and the next he was waking up in Lakeheart of all places, hundreds of miles away, to learn that Drulgar the Dread had just destroyed half the city, Sir Ernold Esterling was his last remaining man (and now one-handed to boot) and a lowborn knight called Sir Stafford of the Bane was out recruiting men to join his escort and ride with him back to the war.

He snorted from the back of his horse as they splashed across the river. He felt shamed by all that, by the disgrace of it all. To have missed out on so much. To have been such a burden for so long. Sometimes, when they made camp at night, he was sure the men were whispering about him, laughing behind his back at his fecklessness and failure. It made his guts boil to think of it, these baseborn curs with all their snickering and mockery. Sleeping beauty, he thought, clenching a steel fist. That’s what they’d been calling him when he thought he couldn’t hear, but he had, and he hated it. He wanted rid of them all.

“We’re going too slowly,” he said, all of a sudden, as they reached the far side of the river. The urgency was in him again, like a hot poker up the arse. He wanted to get back to the war so he could make amends. He needed to do it, for the sake of his honour and sanity. “We’re making too slow a time of it, damn you. Faster. We have to go faster.”

He struck his spurs and rode hard down the track, his horse throwing up clods of mud as he went. The broken-banked river flew by to his right, burbling around stones and little bushy islands and sometimes the corpses of man and beast. Further ahead, a larger mound lay slumped at the heart of the water and he saw that it was a dragon, half-rotted down to its bones, that must have been killed at the fighting here months ago. By Elyon Daecar, probably, he thought bitterly. His fellow prince had probably killed a thousand dragons by now, and what had he done? His duel with the dragon at Rustbridge had been no contest at all. He’d barely even scratched at its thick armoured hide before it swung out with its tail and almost killed him.

“My lord, slow down… the earth is too treacherous here…” Sir Ernold was shouting from behind him.

The prince ignored him. He tugged the reins, shifting his weight, leading the horse away from the river now and plunging into the dark of the woods. His army was at Westmire, the last they had heard, where Lord Borrus was gathering his host. Borrus, he thought, remembering the man’s roar when he saw his father’s head in that bag. Gods, the elation of what came next…there was nothing like it, nothing like it in the world. The deep moaning of the horns, the drums pounding to the dawn, the thundering charge as they surged from the gates to meet their enemy in the open field. Many of the senior captains and commanders had survived the battle, the reports said. Kanabar, yes, and Oloran and Amadar, and Karter Pentar and Lady Marian too. The Warrior Woman of Rasalan, they were calling her now, and she’d slain a dragon in a one-on-one duel, he’d heard. Manfrey as well, Esterling had told him. An exile and a woman are dragonkillers now, and me, a prince…I’m just a laughingstock and no more.

The gloom of the woods engulfed him. He went racing beneath branches and their sopping green leaves, leaping rocks and roots as his eyes adjusted. Ernold Esterling was coming up close on his heels, bellowing out for him to stop. “My lord, there may be beasts or bandits here! Take heed, my prince! Slow down…”

He didn’t slow down. He raced faster, faster, hurtling along the track until the light bloomed at the far end and the trees thinned and opened out once more. Beyond lay open farmland, boggy barley fields with fallen fences and broken stone walls. The crops were dead black mulch and great tracts of land were under a foot or two of muddy water, with little islands of dead cows and goats and even horses poking up here and there, each inhabited by hosts of crows that went flapping and screaming as they passed.

He raced on hard until at last his horse began to tire, tossing its head as spume sprayed from its mouth. Raynald slowed in the midst of that wet dead world, going from a gallop to a canter to a trot. In short order, Sir Ernold came up behind him. “My lord,” the knight said, breathless from the chase. “You ought not run away like that. Your horse…”

“Could break a leg. I know. Or throw me from the saddle. I know the risks, Ernold.”

“Yes, my prince. Then I would beg that you be more cautious. What we all went through after Rustbridge, getting you to safety…”

Raynald didn’t want to hear of it again. He knew what they went through. He appreciated their efforts and sacrifices. But he didn’t need reminding of the burden he had been. “I know the risks, I said. I can navigate a farm track well enough, Esterling.”

“Yes, I know, but…”

“But nothing. There are no beasts or bandits here, so stop complaining. Or do you think me so useless I couldn’t handle a few baseborn brigands?” He spoke sharply. His eyes bored into him. “I am a prince, damnit, the son of Rylian Lukar. Stop clucking like an old mother hen, Ernold. It’s unbecoming. Do you see any foes out here? Well, do you?”

“No, I…cannot say I do, my lord.” The knight paused, looking around. “But that does not mean there is nothing lurking beyond our sight. And the skies…”

“A dragon,” Raynald came in, peevish. “That’s your fear, isn’t it? That another dragon will come make a plaything of me.” He looked the man in the eye. “You don’t think I have it in me, do you? To be a dragonslayer? You see a shade of my father and nothing more.”

The knight shook his head. “I never said that, my lord.”

“You didn’t need to. You say it with the things unspoken. As do the rest of them.” He looked down the track. The others were emerging from the woods now, riding along between the waterlogged fields with Sir Stafford at the head. They seemed in no great rush to catch up, and Raynald felt the very same. “I hear them at night,” he said, scowling. “Mocking me and laughing at me and calling me ‘sleeping beauty’. I’m a joke to them, Ernold. Until I prove myself otherwise, I’ll always be a joke.”

“You are not a joke, my prince. No one thinks that of you. You fought with valour during the battle. And showed great courage to face that dragon.”

“Courage? Courage is cheap for a prince. What use is courage if you’re so easily struck aside? And after,” he said, breathing out in disgust. “What happened after was even worse. To be hauled halfway across Vandar like a sack of spuds while my men all die defending me. You lost your arm for me, Ernold, and the rest of them lost their lives. That shames me; there’s no other way of looking at it. I should have just died on that battlefield and been done with it.”

The others were nearing now. Raynald would not discuss this further in front of them; nay, he didn’t want to discuss it at all. Courage is cheap, yes, and words are too. Action was what he needed now. To rejoin the fighting and show what he was worth. And be sleeping beauty no more.

“Come, let us continue.”

He turned his horse back down the farm track, continuing now at a more gentle pace as the morning mist lifted, to be replaced by a steady rain. The skies were bleak and grey, darker toward the south; a heavier fall seemed imminent. For a time he rode alone, Sir Ernold following watchfully a short way behind and the rest still further back. He brooded on the course his life had taken, on the death of his father and disappearance of his grandfather, on his time ruling in Ilithor before he grew tired of sitting about waiting for something to happen and mustered his army to ride to war.

He had felt alive then. Alive with the promise of battle and glory. To lead a force of thirty thousand swords was everything he’d ever dreamed of. Finally, he mattered. He would stand with the Vandarians against their foe and become a great champion of Tukor. When battle came, he would slay a dragon, or even a moonbear, and write his name into history for all time. And he had been given that chance as well, when Borrus Kanabar saw his father’s head in that bag. I had my chance, and I blew it. I’ll always be tainted by that failure now, no matter what I do.

His mood was as dark as the day. And this farmland was interminably large. After passing through what seemed like a thousand boggy black fields, he saw the shape of buildings beginning to appear through the rainy shroud. Back behind him, he could hear the big-bellied oaf Blackhand shouting out, “That’s Tom’s place, that is. The one I said. Old Tom Tucker. Good fellow, aye, always welcoming to strangers he is.”

Raynald wondered if he would be so welcoming from the grave, because there was little chance the old man was alive. Well, he was wrong in that as well. As their horses neared, the door to the main farmhouse opened up, and an old greybearded man hobbled out from inside, squinting through the rain as the host approached. “Walton?” he called out. “Gods be good, is that Blackhand’s voice I hear?”

It was like a warhorn, that voice, so small wonder he had heard it.

Blackhand rode up sharply, moving impertinently past Raynald Lukar to swing quickly down from the saddle. “You better believe it’s me,” he said, marching forward and tugging the old farmer into a bearhug. “Thought you’d be dead, Tom Tucker! How’s the wife? Still as fat as ever?”

“I’d doubt it. Death does thin a person out, so.”

“Oh. My condolences, Tom. When’d that happen, then?”

“While back. Year or two. Thought I’d be with her again by now, but the gods won’t let me go. Just me on my lonesome here now, barring the odd rider that comes on by. Every fieldhand and farm worker I had went away, and left Old Tom all alone.” He gave a deep sigh. “Well, I suppose you fellas will be wanting to stay the night? Not got much in the way of food, but there’s plenty of room going spare, and some hay for the horses. Be glad for the company in truth. Come on in and get dry. I’ll get a fire going in the hearth.” He made to turn.

Raynald’s voice stopped him. “We shan’t be staying,” the prince said. “Thank you for the offer, but no. There’s still plenty of daylight remaining and we have a long way to go.”

The old man looked at him, confused. He clearly hadn’t taken a youth like Raynald for their leader. “A long way to go, you say? You’ll be making for the Bane, then?”

“Westmire,” said Sir Stafford. “There’s a great army gathering there, we heard.”

“Aye, you heard that right. Survivors from Rustbridge mostly, but more have come since then from further west. Westmire, though?” He gave a shake of the head. “I’d reckon they’ve left by now. Had some men ride by a little while ago, come from there, and said they were preparing to march to the Bane. The Lord of Rivers has an itch to scratch, they said, and that boy king’s mighty eager too.”

Boy king? Raynald’s heart almost leapt up into his throat. There was only one person that could possibly be. “You’re talking about Robb?” he asked. “Robbert Lukar?”

“That’d be the one, aye. Been through the wars, that one, so they say. I hear he fought Celaph of the Mire.”

That won laughter from the group. “No way he did,” said Gutterwash, snorting. “There’s no damn way.”

“I’m telling you. That’s what they said. He’s fought battles and slain warlords and won cities by the point of his blade, has the boy king. King o’ the Dawn, I heard one of the lads call him. He came crawling out the marshes a while back with only a few men left from all those he went south with. That Celaph slew a thousand of them, but not the boy king. No, he fought her off all by himself. Drove her back into her mire like his father woulda done, and he’ll take the fight to the enemy too.”

The men’s disbelief was turning to wonder. They smiled and murmured and glanced over at Raynald as though wondering how the two could possibly be twins. He could feel the heat rising up his neck, feel that thick boiling fist twisting and turning in his guts. He had thought his brother dead; he’d been gone for so long, how could he not be? And now he returns a hero, a king, lauded and loved, and what am I? Just the spare, he thought, that’s all I ever was. A spare whose use is spent.

He hated himself. Never before had he hated himself so much as in that very moment. He ought to be delighted to hear of his brother’s return. He was his twin, a part of him; they’d shared everything all their lives. But all he could feel was a deep burning sense of envy, and that made him hate himself all the more.

Sir Ernold was looking at him almost sympathetically, as if he knew how pathetic he felt. “These riders,” he said, turning his attention back on the old farmer. “You said they came from Westmire?”

“Aye.”

“Who were they? Not deserters, I hope?”

“No, nothing like that, m’lord. Was Marsh men, so they told me. And not men o’ the marshes, no, I don’t mean that. I mean House Marsh. Their lord sent them.”

“Lord Malcolm?”

“Aye, that sounds about right. He sent them off back to Rockfall, think it was, way up there in Tukor. Said something about mustering up all the men they could get and riding them back down to the war.” He paused to peer up at the skies; the rain was already starting to fall a little harder and more aggressively as though eager to drive them indoors. “This is gonna come down in buckets soon enough. You lads sure you won’t come in and wait it out?”

The eyes were on Raynald once more. They were hopeful, disdainful, even mutinous so far as he saw it. These men were Vandarian; they were not of Tukor, and their respect for him was nonexistent. They have no love for me, fine, I have no love for them. He would give them what they wanted, damn them, and take what he wanted as well. “Very well,” he said, at last. “Get dry and get warm. We’ll wait out this rain until morning. Sir Stafford, please see that the horses are housed in the barn. Sir Ernold, ride with me a moment. I’d like to take a look around.”

He turned his back to them, riding south of the farmhouse and past the haybarn. More fields lay ahead, stretching into the afternoon gloom. “My lord,” Sir Ernold said, accompanying him. “Are you looking for anything in particular?”

“Yes. Anywhere free of those men. I cannot stand to ride with them anymore, Ernold. We’re a few days from the Bane if we ride hard and true. We’ll go alone from here.”

The knight’s misgivings were swiftly rendered. “My prince, that is most unwise. To ride as a pair out here, just the two of us…”

“They’re only slowing us down,” Raynald said. “And you’re the only true man I have.” The knight Sir Stafford seemed a good enough sort, and perhaps there were one or two other men among them who’d be worth their salt in a fight, but the rest were dross, and he would rather be without them. If Ernold Esterling had anything else to say, he didn’t hear it. He put his heels to his horse and was gone.

The rest of the day passed in near silence between them. The rain fell harder and harder still until the buckets the old man had promised were being tossed upon them in full force. The storm brought with it an early gloom, thick with the promise of a long wet night. And cold, Raynald thought. This was a cold rain too, frigid as the kiss of a corpse. Before long he was shivering. Hours later, he was half wishing he’d stayed.

“My lord, we must find somewhere to stop for the night,” Sir Ernold said, as the dark grew thick. “To keep riding in this is folly.”

It was all folly, all of it. It was one blunder after another with Raynald Lukar. But not Robb, no, not the ‘King of the Dawn’. What did that even mean, anyway? Was it dawn when he at last returned from the south? Were they talking about the new dawn to come, when the War Eternal was finally over?

‘My lord…”

“I heard you, Ernold. We’ll stop when we find somewhere suitable.”

“Yes, my lord. I thought I saw a hilltop tower ahead, a short while ago. We may see it when we go over that rise.”

The land was hillier here, unfarmed and open, but visibility remained utterly dire. A blacker rain there never was. Nor a blacker night. A few small embers of fear were starting to light within the prince. Dark he could deal with, but the rain made it ten times worse. He prodded his horse onward along the watery track they were following, up and over the top of the rise. Sir Ernold came to a stop next to him, casting his gaze away to their right, where the shadow of a larger hill surged up from the plains. A winding track appeared to circle around to the top, passing through thickets of dense trees and thorny shrubs, and atop lay the tower that the knight had mentioned. Square it was, and squat, and through the faint light afforded to them, they agreed that it looked intact.

“We must be on our guard, my prince. Some outlaws or vagrants might already be in residence.”

They rode to the hill together, crossing through the long wet grasses and deep muddy puddles that went unseen in the black of the night. Their horses laboured with each step, taking it slowly, until they reached the track at the foot of the hill and started up toward the top. It was steeper than it had looked, and certain sections were narrow, with perilous drops that required them to dismount and continue on foot. At one point, a tree had fallen across the path, and they were forced to cut through it with their blades, removing it for their horses to pass.

They saw no tracks along the way, nothing to suggest other men had come, and no firelight glowed past the windows of the tower. They approached cautiously all the same, stopping to listen for footsteps and voices murmuring beyond the old grey stone. There was nothing but the splash of the rain, the low rumble of what sounded like distant thunder growling through the cold black air.

“I think we’re clear,” the Emerald Guard said as they came up toward the thick oaken door. The tower itself was a simple holdfast, with arrow slit windows and what looked like a crenellated roof that had broad views over the surrounding lands. An old watering trough ran along one wall where a large stall gave cover for the horses.

They left them there, climbed the steps to the door, and found it sitting ajar. The hinges gave out an eerie creaking sound as they shifted restlessly in the wind. Heavy as the door was, it had not blown open, so they found the interior dry and snug and in surprisingly clean condition. This tower must have been in regular use not so long ago. Whoever had been garrisoned here had likely been drawn away to war.

Sir Ernold vented a breath. “Good. Yes, this will do very nicely.” There were even strong bolts on the door, which the knight pulled across one by one. “We ought to be able to sleep without a watch,” he said. “If anyone should try to break their way in, they’ll make noise enough to wake us.”

Raynald agreed. A watch was typically important on the open road, but these lands were quiet to the point of desertion, and the chances of anyone else stumbling upon them during the dead of night in a storm were vanishingly small. Their bedrolls were laid out, their cloaks removed (in the case of Sir Ernold, rather clumsily owing to his lost hand) and they forewent the option of a fire after a short discussion on the matter.

“Sleep well, my prince,” the Emerald Guard said. “And…about your brother.”

“Yes. I am very glad.”

“Of course.” The knight smiled awkwardly. “You shall have many stories to share when you see one another, I am sure. Goodnight, my lord.”

“Goodnight, Sir Ernold.”

The knight rolled over to face away from him. Stories to share, Raynald thought. His twin brother would, surely, but him? I slept through all the stories. The fellwolf and the stormhag and the attack by Drulgar the Dread. Oh, those would make some fine tales if he’d been awake for them, but he hadn’t. I was lying on a stretcher or slung across a horse or being laughed at by the guards and chambermaids as I lay there in that bed. Sleeping beauty, he thought scornfully. That was the sort of name given to a maiden in a fairytale, not a prince and Bladeborn knight.

Sleep did not come easy that night, not for the troubled mind of Raynald Lukar. He’d had enough sleep to last a lifetime, so he figured it, and wasn’t sure he’d ever sleep well again. In short enough order, Sir Ernold was snoring away noisily, but the prince lay up for some time, pondering and musing upon what the morrow would bring. He had imagined his return a hundred times over. How elated the men would be to see him again, how they’d all beam and slap him on the back and tell him how they all thought he was dead. “Our noble prince has come back to lead us!” they would cry. “Not even death could take him, our fearless lord! He has been sent back by the gods to help win the war, our hero and champion, Raynald Lukar!”

But that was Robbert, not him. Robbert, the king, who’d fought an ancient titan and lived. Robbert, who’d won glory and renown. Why should they care about me? Raynald thought. I’m just the spare, that’s all, the spare…He tossed and turned, grimacing in his sleep, and his dreams were tortured and black. He saw his brother there with a crown atop his head and their father at his side. They were walking along, laughing and sharing stories, speaking of war and battle and triumph and all the things Raynald knew nothing about. He came behind them, half his brother’s size, shambling along in his lengthening shadow as a new dawn rose up before them. And the people were cheering, calling out his brother’s name, as he followed, forgotten, a footnote in Robbert’s tale.

He woke the next morning to find the door hanging open and a wash of light coming from outside. Sir Ernold’s bedroll was gone, as was the knight, and he could hear him out there tending the horses. Raynald rose, stiff and grim, put on his cloak and went out to join him. A very thin rain was still falling, more a mist in truth, and the eastern skies were drenched with colour. A new dawn, he thought, glowering.

“My lord, did you sleep well?”

“Yes,” he lied. His voice was dull. His eyes went across the skies, scanning back and forth, hoping desperately to see a dragon. If he could only duel one and kill one before he returned to his brother. If he could gain back some honour and win some acclaim…

“The day looks fine, my lord,” Esterling said. “I hope the weather will not be such a hindrance to us today.”

Raynald nodded and gave no answer. He took some food from his saddlebags and the pair broke their fast, watching the eastern skies grow brighter. The colour was quite something, but quickly the reds and pinks and purples abandoned the ether and a more regular shade of greyish gold took its place, sticking to the high thin clouds. By the time they’d finished eating, the world was mostly grey once more.

They saddled up, then, and set off, trotting slowly down the path as it wound about the hill. It looked very different in the light of day, much bushier and thickly shrubbed than he had thought. When they reached the tricky part where they had dismounted their horses the previous night, they decided to remain this time in the saddle. It was not so treacherous as they had thought. Though there was still a steep drop on one side of the path, the track was plenty wide enough for them to pick along if they were careful.

Over the edge of the shallow cliff, the trees and bushes seemed to have suffered greatly from the storm. They appeared to have been torn up and shredded into a great heaped pile of leaf and branch. Raynald frowned as he peered through the wreckage. He could see something white down there as well, glimpsed through the foliage, though for the life of him, he couldn’t say what it might be.

“My lord, is there a problem?”

Raynald had paused on the path, his eyes cast over the edge. Could it be snow down there? No, surely not. More likely it was chalk or maybe limestone showing from the side of the hill. He was about to answer when he saw something else. The foliage seemed to be moving, rustling quietly as it rose up and down, and with it…with it came a low deep rumble, and what sounded like something breathing.

“My lord,” murmured Sir Ernold. His voice was tight now, a half-choked whisper. “I think we should be moving on very quietly and very quickly. There is something big sleeping in those bushes.”

Raynald nodded, swallowing. And that was when the horses caught the scent. First, Sir Ernold’s mare gave out a sharp high whinny, swishing its mane, and then Raynald’s was rearing back and tossing its head, restlessly pawing at the ground. “Quiet,” Sir Ernold hissed. “Quiet! My prince, we must go.”

Raynald clutched tight at the reins, driving his heels into the stallion’s flank. It only served to spike its panic, and before he knew it, the mount was unleashing a high-pitched neigh and bolting away down the path. He could hear Esterling grunting out a curse behind him as his steed followed, desperately trying to cling on, and then came the sound of something immense moving beneath them, the crack of branches and great crash of shifting foliage as the beast awoke at the base of the hill.

Gods, Raynald thought, as he twisted his neck back and saw it. It was not snow or stone, but fur, the fur of a great white moonbear emerging from the den it had made. It sniffed the air, the hair stiffening around its neck, and swung its great head up to see them.

“My lord, ride!” Sir Ernold roared. “Hard ground, we can outrun it on hard ground!”

The track swerved all the way around the hillside, beyond the sight of the beast. Raynald recalled the path they’d taken last night to reach it, the deep puddles and thick sticky mud, and knew they’d never escape it that way. He saw another turn-off that led away from its other side and took it, galloping through an untrimmed cluster of thornbushes and bursting out into the open air.

No, he thought, at once. Oh no.

A boggy quagmire lay before him, a broad spread of thick dark mud that went at least fifty yards. The mud sucked and pulled at once as his horse’s hooves, slowing them as it struggled onward. A shout of despair behind him signalled that Ernold Esterling felt the same way.

“We’ll have to go through,” Raynald shouted back, driving his spurs. He could hear the moonbear savaging its way around the hillside toward them, crashing wildly through the brush. The sound of it was like nothing he’d heard. “It doesn’t last long! There’s good ground a little ahead!”

He smashed his spurs, again, again, driving the mount on. He could feel its terror thrumming up through its body as its legs fought against the pull of the bog. “Come on,” he shouted. “Come on, come on!” Esterling was struggling up behind him, roaring obscenities at his mount to get moving, but the poor mare seemed overwhelmed by fear, its eyes wide as dinner plates, froth pouring from its mouth. They weren’t going to make it. The bear was coming around too fast. And even if they did, could they really outrun it at a gallop? No, he thought, it’s far too big. And faster than a horse across an open field.

Raynald Lukar leapt from the saddle. They had no choice now and he knew it. “Dismount, Ernold, and draw your sword!” The Emerald Guard saw it the same way, swinging a leg across the saddle and landing in the filth. He slipped, losing his footing, reached out to steady himself but forgot he had no hand and went tumbling down into the bog. “Up, Ernold, get up! Get up!” Raynald lurched toward him, reaching down to help him to his feet. When next he looked up he saw the beast bursting out through the undergrowth, no more than sixty strides away, its hair hardening now to its crystal form as it saw the two armed Bladeborn there in their misting suits of armour. There was a wildness to the creature, a rage beyond all bounds, and the saddle atop its back was empty.

Dead, Raynald thought. His rider is dead. When and how that had happened, he could not say, but if there was anything more dangerous than a moonbear, it was a grieving moonbear and that’s what they faced. He backed away from it, away from the screaming horses, the mud yielding to his powerful, godsteel-strengthened stride. A mud-caked Esterling rose to go with him, slipping and scrambling and wiping the filth from his eyes.

“Stay there, Ernold,” Raynald said. “Don’t move.”

He continued away from the knight, away from the horses, backtracking as quickly as he could. Me, he was thinking all the while, fight me. At last he felt his feet rise up onto firmer ground, and he drew in a breath, knowing this was his moment. The gods have given me this chance, he told himself. They left this beast here for me to duel, and defeat. They’ll remember me for all time.

He put himself into Blockform as the giant moonbear stood tall, rising up onto its hind legs to tower above him. Nearby, he could hear Sir Ernold calling for him to run. “It is Tathranor, my lord, Tathranor,” he was saying. “He is too strong, run, you have to run…”

But Raynald Lukar was not going to run. Tall he stood, and proud, and armoured in a suit of destiny. This is why the gods spared me. For this moment, here and now. He nodded, waiting, as the great beast charged, as the earth shook and rumbled beneath him.

But when the great paw swung out and struck him, all that hope turned to pain, and blood.
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They held their council in the room where the greatest weapon ever forged lay dormant.

It felt suitable for such occasions when the fate of the world was being discussed.

Around the large stone table, chairs had been set down, and in those chairs sat men and women of varied vintage of birth and upbringing. Knights, shadowknights, dragonknights, sellswords and adventurers were present. There was a man here who had been First Blade of Vandar for all of two minutes, a famous and much-feared dragonlord, and a prince who’d once soared the skies. An illustrious group, to be sure, drawn from across the north and the south as well.

If somewhat incomplete, Lythian reflected. He had rather hoped that Amron might come, but alas the king had declined.

The room was lit by torches wedged into sconces about the walls, though those had become unnecessary as soon as the Heart of Vandar was unveiled. Lythian had been keeping it hidden beneath the cover of a thick wool blanket, which had helped douse its eternal light, but when he pulled that blanket away, its great colourful glow filled up the room.

For most, it was the first time seeing it. Some gasped, others shielded their eyes, and there was a sniff of disinterest from Lady Adelle Kazaan. Lord Marak gazed at the blade through narrow eyes, while Walter Selleck whistled through his brownish teeth and grinned. Lythian had seated Walter next to Ranulf Shackton, and very much believed the pair would get along.

It was Ranulf who spoke first. “A lifetime of wonders and then there’s this,” he said, in a faraway voice. He lifted a finger and wiped a tear from his eye. “I never truly thought I’d see the day.”

“Well, believe it,” Walter Selleck said to him. “When I’m around, good things tend to happen.” He grinned that slightly wonky grin and gave Ranulf a slap on the back. Lythian imagined the two could speak for months on end about their varied adventures and never run out of material.

“It’s a shame Father isn’t here,” Elyon said, disappointedly. “If anyone deserves to see this blade, it’s him.”

“He had his chance,” rumbled Lord Ulrik Marak. He wore the Fireblade at his hip, steaming from its special sheath in the same way as godsteel misted. His broad frame was wrapped in his black Body of Karagar armour and there was a certain discomfort in his eyes as he stared at the Heart Remade, a discomfort Lythian understood. He’d been similarly unsettled when in the presence of Eldur or the Soul of Agarath, and no doubt Marak felt much the same.

Lady Kazaan gave another sniff. Her discomfort, which she was surely feeling as well, was presented in disdain. “So, shall we get on with it?” she said, impatient. Her eyes flicked at the Heart Remade and then refused to look at it again. “I did not suggest this council to sit around staring at some sword.”

“Some sword?” Walter Selleck said, with a chuckle. “Well now, that’s one way to describe it.”

“And who are you?” Kazaan demanded. “You seem to like speaking. Why are you here?” Her eyes went up and down, judging him. No doubt she concluded very quickly that she wasn’t going to like him very much, given her phobia of cheerfulness.

“I’m Walter Selleck,” Walter said, happily.” Some call me a fortunate fellow.”

“Oh. Him.” The dragonlady gave a third sniff in as many minutes. She and Marak had been last to arrive and not all the introductions had yet been made.

Lythian, who was leading the session, had performed some of those introductions as the others dripped in and felt obliged to do so again now. He stood from his seat and briskly pointed them all out for Kazaan and Marak’s benefit. Jonik was present, and Emeric Manfrey as well, and Prince Devrin, whom Lythian had only met that morning. The sellsword called the Baker was here too. He had travelled with Saska, and with the rest of that party either lost, taken, perished, or injured, had insisted he be here to represent them.

Lythian had met him just that day. He had very white teeth and very large, knuckly hands and told him he once wore spectacles as well, only they’d been crushed by a giant crab. For some reason that seemed an important enough detail to merit a mention, though Lythian couldn’t say why. “My brother is the Butcher. We are Bucklands by birth,” he had said, when they met on the windy plateau.

“Truly?” Lythian could about believe it, given the hairy forearms and bulging shoulders.

“Yes. A Buckland knight visited our whore mother in Matia, and we were the product of their lovemaking - me first, and then my brother later. Their lovemaking was fierce and we are fierce - everyone in Matia heard it when we were made. These are two famous days where we come from.”

Lythain smiled, not knowing what else to do.

“My brother is younger than me, but bigger,” the sellsword went on. “And when he is well again, we will fight with Lord Buckland and he will tell us who our father is. He will know, this lord. And if our father is alive, we will hug him.”

“I see,” Lythian had only responded, thinking that if their father was alive, he’d be an old man by now. This Baker was hardly young. “How is your brother?”

“He is himself,” the Baker said, smiling that white smile, as though Lythian was supposed to know what that meant. “He says he held up the palace all by himself when it fell down, and that he saved the life of his cat. That is the Tigress,” the man explained. “They are in love.”

Lythian smiled again to be polite. “That’s nice,” he said.

The Bloody Trader nodded and went on to tell Lythian that the girl called Leshie had also survived the collapse of the palace, though she was in a fairly bad way and still unconscious. She had, so far as they could figure, been right there with Princess Amilia when the walls came down and had done all she could to save her. When they were found, Leshie had been on top of the princess, as though trying to protect her from the falling rubble, but it was no use. Unarmoured, Amilia Lukar had no defence, and she’d been killed almost instantly when a large rock struck her on the top of the head. After that, any efforts by Leshie to save her had been in vain, but she’d tried anyway. The girl was convalescing in a part of the palace that was still intact, the Baker said, battered, a little bit broken, but alive.

The news of Amilia’s death had been expected, but all the same it had struck several of the men a hard blow. Jonik, who was Amilia’s cousin, grimaced when he heard and went silent for a long time. Elyon, who’d returned only that morning from the east, nodded sadly, having anticipated the news, and spoke of Amilia as a friend, and almost a sister, and how she was with Aleron and her father now, and at peace. “Without her, none of this would be happening,” the prince had said, reflecting on the part Amilia had played. “Ilith would not have arisen and the Heart would never have been remade. She played her part, and can be proud. One day I’ll hug her and tell her so. I never did that enough while she was living.”

Strangely, it was the young Prince of Rasalan who’d been most affected by the news, though. Lythian was unaware of this, but Devrin apparently harboured hopes of marrying Amilia one day, and had even begun to fall in love with her. He sat at the council table now, pale and heartstricken, and far from the cheerful figure Elyon had described.

The last attendees were Sir Connor Crawfield, who’d come with Lady Kazaan, Sir Torus Stoutman, who’d come with An’zon Graz, Sir Pagaloth, who’d brought Elyon, Walter, and Devrin back that morning, Storos Pentar who had been waiting for this moment so as to dispel the boredom of lingering up here on this isolated plateau, and even Vilmar the Black, who’d returned from his time in the mountains and joined as well, at Lythian’s insistence. He stood, however, refusing to sit, keeping to the side of the chamber in whatever shadows he could find.

Once Lythian had finished the introductions, he put his hands together and said, “Well, now that we’re all friends, shall we get down to business?”

Lady Kazaan sniffed, to little surprise. “I’ve been saying that for the last hour.”

That was untrue, seeing as they’d only been here for about five minutes. But Lythian let it pass. “Thank you all for coming,” he said, in a voice to bring the session to a formal beginning. He looked around. “Torus, why don’t you start by telling us the latest tidings from Dragon’s Bane?”

“I’d be glad to.” Stoutman hopped to his feet and began into a description of the latest events to the south. The others listened, absorbing the news, while Walter opened up his great book of sketches and scribbles and began writing frantically. He seemed like a starved man presented with a table full of delicious food, such was his eagerness with ink and quill. In short, the Bane was retaken, thousands of Agarathi had been slain during said retaking, and they’d been ambushed by several demonic creatures that sounded like they were part dragon, part man, and part bull.

“They sound lovely,” Storos Pentar said, making a face. “These creatures breathe fire, you say?”

“No, they sweat it,” Stoutman told him. “Like propulsive sweat, coming out from between all the scale.”

“Gods. And I thought that breathing fire was bad enough.”

Lythian had never heard of such a thing. “One of Eldur’s experiments?” he asked, looking at Marak, and then over at Vilmar, assuming that either the dragonlord or the huntsman would be best placed to know what these creatures were.

Neither knew. Vilmar didn’t know southern creatures half so well as northern ones and Marak had never heard of such a thing either. It was agreed that Eldur was the creator, that he was merging monster and man and birthing them from the fires of the Ashmount. Possibly among other monstrosities.

“Well, they’re killable, anyway,” Torus went on. “Weakened by water, so it turns out.” He grinned over at Vilmar. “One for the gruloks, eh?”

The huntsman gave a noncommittal grunt. Stoutman laughed and went on with his report, explaining that Borrus and the other commanders were marching into the Bloodmarshes now, at the heads of forces up to a thousand or two strong, to take the fight to the enemy. It was early days, but Lythian and anyone who’d ever fought across the Bloodmarshes knew just how hard Death’s Passage was to win. Not only was the ground unstable and pitted with bogs, but the mists were thick and red and that made the fighting perilous and chaotic. In places, there were wider channels too, which must be won for the advance to continue, and this required boats and bridges.

“Have they thought about sailing the sea instead?” offered Storos Pentar, with a casual shrug. “Crazy thought, I know. But might save them a bit of time.”

“It would save time, but cost lives,” Connor Crawfield said.

Elyon nodded. “The Agarathi will be hoping we do just that, Storos. We put all our men onto ships, and it’ll be raining dragons out there. I’d be surprised if even a quarter of our strength made it to the other side.”

“There is also Blademelt to consider,” Lythian added. “If Borrus bypassed Death’s Passage, all the Agarathi swarming across the Bloodmarshes would just come right up behind him. Then he’d have the enemy behind and Blademelt ahead, and that’s not a good spot to be in.”

“Not sure about that. Borrus Kanabar seems the sort of man who’d like those sorts of odds.”

There was some small truth in that, though Lythian dearly hoped that his big, burly friend had grown up somewhat now that he was the Lord of the Riverlands and one of the most powerful men in the north. Thankfully, both Rikkard and Killian were there to smother the worst of his impulses, and both men were greatlords as well now, which they would have just discovered.

“Any invasion in the east is predicated upon the winning of Death’s Passage,” he said. “That has always been the case, and Borrus ought to know that more than most. House Kanabar have been responsible for holding the Passage for centuries, Storos. And besides, we don’t have the ships. Not here.”

“Not here?” the Baker said. “Where are they all, then?”

“They’re in the west,” Lythian told him. “King Daecar has no choice but to cross the Red Sea under sail. Or by oar, if you like your galleys. He’ll be drawing all our naval strength to King’s Point.”

“And will this not attract our fiery friends?” the Baker asked. He smiled his white smile and directed it at Adelle Kazaan, who looked utterly furious that such a man had been invited here. She was colossally supercilious, this dragonlady.

“That smile would certainly attract them,” Walter Selleck said, chuckling. “You’d be a beacon on any battlefield with that thing.”

“That is the purpose,” the Baker told him. “I smile, and the enemy comes to me; it saves me from having to go to them. Even in death, I will be smiling.”

“And talking,” sniffed Kazaan. “There are many useless talkers here.”

“Be glad it is me and not my brother. If he was here there would be steam coming out of your ears.”

Lythian held his smile, though he found the image rather amusing. He saw that Emeric Manfrey was waiting his turn to speak, and knew this man was not a useless talker. If he had a contribution, it would be meaningful. “Emeric, you have something to say?”

“I do.” The exiled lord nodded and stood up. He waited until he had the room’s full attention, then said, “There may be another way into Agarath,” in his confident, cultured voice. “One that involves neither sea crossings nor attritional warfare across Death’s Passage.” He paused. “How many of you have seen the painting?” He did not ask for a show of hands, but several hands went up regardless. “Thank you. To those who haven’t, do you know what I’m talking about?” This time, there were some nods, a grunt of acknowledgement from Lord Marak, a sniff from Lady Kazaan. Lythian wondered if she had a chronic nasal issue with all that sniffing. “Good. Then you will know how Brexatron was awakened. By our good friend Jonik here.”

The word friend sat poorly with Elyon, who could not help but give a huff. He said nothing, though. Emeric Manfrey went right on.

“Jonik spent a good deal of time underground, and thus was Brexatron awakened and the Mistblade found. More than this, he came across a tunnel burrowed by an ancient Agarathi greatworm, uniform in structure and very wide. We believe this tunnel may lead into Agarath, and consider it a prudent use of our time to find out if that is true. Ranulf has already agreed to accompany us, though we will need transportation to get there.”

“You mean of the winged sort?” Torus Stoutman chimed in. “Well, me and An’zon would be more than happy to oblige.” He slapped the Fireborn on the shoulder. “Right, Graz?”

“If Happy is happy, so am I.”

“We would like to leave soon,” Emeric said. “As early as today, if that’s possible.” His eyes went to Lord Ulrik Marak, sensing that it was best to get his permission. “Would that be acceptable, Lord Marak?” he asked courteously. “For Hapthanor to fly us to the Hollow Hills?”

The big dragonlord did not answer at once. He was a very large, powerful, and brooding presence in the room and had spent a lot of time looking at the Heart Remade, or else staring down at the table in private reflection. He looked up at last and met eyes with Emeric Manfrey. “Why the Hollow Hills?” he rumbled.

“There is a breach,” Emeric said, “where Brexatron escaped. We believe we may be able to find our way to the tunnel from there.”

“I know that breach,” Torus Stoutman said cheerfully. “That’s where we met, Emeric.”

“Indeed,” Emeric smiled.

“And when you reach it?” Marak demanded. “Do you expect to fly Hapthanor down through this breach?”

“Only to deliver us safely to the ground. Once there, we will find the tunnel afoot. Jonik says it’s too narrow for a dragon to fly, unless it’s a small one, but that’s where Ranulf comes in. His eagle Kamcho will scout the way for us, while we follow behind.”

Walter Selleck looked up from his notebook. “Now what’s this, Ranulf? You’ve got a pet eagle as well?”

“A bonded one, Walter. That’s how I bore witness to the duel between Drulgar and Brexatron.”

Walter’s eyes popped open. “You what now? You actually saw it?”

“I did,” Ranulf told him.

“Well gods be good, you’re full of surprises. There’s you standing witness to something like that while I rot away in that cold grey tower right up at the arse-end of nowhere…”

“Oh stop moaning about that,” Elyon snapped at him. “Your constant griping is wearing thin.”

“So soon? I’ve only just gotten started.”

“Walter, I’m serious. Or shall I tell them all what you did?”

The scruffy little scribe went all innocent. “And what’s that, princeling?”

“Right. You asked for this.” Elyon Daecar stood up abruptly and pointed his finger at the man. “He slept through the final vision. King Sevrin and Prince Devrin were both sitting with the Eye when it cracked open and broke. Rasalan was showing us a final glimpse, and Walter bloody well missed it.”

This was all news to Lythian Lindar. Elyon and his crew had arrived only a short time ago and not even Lythian had had a chance to dig into what they’d been up to. “The Eye of Rasalan is broken?” he asked.

“Split right down the middle,” Elyon said, with a downcut of the hand to demonstrate. “Same as the Hammer of Tukor. They broke the very same night.”

“Truly?” Emeric asked, eyebrows raising.

“Truly,” Elyon said.

“And you missed it, Walter?” Torus Stoutman asked, tutting.

“You fool,” hissed Lady Kazaan. “You fat little fool.”

“Fat? Now steady on, my lady…”

Storos Pentar leapt up in outrage. “I’m very disappointed in you, Walter Selleck! So very disappointed indeed! We put the fate of the world in your hands, and what do you do with it? You throw it on the floor.” He glared at him, but could not keep it up for very long. It was obvious to them all that he was joking, a thing confirmed when he said, “Oh, who cares?” and sat back down. “I doubt he missed anything, anyway. Visions, shmisions, that’s what I say.”

Elyon blinked at him. “Visions, shmisions? Did you actually just say that, Storos?”

“Sounds like I did.”

“It isn’t visions, shmisions,” Elyon said sharply. “Sevrin told me that in one vision, Saska was seen bearing the Heart Remade. Is that a vision, shmision, Storos? Well, is it?”

“I guess not,” the knight admitted. He sank a little lower in his chair. “So, she’s been seen?”

“Yes.”

“Where?”

“Over a fiery sky,” said a voice that hadn’t yet spoken. It was Devrin’s voice, and it came out very gloomily. “My father and I saw it. A blade of many colours cutting across a fiery sky. That’s how it worked. We both sat and saw the visions, and Walter recorded the things we said.”

“Well, it’s a bit more complicated than that,” Walter put in. “But true, that’s the basics.” He bent down in his chair and plucked out several notebooks from a bag at his feet. “Here,” he said, plonking them down on the table. “These are all the notes I took. One for Sevrin, one for Devrin, one for both. The one for both is best.”

“Best how?” asked Connor Crawfield.

“That’s when they both sat with the Eye,” Walter explained. “King and prince. They muttered words, and I jotted them down. Each vision is a riddle. Anyone good at riddles here? Ranulf, you surely are.”

“Well, I do dabble.”

“Then how about we put our heads together? Get a few jugs of wine in and try to puzzle it out. It’d be fun.”

“I have no doubt, Walter. Only, I need to go away.” Ranulf seemed torn all of a sudden, but had evidently promised his services and those of Kamcho to Emeric and Jonik. “Perhaps when I’m back…”

“What of Drulgar?” Lord Marak rumbled, suddenly. The room stilled at the sound of his voice. This talk of visions can wait. We have not discussed Drulgar yet.”

“What’s there to discuss?” Stoutman asked. “He’s dead, isn’t he? That’s what everyone’s saying.”

Marak ignored him. “This eagle of yours,” he said to Ranulf Shackton. “You said you saw through his eyes? The fight.”

“I did,” Ranulf said. “Would you like me to recount it for you, my lord?”

Marak’s big head went up and down, and Ranulf stood and spoke, describing the battle between the brother titans, as he’d seen it. He spoke of how Drulgar had been stabbed hundreds of times by Brexatron’s tree-length, needle-like teeth. He talked of the waterfalls of lava-like blood that steamed from the dragon’s back and shoulders, his neck and head, the blood that had now hardened to great steaming black heaps that lay scattered and strewn across the mountains. The last Ranulf had seen of them, they’d been twisting down from the skies in a violent death embrace, falling for mile upon mile before being swallowed up by some yawning chasm.

“Must have been a big one to swallow them both,” Elyon remarked.

“The chasm was new,” Jonik said quietly, speaking for the first time. “It opened up when Drulgar attacked the refuge. There are lots of them. New rifts and chasms.”

“And was it explored?” Elyon asked. He addressed the question to Ranulf, not his brother. There was probably some intended slight in that. “The chasm the titans fell into?”

Ranulf nodded. “Once these two fine gentlemen freed me, yes. I sent Kamcho down to explore, but he is an eagle, alas, and not an owl, so his night vision leaves much to be desired. For a few hundred metres, there was enough daylight for him to see well enough, but after that, it became too dark.”

“So you have no idea of its depth?” Lythian asked.

“No. But our guess would be - very. Jonik suggested it might go as deep as this underrealm he visited, or even deeper. A mile, two, perhaps more. Poor night vision aside, that’s too far for Kamcho to go. I’d never seen through his eyes from that range.”

“Then I will go,” said Ulrik Marak, unexpectedly. “If this chasm can accommodate Drulgar, Garlath will easily fit.” The dragonlord’s dark eyes surveyed the room and landed on the form of Elyon Daecar. “You,” he said. “You have been to this refuge before.”

Elyon looked like he didn’t want to answer. “Yes,” he said, begrudgingly. “I’ve been there.”

“Then you will guide me,” Lord Marak said. It was not a question. “We will search for Drulgar’s body together.”

Elyon’s jaw tightened; clearly, he had hoped to go elsewhere, to the south where he might join the others at the Bane, or perhaps west to stand with his father. Marak’s manner no doubt irked him too; the man struggled with the word please and tended to favour demands over requests.

Elyon, for those reasons, said nothing for a long moment. Once his silence had aptly displayed his displeasure, he said, “Jonik would be better. He knows those ranges. I don’t.”

“Me? But I can’t go. I’m going with Emeric and Ranulf.”

“Only Jonik knows the way to the greatworm tunnel,” Emeric put in. “We do rather need him, my lord.”

Elyon sighed, seeing no way out. “Fine. I’ll go with you. If I must.”

“Don’t worry, lad, you’ll be back in no time,” Stoutman said. “Maybe I’ll come with you? Spare you having to deal with this grumpy bugger all alone.” He grinned at Ulrik Marak.

“Would you?” Elyon asked. He sounded very fond of the idea.

“No,” Marak rumbled. “Just us. No baggage.”

“Baggage now, am I? After all the help I’ve been?”

“You’ve been very helpful, I’m sure,” Lythian came in. Stoutman was obviously just having yet another jape, and Lythian had no time for it. He stood up to try to move things along. “So, what else? Sir Connor, perhaps your report from the east?”

“Yes, my lord.” And Connor Crawfield rendered his report in that dour voice of his, speaking of the latest in the south of Rasalan, where the Seaborn lords were gathering all their strength around Whaler’s Bay.

After that, Sir Pagaloth warned that the fortresses along the Black Coast were currently being occupied by the Agarathi fleeing from the Wandering Wood and Vandarian Heartlands. From there, they might try to disrupt the king’s invasion efforts in the west and must be rooted out and dealt with to ease that transition. Assignments were thus given to those present, duties dispersed, and it seemed Lythian was to remain here for a little longer, to stand watch over the Heart Remade and help Walter Selleck and Prince Devrin unravel the mystery of these visions. A part of him had hoped to return to Amron, but supposed that could be delayed. The visions, after all, might prove instructive, and he sensed he would need to be on hand to support in that endeavour.

“Well,” he said, once all matters had been settled. “If there’s nothing else to discuss, let us go our separate ways. We can reconvene at another time, once more progress has been made.”

The members of this varied council rose and left the chamber in ones and twos, filing away back through the living quarters. Lythian drew the fur cover back over the Heart Remade, dousing its light. “Elyon, a word before you go,” he said. “Jonik, you as well.”

Jonik was already at the door with Emeric Manfrey, but paused and turned as the exile continued on. Walter and Ranulf followed him out, chatting. Ranulf was helping to carry the books.

“What’s this about?” Elyon asked, once the three of them were alone. “Don’t tell me you’re going to have us sit down and figure out our differences, Lythian. Or is this about trying to bond the blade? It won’t work, I’ve already told you that.”

Lythian was almost certain Elyon was right. He’d taken the hilt of the Heart Remade a couple of times more during Elyon’s absence, and with each attempt, he made no progress; he felt only a shadow of the Sword of Varinar calling from afar, felt its presence as part of the five, but little more. He’d hoped that perhaps one or the other of the former bearers could bond to the part of the blade they knew, that perhaps Elyon could bond the fifth that was the Windblade and still use it to fly, but that seemed unlikely. More than that, it seemed unwise. If one of them could indeed bond and carry it, that opened them all up to the old demons that had haunted them. It risked the blade being taken, and lost, and that was too big a risk to take.

Elyon was going on. “If you think he’s going to be able to bond it, Lythian,” he said, gesturing to his bastard brother, “then you’ve got another thing coming. He won’t, as I told you. No one can, not even Father, and…”

“It isn’t about that,” Lythian said. Jonik had, in fact, come here with him very early that morning, where he’d attempted to lift the blade. As with him and Elyon, Jonik reported sensing the Nightblade, and to a lesser extent, the Mistblade, but they were locked away from him and beyond his power to command. Elyon didn’t need to know about that, though.

“So what is it about?” the prince asked. “Don’t you know I’ve got a dead titan to find?”

“It won’t take long,” Lythian told him. “Follow me. Both of you.”

He led them through the living quarters to the armoury, where Storos Pentar was already scrutinising several breastplates he’d previously set aside. For the last few days, the knight had been diligently selecting for himself a new suit of armour, though many decisions still needed to be made. The breastplate was a very important one and he’d been agonising over his favourite one since yesterday morning.

He looked up when he heard the three of them enter.

“Storos, would you give us a minute?” Lythian asked.

The knight’s eyes were suspicious. “Are you here to choose some new armour too? Because if you are, these are off limits.” He swung a hand, showing them all the breastplates, pauldrons, gauntlets and more that he’d set aside. “These are mine until I’ve chosen. Then you can take your pick, but not before.”

“Storos, give us the room,” Lythian said, losing patience. “No one’s here to take your armour.”

“Fine. But if I see a single thing missing when I get back, I tell you, Lythian, I will not be happy.”

“Damnit, Storos, just go.”

Elyon smiled as he watched the knight trudge off. “So, why are we here? I don’t want any new armour if that’s what you’re thinking. And the Shadowknight surely doesn’t want to give up his fancy suit.”

Jonik didn’t appreciate the name. “I’d prefer it if you didn’t…”

“Call you Shadowknight? You’d prefer brother, I guess.” Elyon laughed at him. “Well, good luck with that one. You might be waiting a while.”

“You’re not very good at being cruel, you know,” Jonik said to him. “It doesn’t come off as natural.”

Elyon laughed again. “Cruel? You think me calling you Shadowknight - a factual thing - is cruel?”

“It’s not what you say, it’s the way you say it.”

“Did your mother teach you that?”

“My mother’s dead.”

“Yes, and good riddance.”

Jonik stiffened. “The last time you said that, I twisted you up like a length of hempen rope. Don’t make me do it again.”

“Oh really? A hempen rope?”

“Now, boys,” Lythian came in. “I didn’t bring you here to argue.”

“Then why did you?” Elyon asked. “In fact...” And he looked at Jonik. “I might ask you that. Why did you, Jonik?”

“Why did I what?”

“Kill my brother. Tell me. I want to know.”

Jonik’s grey eyes fell at once to the floor. A long silence filled the room.

“Was it for the Nightblade?” Elyon asked. “I know it had its claws in you. That, I can understand.”

Jonik’s lips cracked open. A whisper came from his mouth. “Does it matter what I say? I still did what I did. I can’t take it back.”

“I want to know. Did you hate us, for who we were? For having the life you never had?”

“I never hated you.”

“Then what was it? Control?” Elyon was still looking right at him, Jonik away. “They were controlling you, I know. There was a Whisperer. You killed him.”

“Ghalto,” Jonik said, and there was a narrowing of his eyes as he said it. “He was my handler. He was always watching me, even when I didn’t know he was there. He had…powers. To persuade and coerce, but…” He shook his head. “I could have fought harder. I could have disobeyed. But I didn’t. I was weak. And I did what they told me to do.”

“And now you’ve got to live with it forever,” Elyon said.

Jonik nodded grimly. “Until I die.”

A long silence followed, and Lythian stood by, silent as well, as the two brothers worked it through. He had not brought them here for this purpose, but supposed it was always likely to happen anyway, and why not with him present to see that it didn’t come to violence? Lythian could see that Jonik was nothing like the cold-blooded killer he’d been made out to be. His regret was palpable, his guilt draping him like a cloak. Lythian, in fact, felt sorry for him. Jonik had lived a hard life, been manipulated and used, and the fruit of that terrible toil was this - a fear his brother would never forgive him. Eventually, perhaps, he would. But right now, Elyon seemed satisfied to at least understand.

“So…” Elyon said. He seemed a tiny bit awkward now, almost regretful, as he looked at his bastard brother. “What’s this about then, Lythian?”

“It’s right over here,” the Knight of the Vale said. He stepped through the armoury to the far side of the room, where he’d found that chest of specially made armour: the gilded breastplate, the pale pauldron and cuisse, the gauntlets and sabatons in striking silver. He’d left them as they were since that day, though he knew who they were for. Atop the armour was the little note he’d found, which he took out now and handed to Elyon.

“What’s this?”

“Read it.”

Elyon did, and aloud. “For your service,” he read. “If in doubt, ask Jonik.” He handed it to his bastard brother who looked it over as well.

“This is Ilith’s writing,” Jonik said, and looking into the chest, he added, “And Ilith’s work.”

“I thought so too,” Lythian told them. He knew all about Jonik’s special suit of armour that could change its hue at the young man’s will. “Then I guess these are for you, Elyon.” He lifted out a pair of gauntlets. A gentle sound of wind filled the air as he did so, and around the lobstered plate, it swirled.

Elyon made a small sound of disbelief. “Ilith, he…”

“He had a little time before he began the final forging,” Lythian said. “I suppose he thought this was the best use of it.” He smiled. “Are you going to try one on?”

He handed Elyon a gauntlet and the prince turned it over between his fingers, admiring it for a moment with a look of deep interest in his eyes. When he slid it over his hand, it was clear that the fit was perfect. Elyon opened and closed his fingers, smiling at whatever sensation he felt, and then stretched out his hand into the room. He aimed his palm at one of the breastplates that Storos Pentar had neatly set aside, and from the gauntlet came a propulsive blast of wind that shot forward in a mini vortex and knocked the breastplate to the floor.

“Good hit,” Jonik said.

“Thanks. I try.” Elyon peered into the chest and saw the rest of the armour. “That pauldron, the cuisse,” he said, frowning. “They’re for…”

“He’ll get them when we have a chance,” the Knight of the Vale said. And he hoped, very dearly, that he’d be the one to give them to him.
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Elyon Daecar had thought - hoped - that he was quite done with the cold.

He’d endured it time and time again, and by Varin was he tired of it. He seemed to have spent half his life of late half frozen and coated in frost - he’d flown to Thalan how many times, and the Tower of Rasalan, and even the godsdamned Icewilds too, and gods if that cold hadn’t tried to kill him. When Elyon flew back to Ilithor with Pagaloth and Walter and Devrin, he’d thought that was it; he could wipe his hands of the cold and be done with it for good.

But no.

No.

Here he was again, flying back into the teeth of winter. Back into the frozen north for what must surely be the last godsdamned time.

The wind was howling and blowing fiercely, knifing through his layers of fur. Elyon sat behind Lord Ulrik Marak in a two-man saddle as they flew above the High Hammersongs, soaring at considerable speed. The winds were restless and strong, capricious winds that seemed unable to make up their mind as to which way to blow from, so settled upon all directions. One moment, a fierce headwind assaulted him, and the next, a crosswind buffeted Garlath’s flanks. The mighty dragon seemed barely to notice, but Elyon didn’t appreciate the constant change. As soon as he got comfortable with one particular wind, it came at him from another angle, and he had to try to get warm all over again.

He bore it as best he could, tucking his shoulders in and flexing his fingers whenever they became numb. Below, the high craggy peaks passed by slowly, spreading to all sides beneath them. They had passed the Witch’s Crook and the Manticore’s Tail and the big flat-topped mountain men called Mount Headless. Elyon did not know the mountains especially well, but Ranulf Shackton did - he seemed to know a lot about everything - and had told him which ones to look out for to make sure they were going the right way.

Before them, he saw what he thought must be the Grey Sentinel. It was a very large mountain that had a good vantage in all directions, and beyond it lay their quarry, somewhere amidst the sprawl of peaks and valleys at the very height of the Hammersong ranges. Elyon decided he had best tell Marak, so he shouted forward, “It should be somewhere beyond that mountain. If you fly around lower, we should see the beacon.”

Marak did not answer or even make any gesture to suggest he’d heard him. But Garlath did gradually descend lower, so Elyon supposed he must have.

They searched for a while, swinging around the mountain peaks and cruising through the snowy valleys. Waterfalls stood frozen in time, iced over and glinting like jewels, and what trees they saw were armoured in frost and likely dead by now. After an hour or so, they saw the glint of firelight burning through the mists. It was small, just a floating flicker, but unless some mountain men had begun a blaze, it could only be the beacon fire. Garlath swung his heavy bulk toward it, and as the mists thinned and the valley opened out, Elyon saw that they had reached their destination, though it was rather different to when he’d last seen it.

“That’s it,” he said, relieved. “I reckon we owe Ranulf a drink, my lord. We may never have found it otherwise.”

It was Ranulf’s notion to light a beacon fire. Overnight, men had been sent ahead through the portal door to see it done, and by the looks of it, they’d been hard at work. The fire was much larger than Elyon had expected, and certainly much larger than it had seemed at first, a great bonfire blazing on the site where the Shadowfort had once stood, bright orange and red amid the white of the snow and the cold black of the ancient stone.

Elyon saw men down there, very small against the flames, and he lifted a hand to wave to them. He doubted very much that they could see him, but he did it anyway to thank them. Their job was done, and they could return to Ilithor now. Lucky bastards, Elyon thought. Though he hoped to be back there soon as well. Once they’d found the chasm, they needed only fly down into it, confirm that Drulgar the Dread was indeed dead, and return at once the way they’d come. I’ll be back in time for dinner, he thought. And that thought was enough to encourage him.

Marak’s head was swinging side to side, and Garlath’s swung right with it. The two were perfectly, almost hypnotisingly, in sync. Much as Elyon found the dragonlord poor company, it was fascinating observing the pair.

The earth below them was fissured and broken, as if the clash of the two titans had shattered the very fabric of the world, splitting it open into a dozen rifts of varying width. Through the shroud of white mist, the hardened black blood of Drulgar could be seen splashed and spread across a vast area. In places, it had come down to land in drops big enough to swallow a wagon; in others, it had collected in vast steaming pools or spread out like wonky rivers across one mountain slope or another.

The amount of it was shocking. Ranulf had said he could barely believe Drulgar was still alive when he watched it happen, such was the gush and flow of burning blood that came from him, and now Elyon knew what he meant. Even a monster of Drulgar’s immensity could only have so much blood. This looked like all of it. “He has to be dead,” he found himself saying. “There’s no way he could survive such blood loss.”

Marak’s silence unnerved him a little. Elyon hoped he just hadn’t heard him, but he was fairly sure he had.

They flew lower, across the battleground, and Elyon saw the great gouges and rents made by Drulgar’s claws as he ripped and tore at the mountain. The doorway that had led into the refuge, like the fort beyond it, was no longer there. The entire entrance hall had collapsed to rock and rubble. Ranulf had described being there when Drulgar came, how he’d reached in with one enormous taloned hand as though to get at the men within. He’d also spoken of the moment when Brexatron unfolded from the blackness of a higher peak and came swooping down upon his younger brother. He’d come from Drulgar’s left side, from the side where Elyon had blinded him. According to Ranulf, if the Dread still had his sight in that eye, he’d have likely seen Brexatron coming and turned in time to face him. As it was, the bat had managed to get onto the dragon’s back, and then his long needle teeth went to work.

One of the rifts looked wider than the rest. The concentration of smooth black blood was heavier there, and there were signs of damage to the sides, where the two titans had crashed and ricocheted off the walls on their way down into the darkness. Marak identified it as the one they were looking for and Garlath glided toward it, opening his wings to enormous sails to bring them down to a safe landing near the edge. His thick long neck swung around to sniff at a heap of black blood, and a deep rumble thickened in his chest. Elyon wondered what that rumble meant. “Is he taking the scent?” he asked.

Marak’s head went up and down.

Next, Garlath swung his neck over the edge of the abyss and looked down. From behind Marak’s broad back, Elyon could see across to the far rock wall of the chasm, which stretched several hundred metres wide. “You must feel at home here,” he said to his companion. “It’s rather like that camp of yours in the Wandering Wood.”

Marak gave no answer.

“Well, it is,” Elyon said. He was growing tired of the man’s surly silences. “I suppose there are rifts like this splitting the world all over. We only need one to open up at the bed of the Red Sea to drain the water out, and perhaps we’d be able to walk across.”

He decided that he was talking to himself, but went on anyway. “That rift of yours was made by Brannatar, Artibus told me.” Marak probably didn’t know who Artibus was, but since he wasn’t listening, it didn’t matter. “And my father said there were more breaches like this where Brannatar fought Drulgar in the Greenwood. Seems to me the world was not built to host titans if they ruin the land wherever they go.”

“It wasn’t,” Ulrik Marak grunted, speaking at last. “The titans were gone long before it was built.”

“Oh, so you do talk?” Elyon could not help himself. “Here I thought the cold had numbed your tongue.”

The big old dragonlord turned his muscular neck. Atop it rested a wide jaw thick with coarse black and grey stubble. His hair was more salt than pepper, thinning at the temples and crown and cropped short. Pagaloth said he never seemed to cut it and it never seemed to grow. Everything about this man was constant, including the hard look in his dark eyes.

“You don’t like me much, do you?” Elyon asked.

“I suffer enough japing from the dwarf,” was Marak’s reply.

“A man after Lady Kazaan’s heart, I see.”

The dragonlord did not understand the expression. His eyes narrowed further beneath his frown.

“That means you’re alike,” Elyon explained. “I’m not meaning to suggest you are in love with her.” The thought was amusing to him, though. “Have you ever been in love, my lord?” he asked.

Marak only grunted and turned his eyes away. Garlath appeared to have completed whatever it was he was doing and so lifted his head back up and shook out his huge wide wings. Elyon felt like he was being left out of proceedings and didn’t like it.

“So, what now? What was he doing all that time?”

“Listening,” Lord Marak told him.

Then, without warning, Garlath pressed forward with his powerful legs and plunged right over the edge.

The darkness engulfed them in the span of about two seconds.

Elyon scarcely had time to think before the wind was buffeting him in the face and the blackness was swallowing them whole. He reached to grab his godsteel dagger, enhancing his vision, but his eyes took a while to adjust and the change was not instantaneous. Very quickly, he could see almost nothing at all. Just the faint outline of the chasm walls rushing by, the rocky shelves and ledges jutting out from the sides. The air went from cold to cool to warm, then warmer. Steam rushed up from below, billowing as they plunged down through it, and soon the only light came from the Fireblade at Marak’s hip, a faint glow leaking out from the top of its sheath.

Elyon had to remind himself of how well dragons could see in the dark. They were born in darkness, and it was said could see as well in the pitch of night as they could beneath a high summer sun. He also had to remind himself that Lord Ulrik Marak was no reckless man, and thought through every decision he made very thoroughly before making it. This plunge had felt abrupt only because Elyon wasn’t expecting it. But no doubt Marak and Garlath had discussed it at length before taking the decision to leap.

He took comfort from those thoughts and waited for the dragon to level out, which he did eventually, though by that time, they must have flown a considerable distance down. Miles, he thought. Ranulf had suggested it might well go so deep, as deep as that queer netherworld Jonik had seen, and it seemed he was right once again.

When Garlath came to a stop, the sudden thump of his weight upon the hard earth took Elyon by surprise. He still couldn’t see much of anything at all, and that fact bothered him greatly. He turned his eyes around, trying to get an idea of where they were, but the little light that came from Marak’s blade was eaten up quickly by hungry blackness. His hearing offered him better insight; as Garlath gave out a rumbly roar, the way the sound carried away, echoing, made it clear they were in a vast and open chamber a thousand times bigger than any greathall in the north.

His mind returned quickly to why they were here. “My lord, can Garlath see him?” he asked, half panting from the descent. “Drulgar? Is he here?”

He waited, hoping this time the dragonlord would answer quickly, and blessedly he did. “No,” was his answer, and that was very concerning. “He is not here. Garlath knew that from the surface.”

“He knew?”

“He heard. Or did not hear. When Drulgar breathes, the sound carries far. A dragon could hear it from many miles away.”

“But…” Elyon was confused. “Why would Drulgar be breathing if he was dead?”

Once more, the lack of answer unnerved him.

“You don’t think he’s dead, do you?” Elyon asked.

“I have my doubts,” said Marak.

Elyon looked around again; his eyes were taking in a little bit of his surroundings now. Just the very faint shape of the rugged rock earth beneath them, the little swirls of steam that came up through little vents and cracks. He saw, further off, what he thought was another puddle of Drulgar’s blood, though this one wasn’t so solid as the ones on the surface. Down here, it hadn’t had time to harden over, and the warm air kept the surface somewhat liquid, a mottle of black and dark red patches that bubbled and steamed long days later.

“He was here,” Elyon said. That was obvious, but he said it anyway. Even obvious remarks were better than silence in his book.

“Yes,” Marak agreed, generously. “But no longer.”

He drew the Fireblade, raised it above his head, and a pulse of flame burst from its edges. Elyon was almost blinded by the sudden brightness of it, and would have liked a warning, but made no complaint. As soon as the sudden glare faded, he found that the cave system came to life before his eyes, and vast was hardly even the word. The rock floor spread off in all directions with no end in sight, and above them the ceiling was only very vaguely to be seen many hundreds of metres up. There, Elyon could see a thin line of grey light, hardly wider than his finger. It was the opening of the chasm, many miles above.

“Gods,” he found himself whispering. He could think of little else to say, and had a new appreciation of what his bastard brother must have endured.

“Some say so,” Lord Marak said.

Elyon didn’t understand what he meant. “My lord?”

“Gods, you said. Some say they were born in places like this.”

If that was so, Elyon had never heard of it. He supposed it was probably an Agarathi belief. Agarath was all about fire and brimstone and volcanic forces, so it made sense that his people would think he sprang up from the deep. “The northern gods came from above, not below,” he said. “That’s where they made their Eternals Halls, so we can join them when we die.”

The dragonlord seemed disinterested in having a theological discussion at this time. “There is much we don’t know,” is all he said, then unstrapping himself from his harness, he swung a leg over his saddle and leapt down to the ground, a distance of at least thirty feet. No normal Fireborn could make such a leap uninjured, but Marak was unlike the rest of his kind. The Fireblade gave him powers akin to the Bladeborn, strengthening his muscles and making him more durable, and if that wasn’t enough, his armour was like godsteel too. Elyon watched the man land, going down to one knee as he struck the hard rock with a thump, then standing up and walking away. He didn’t think it quite right for him to sit atop Garlath alone, waiting for the rider to return, so he quickly unstrapped his own harness and jumped to the ground as well.

He took the opportunity to test his new gauntlets as he did so, holding his arms to his sides and blasting out from them little bursts of wind. The effect was a little jerky, but they served to slow him as he landed. He wore his new sabatons as well, which were similarly empowered by the Windblade. Lythian had wondered if he might be able to use them to fly again, but Elyon didn’t think so. Glide, perhaps, or propel himself long leaping distances, but flight seemed unlikely without the Windblade’s full power.

He strode quickly to catch up. Behind, Garlath was following as well, though at a distance. By the time Elyon reached the dragonlord, the man had stopped and was studying one of the crevices. On closer inspection, Elyon realised it wasn’t a crevice at all.

“That’s a scratch mark,” he said, looking at it. There was another nearby, lined up roughly alongside it, and a third just a little further on. “Drulgar made them with his claws.”

Lord Marak nodded and swung the Fireblade to his right; perhaps fifty metres away, they saw another three such scratches torn into the rock. No doubt those were made by Drulgar’s other hand.

“He was dragging himself this way,” Elyon said. It gave him no pleasure to utter those words, but there was no point in denying the facts.

“Yes,” said Marak. He looked at the ground between the two sets of gouges. The rock was smoother there, as though Drulgar had flattered out all the little outcrops and boulders as he dragged himself along on his colossal belly. The surface was slick with a thin film of black blood, thin enough that it had lost its heat and hardened over. It formed a sort of road of blood, flanked by the great scratch marks, leading into the darkness.

Elyon drew a breath. He knew they had to follow that road.

“Do we walk or fly?” he asked. So far as he could see, there was plenty of space here for Garlath to fly, if he wanted. If Drulgar could move around down here, certainly Garlath could do so as well.

“We will walk first,” said Ulrik Marak. “I want to get the cold out of my limbs.”

Elyon had already forgotten the cold. He wished for the cold, in all truth. It was much nicer than this close, sweaty darkness.

“Very well,” he said, as they began down the black blood road.

Elyon Daecar had the feeling, then, that they weren’t going to be back in time for dinner, after all.
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Amron stood at the river harbour south of the city as a great bulky man-of-war by name of Handsome Hound lumbered off on its journey down the Steelrun.

Its figurehead was that of a great grinning mastiff, worked in bronze with its head up to the wind and tongue lolling from the side of its mouth. Aboard were not hounds, however, but horses, along with huge quantities of food and supplies. With its big belly laden down with barrels of pickled herring and salted beef, it moved low and slow on the water, and up on deck and down in the cabins and crewman quarters, the hundreds of soldiers only added to the weight.

“A fatter bloody ship I never did see,” came the rough voice of Sir Bryce Coddington. “It’ll be a wonder if she ever makes it, Amron. That oaf’s like to founder at the first little bump.”

It wasn’t likely. Amron had allowed the ship to be packed so full precisely because of its strength and durability, and the captain who commanded it had been effusive in his praise. It was one of Lord Harrow’s prized vessels out of Crosswater, and this was but one of many trips it would make. Very slowly, yes, but not in peril as Coddington made out.

“The weight is well distributed, Bryce,” he said evenly. “And correct me if I’m wrong, but I don’t recall that you were ever an expert on seafaring vessels.”

“Don’t take an expert to see a fat ship flailing to stay afloat. But who am I to judge? I’m sure you know what you’re doing.”

As ever, the comment was made with mild contempt, as though he was only waiting for some tragedy to unfold so he could point and say, ‘I told you so’. That was a large part of the man’s personality and had been for fifty years.

Amron knew better than to engage with him. He surveyed the other ships leaving with Handsome Hound, of which there were four, though none as large or quite so heavily loaded. Nosy Narwhal was a slim and sleek war galley, painted white and with a long horn protruding from its prow to match the whale from which it took its name. It carried soldiers primarily. There were a pair of strong galleons called Triumph and Victory (both ships of the crown) which bore supplies and soldiers both and lastly a rather battered-looking merchant cog called Kraken Snack that, clearly, had not yet lived up to its name (though given its appearance, several such attempts had been made to that effect). With a great wide hold, it was able to accommodate many horses in stalls and had a reasonable accompaniment of men aboard as well.

All in, over a thousand men were aboard the vessels, under the command of Lord Mantle of the bat-wing cloak. King’s Point was their planned destination. Another fleet was also being prepared to leave; currently, several moored vessels were being fitted out and filled to go to Crosswater as hundreds of soldiers milled about, waiting to disembark. Amron wanted to move his forces down the river gradually, and each day thousands of men were leaving the city in an almost constant flow.

It was exciting, that was undeniable. There was a great buzz now throughout the immense half-ruin that was Varinar, a stirring of hope and optimism. Men went around with their chins held high, imagining their valiant acts to come. Everywhere, soldiers trained with sword and spear, their eyes fixed with a firm new purpose. Though food stocks were still stretched thin, no one seemed to care so much anymore. The soldiers were mustering, grouping, and leaving, and soon the invasion would happen and the war would be done and won. Then the snow would clear, and the rain would stop, and they could all replant their fields and rebuild their homes and struggle on until the next great harvest. Ash, everyone was saying, was good for the soil. And so the next harvest would be a bountiful one, and all these long hardships would be forgotten.

And all this from a rumour, Amron Daecar thought warily. It was the death of the Dread that had inspired all this feeling, and the fact that no one had seen a body yet still made the king uneasy.

The docks were loud and busy, the gulls cawing, bells ringing, wagons and handcarts rolling down from the city to load up the waiting ships. Lord Abel Darring strode up to him from all that bustle, hooked nose raised high and proud. “My lord,” he said, in that thin strained voice of his. “We should be ready to leave within the hour.”

“Very good, Lord Darring. You have your commands?”

“Yes, my lord. We’ll unload the men at Crosswater and establish our field camps there either side of the river. The ships will sail right back to convey more men and supplies at once.”

Amron nodded. Crosswater was a good halfway house between Varinar and King’s Point, and there was space enough beside the banks of the river to establish temporary warcamps for the army.

It was a colossal operation, quite the biggest undertaking of Amron Daecar’s life and likely the many kings who had ruled before him, going back centuries, even millennia. Amron had, between his many disparate soldiering forces, almost a hundred thousand men and women within and without the city walls now, and many more were on the way.

Today, the Olorans would arrive from Elinar, with Lord Wyliam Brabant leading in the van. Early word from the riders sent ahead to him claimed a force of thirty thousand. And the Taynars were dripping back in as well, along with the Amadars and Strands who’d gone out under the command of Sir Geofrey Bannard to marshal them. That might add ten or twenty thousand more, and further downriver, more were waiting. There were the men already at Crosswater and King’s Point, the Harrow men and the embattled soldiers who’d remained at the coast with Lord Rodmond Taynar in that wet grey ruin. Lord Gavron Grave the Ironfoot was there too, restoring order and parts of the city besides with the thousands Amron had sent with him, Sir Reginald Hightree and a host of Daecars among them. Word from the Twinfort was that Lord Randall Borrington was back on his feet as well, following the arrow he’d taken to the neck. Roaring with indignation at the dreadful misfortune of that shot, he was assembling the last of his strength from the Twinfort and the lands surrounding the western gate and awaiting Amron’s command.

When required, Amron would have Admiral Fairside sail westward from King’s Point to fetch him. How many more that would make, he didn’t know. And, of course, there were the rest of the Amadar men at Ilivar, including the three thousand who’d left Varinar in protest after the death of Lord Brydon. Sir Michael Tunsen, still brooding in the mistaken belief that his lord had been murdered by poison, and hadn’t simply choked to death on a hunk of meat, would soon relent in his position, Amron knew, and rejoin the king’s peace.

When all was said and done, he could be leading a force approaching two hundred thousand across the Red Sea to lay assault to Eldur’s hordes. And it was stirring, he could not deny. Just the thought of it set his heart to thumping, but he must not get too far ahead.

A king must take things one step at a time, he told himself. There were a thousand things to be done in war, a thousand moving parts, a thousand decisions to be made each day, and yes, a thousand things that could go wrong or change in an instant, just like that. Lurching forward with his imagination was not a profitable use of his energy.

Lord Darring was still standing before him. He was clearly either waiting for Amron to say something more, or dismiss him, and since he had nothing further to add, it was the latter. “Fair fortune on your travels, Abel. I will see you in the coming days.”

“Yes, my lord.” That long unpleasant nose swung up and down and the man twisted and marched away.

“Right, let’s go. Lord Strand is expecting me in the amphitheatre for his son’s duel.”

They set off through the docks. In one section of the harbour, the sound of hammers and toil rang out and Amron briefly diverted his course to the shipyard. Here, hundreds of men were hard at work building dozens upon dozens of longships, large ones with high sides and slim sleek hulls made for the express purpose of a swift sea crossing. The work was being overseen by the Orca Lord, who moved about as smooth in his step as a dancer in his black and white whaleskin cloak. When he saw the king approach, he strode toward him at once.

“My lord,” he said, and he bowed very deeply. The Orca Lord’s manners were impeccable, quite as impeccable as Stegra Snowfist’s were appalling. Blue-green eyes stared at him penetratingly, eyes the colour of the ageless sea.

Amron surveyed the shipyard. “How is your work coming? Do you have everything you need? Lumber, nails, rope…”

“We have everything, my lord.” The Orca Lord, whose true name Amron still did not know, pointed out a line of completed vessels drawn up along the banks nearby. “These are ready. We have performed tests and each can host a hundred men without difficulty.”

“Armoured?”

“Yes.”

“Surely not godsteel?” Amron said. That was impossible for such a vessel.

But the Orca Lord’s eyes did not change. “They are very strong, my lord. The design is unique. We have outriggers that extend sideward to distribute the weight. The way we cut and shape the wood is essential to this design.”

“But surely not a hundred armoured Bladeborn,” Amron repeated.

Again, no reaction from the Orca Lord. Nothing that showed doubt in those serene, staring eyes. “We have not tested this. Do you have a hundred knights in full plate to lend us?”

Amron did not think that would be a good use of anyone’s time. In any case, he would never pile so many assets into a single ship. Eggs and baskets came to mind.

The Orca Lord went on. “Space is the chief concern, not weight. And they are swift. The shape of the hull cuts the water like no vessel you raise here. No resistance. Even with the outriggers, we will move smooth and swift and leave no trace of our passing. But for this, we will need strong men at the oars. Men who know how to pull and row to the beat of the timekeeper’s drum, and this is not so easy as it sounds. Good timing takes time to perfect. It requires coordination, discipline, and endurance, especially if the weather is rough. I will need men for this.”

“You’ll have them,” Amron said. He knew the Orca Lord’s numbers were woefully insufficient to propel this burgeoning fleet. At least a dozen men, and perhaps double that, would be needed per boat and if heavily weighed down by armoured knights, those oarmen must be strong. “I’ll speak to my captains and commanders and have them select suitable men,” he went on. “Bladeborn, if they can be spared.”

The Orca Lord nodded. “That would be helpful, but not necessary. More important is skill and timing, for which they must be trained. If you have men who have worked oars before, this is best. Others must come to me for training.”

Amron had perhaps overlooked the importance of training these oarmen. He accepted the Orca Lord’s expertise on the matter and told him it would be done, then left him. As they walked back to the horses, Bryce asked, “What are you going to give him, then? For all this selfless service?”

The Orca Lord wanted a lordship, a castle, the associated lands, incomes, and prestige that came with it, and a good match for his daughter Saleen. Amron knew all that well enough, though only from mild inference. It had not been explicitly discussed as yet, and the king wasn’t going to discuss it with Bryce Coddington either.

The old man snorted when Amron told him so. “Might be better if I die before this war’s done,” he complained. “Not sure I want to live in a world where some tribesman sits in judgment from a fancy castle and weds his daughter into the highborn ranks.”

He scoffed again at the thought and continued to complain as they mounted their horses and made back for the city. On the short journey he muttered not only of the indecorous social climbing of the Orca Lord, but also the weather, the cold, the uselessness of any number of well-regarded lords and knights, Eldur, Agarath, his back, his neck, his sleeping arrangements, the food, the limited amount of wine remaining in the city, and boredom, among a host of other things. One might think the man had grown more bitter with age, but he was always like this and Amron was used to him. He actually liked it, truth be told. There was something comforting and familiar within all the old man’s griping, and he told good stories too, stories of the old days when he would ride with Amron’s father, Gideon and Wallis Kanabar and old Ralf of Rotting Bridge. Amron liked to keep grizzled old veterans like Bryce and Ralf about him, if for no other reason than to make himself feel younger. If they could still do it in their mid to late sixties, well then, so could he.

Another man of that vintage was awaiting Amron in the Varinar amphitheatre, which still stood atop its high central hill opposite the tumbled ruin of the broken palace. Here, the Song of the First Blade had always been staged, and many other annual contests and tourneys, too. To honour that tradition, Lord Styron Strand had decided to make use of it for the tournament he’d arranged in the king’s name and was overseeing proceedings from the vaunted position of the king’s royal balcony.

“Excellent, you made it,” the powerful old lord said, as Amron entered. “Gerald’s just about to fight. Though I doubt it’ll last long.”

The stadium was busy this afternoon, and the stands were well-stocked with spectators. What started as a fun little tourney to keep the men sharp had now expanded into a larger event, attracting crowds of commensurate size. Across the many high balconies, the nobility observed, but below the tiers were thick with soldiers and smallfolk drawn to the attraction. Word was, the winner of the tournament would be raised to a ceremonial position known as the ‘Last Blade of Vandar’, as opposed to the ‘First Blade’, and thus the tournament had taken on the name ‘The Song of the Last Blade’ among the masses. Quite what the duties of this ‘Last Blade’ would be, no one seemed to know, and Amron was among them. The entire thing had happened without his involvement and he had rather too much else to be getting on with it to give it much of his attention.

Robert Borrington was present with Styron Strand. “Wine, Amron?” he asked.

“Not for me, Robert.”

“Bryce?”

“Does Vilmar the Black shit in the woods?” Coddington said. “You’re serving, I’m drinking.”

“Excellent.” Borrington smiled. “Styron’s been such a bore.” The Lord of Northwatch had clearly had a few cups already, to judge those red cheeks. The man was scarred from dragon burns down one whole side of his body, very grim to look at from a certain angle, but never short of a jape and a grin. He poured Bryce a full measure and handed it over. “Be warned. It tastes more like vinegar than wine but does the job.” He clicked cups with Coddington and they drank.

“So, Styron. Who is Gerald’s opponent?” Amron was hopelessly out of the loop and knew of almost no results so far, except for Bryce’s earlier victory over Sir Hugo Dain, one of Amara’s Knights Assorted.

“Another of Amara’s men,” Styron said, shortly. “That one who had the notion about the longships. I forget his name.”

“Sir Ryger Joyce,” Amron told him. “He’s a good sword, Amara tells me.”

“He won’t have a chance to show it,” Styron dismissed. “Not against Gerald. A good gust of wind could beat my son.”

There was a stirring in the crowd just then. Amron looked over the railing for the first time and saw men out there with their brushes sweeping the sand for the next bout. A moment later, Sir Gerald Strand emerged from a tunnel, hesitant, hardly heroic, to take his place in one corner. Jeers accompanied his coming. It was the price of treachery. When Ryger Joyce’s name was called, it brought a sort of confused silence. Most seemed unfamiliar with the name, and small wonder. Ryger, like many of Amara’s men, had been found in the service of a grotesquely fat pirate lord in the heart of Lake Eshina, and that abstinence from proper society had rendered him largely unknown.

Lord Strand gave a disdainful snort. “A traitor and a turncloak,” he said. “They’ll let any riffraff compete these days.”

It was a curious statement, seeing as Strand was the one who’d personally approved all entries to ensure the field did not get too bloated. Amron supposed it was his attempt at humour, not a quality the man was known for.

“They’re well matched,” he said. “It should make for a compelling enough bout.” Amron had always favoured a close match-up between two lesser fighters than watching a more heralded combatant overwhelm and humiliate his opponent. There was little intrigue in such clashes, and tight duels were more dramatic. “Who will the winner be facing in the next round?”

“That youth courting your daughter,” Styron said. “He won his bout earlier, and convincingly as well. I had doubted the wisdom of raising him to the ranks of the order at such a young age, but it seems I was mistaken. He’s gifted, I’ll grant him that.”

“He could go far,” Lord Borrington put in. “Got a lovely Strikeform, that Jovyn.”

“He squired for Elyon,” Amron said. “And Elyon for Lythian.” That statement needed no further explanation. Everyone knew that Lythian Lindar was the finest proponent of Strikeform in the realm, and Elyon wasn’t far behind.

The announcer was calling the two combatants to the heart of the field now, and explaining to them the format. It was the best of three rounds, the first to score twenty points in each bout, and three judges sat in their assigned places with paddles at the ready. Those paddles read ‘one’, ‘two’, and ‘three’, and all the judges must agree on the value of the strike for it to count.

Once the announcer had given his instructions, the two men tapped blades, took several steps back to make room, and the bout began. It became quickly obvious to Amron that Sir Ryger’s time in exile had done little to rust his skills. He was swift, sharp, decisive. Gerald Strand, meanwhile, looked like a drowning man struggling to stay afloat and was doing himself a disservice. Amron sighed and shook his head while Gerald’s father snorted in disapproval. “Useless,” he grunted. “He shames me at every turn.”

“He’s better than this,” Amron said. “Give him time. He’ll find his feet eventually.”

He was right to say so. Though Ryger Joyce took the first bout with room to spare, the second was a much closer affair. Gradually, the hissing and booing in the crowd - which happened every time Gerald went on the attack - diminished and even began to evolve into scattered support. As the second bout drew closer to its end, the score tied at seventeen points apiece, Amron heard the first cries of Sir Gerald’s name. Then, following a prolonged and rather cagey exchange as the two traded attacks and defensive parries, Sir Gerald burst forth with a thrilling strike to catch Sir Ryger on the helm. All three paddles shot up, displaying ‘three’, and the score was awarded, giving Gerald the bout twenty points to seventeen.

“A lucky strike,” Lord Styron said. “They’re only cheering him because they want a close match. The crowd always supports the underdog.”

There seemed no pleasing the man. “I’d put him favourite to take the win after that,” Amron said.

“An empty triumph against a man like Joyce.”

“Sir Ryger is a skilled sword, Styron. Now be fair. Give credit where it’s due.”

The big lord huffed and said nothing. Clearly, he wanted his son to win, though seemed unwilling to admit it.

Amron let him be and stood quietly, watching the action unfold as the third and final bout began. The two men were watchful at first, circling slowly, which caused unrest in the stands. Then they exploded back into action, to the crowd’s delight, and the scores came thick and fast.

A good two-point strike for Strand, a three-point rebuttal from Ryger Joyce with an excellent thrust to the breastplate. They traded points, mostly ones, the occasional two, as Gerald Strand built a small lead with some impressive duelcraft that had even his father nodding his head.

Joyce saw the danger of being defeated by a traitor and came surging back, driving Gerald right down to his knees. The crowd gasped as Ryger’s blade swung, coming swift in a fierce diagonal cut that caught Gerald flush in the gorget with a sharp ring of steel and a puff of mist that said the godsteel had been breached.

The crowd erupted into a blur of noise, sensing blood. Lord Strand stiffened and pressed forward at the balcony rail. Amron was staring at the two combatants, but seeing two others. Seeing Aleron instead of Gerald, and Jonik instead of Ryger. Seeing his son and heir down on his knees as the bastard boy he never knew he’d sired hacked again and again at his neck. All of a sudden it was all Amron could think of, all he could see. That dreaded red memory as the blood spurted from Aleron’s neck. The terrible noise the crowd made as their favourite son fell down, dead, and the skies opened up and the rain fell thick as though Vandar himself was weeping.

He grimaced against the memory and shut his eyes. When he opened them again, Gerald Strand was back on his feet and the bout had resumed, and it was nothing like Aleron at all. But the memory was still with him. I should never have come, he thought. He’d not been to the arena since that tragic day; he’d feared this might happen, and it had.

He was about to make his excuses to leave when Whitebeard stepped up behind him and gave him a reprieve. “My lord,” the ranger said, over the din. “Lord Brabant has just arrived to see you. Shall I bring him out?”

“No,” Amron told him at once. “I’ll come in.”

He turned and withdrew, stepping briskly from the terrace and into the corridor beyond, where the tumult of noise and cheering was suitably shielded by the thick stone walls. He took a deep breath and pressed all thoughts of his son aside.

Lord William Brabant was awaiting him in the corridor with a pair of knights dressed in the Oloran arms - a gauntleted fist over a plain background of grey and white. It was an unfussy sigil to fit an unfussy house. Brabant himself was more colourfully dressed. His cloak was chequered in sun yellow and forest green and his sigil was that of a hornet with a godsteel stinger and plated wings. He was twenty-six years of age, athletic and cheerful, with smiling eyes, curly flaxen hair, and a twirly moustache on his upper lip that looked, so far as Amron saw it, a little ridiculous.

“Your Majesty.”

He swung into an ostentatious bow. Brabant’s lord father had perished during the last war, so he’d spent almost all his life at the head of a rich and moderately powerful house and had taken advantage of every benefit offered that position. He courted pretty ladies and spent his days hunting, jousting, drinking, and training with both sword and spear. He was very good with both, Amron knew.

“I’m forever regretful I wasn’t present for your coronation, my lord. I’m sure the Forgemasters put on quite the show.”

“The Forgemasters are too busy with their forging, Lord Brabant. The coronation was a quick affair.”

“Quick and momentous, I have no doubt.” He smiled cheerfully. Clearly, the grim days had not dampened the man’s spirit, and Amron was happy to see it. “I hear Lord Strand is hosting a tourney in your name, sire,” he said, as a roar throbbed through the wall. “Any chance that he’ll permit any latecomers? I have a keen wish to swish my blade and I’m not the only one.”

The two knights standing behind him were surely among that number. Amron recognised one of them as Brabant’s older cousin, Sir Marlon, an Oloran household knight, though the other he did not know. “I fear the entry period has elapsed, Wyliam. In any case, you’d have been denied.”

“Oh? Too good, am I? I’d hate to make the result a foregone conclusion.” He chuckled. “So, let me hazard a guess at your meaning, my lord. You want me to keep on going downriver?”

“Very perceptive, Wyliam. Yes. So long as you think your men are able?”

“I’d have to ask them first. All thirty thousand. Might take a day or three, my lord, but I’ll get back to you on that soon.” He laughed again, ever quick with a silly jest. “So, when do you want us to leave? I’ve got them pitching camp outside the walls, but I’ll rush out and tell them to un-pitch it if you want. We’ll be on our way by sunset.”

Amron smiled. “Sunup will serve. Spend the evening here and leave tomorrow, Wyliam.”

“As you command, my lord. And to where ought I lead my host?”

“King’s Point. You’ll find Lord Rodmond Taynar there, with the Ironfoot. Sir Marcus Flint will accompany you with a smaller Taynar host.”

“A deserter host, you mean to say.”

“Not entirely. Most of them are men who stayed here to protect the city. Though some, yes, they have returned to receive their pardons.” Amron thought it prudent to assimilate the Taynars into the Oloran strength and send them all downriver together. He expected Brabant and Flint to lead them well.

“Well, I suppose I’d best go see Sir Marcus, then.” He glanced toward the passage leading to the king’s balcony. There was something eager in that glance, and Amron smiled.

“Feel free to stay, Wyliam. I’ll have Sir Marcus informed that you’re here.”

“Are you sure, my lord?”

“Quite sure. You’ve performed admirably, mustering the Oloran strength. That can’t have been easy following Lord Penrith’s death.”

“Oh, it wasn’t so hard,” the man said, with a humble shrug. “By the end, old Penrith was widely despised and the whole city was looking to a new leader. Well, I could hardly be more different from the man. I suppose that’s what won me their favour.”

He was underselling it. The Oloran host was, as with all the greathouse armies, a force cobbled together from a hundred different houses and it would have taken a lot of work to get them all moving in the same direction. Sending Brabant straight downriver was small reward for those efforts, but unavoidable. The least Amron could do was let him rest here for a while and indulge his old fancies with a few cups of vinegary wine.

He parted with the man there, telling him he had other matters to attend to and thus would not be joining him. The real reason for his departure was Aleron, but he saw no need to mention that.

It was getting late, and twilight was approaching, when he found himself back at Keep Kanabar. Dismounting outside the hilltop castle, he let the grooms take Wolfsbane and stepped inside with Whitebeard still at his heel. Sir Miles Hewitt was seeing to his duties as Amron arrived, and the king suggested a quick spar with the man.

“My lord? Are you sure?”

“I am if you are, Miles.”

Hewitt was stocky, strong, and a good fierce combatant. All in all, an excellent man to train with when Amron felt the pull. And he felt it more often these days. Ever since Artibus gave him that sleeping tonic he’d made with Black Merryl, he’d been sleeping well, waking rested, and feeling clearer in the head besides.

It even seemed to him that Artibus’s pain tonics lasted longer as well. Now, he took only one a day and that seemed wholly sufficient. And all from sleep, he thought, bemused. Artibus had expounded the virtues of proper rest, and it seemed that was all he needed.

“Well, sire, let’s swing some steel then,” Sir Miles said, and so they did.

They trained for an hour in the Keep Kanabar duelling yard, far from the arena where the city was watching. Here, only a few passing servants and guardsmen paused to observe the king in his work, and at one point Amara appeared, wrapped up warm in her thick fur cloak, to sit and watch awhile before returning to her sickbed. It was a good robust workout and enough to get up a sweat. Mostly, Amron ran drills and practised his Blockform, inviting Miles Hewitt to try to breach his defences, which he failed to do. He did not go on the assault against the man; good as Hewitt was, he would not hold off the king for long.

Once satisfied, Amron went to his rooms to undress, bathe, and muse on strategy at the enormous desk that Wallis Kanabar had once sat at. The desk was covered with papers and maps, and this was his nightly ritual: to withdraw from the demands of the world for a time and mull alone, and in peace. As he sat there, night descended upon the city, and the servants came to light the fire. A little later, Artibus shuffled in and took a seat before him. This was part of the ritual, too.

“How are you feeling today?” he asked him.

“Good,” Amron said. “Strong.”

Artibus peered at him curiously. “When did you last take a pain tonic?”

Amron had to think about it. “Yesterday evening,” he said, surprising even himself. Had it really been that long? “A little before dinner,” he added.

“So, shortly after sundown?”

Amron nodded; he supposed that was right.

“And you’re still drinking your sleeping tonics every night?”

“Every night,” Amron confirmed. Artibus’s expression seemed thoughtful, even a little suspicious. Amron couldn’t tell why. “Is there a problem?” he asked.

The old man pondered a moment, saying nothing.

“Artibus?”

“I’m just very happy to see that you’re doing well,” the old physician said. He sat a moment longer in private thought, then stood. “Dinner is in twenty minutes,” he told him, then left the room.

It was a curious exchange. Amron watched with a frown as the old man shuffled out but had no mental space to reflect on it right now. If there was something he should know, then Artibus would tell him.

He returned to his work until it was time to dine, then went to the family feast hall. They ate together every evening now, sharing stories of the day and making the most of the time they had. Every night, Artibus, Amara, Lillia and Jovyn were present, with sometimes the addition of Sir Penrose or Sir Daryl, or Carly Flame Mane as well. Once, Robert Borrington had entertained them for a night, and on another Bryce Coddington had been invited, only to spend the entire evening complaining. It was unanimously decided after that that the old knight never be invited again. Rogen, of course, stood outside despite regular invitations to join them. He said it was not his place and remained, instead, beyond the door.

Tonight, it was just the core members of the family. Largely, it was spent listening to Lillia recount the details of Jovyn’s performance in gushing tones.

“Jovy’s going to win,” she said, fervent. It was possible, Amron supposed, but unlikely at his age. There were still a lot of fine swordsmen remaining, and many would consider themselves favourites. “If he does advance to the latter stages, can I come to Crosswater, Father? I promise I won’t go any further than that, but I have to be there to watch.”

Amron was a little nonplussed. Amara saw the frown and said, “There is talk, Amron, that the tournament will be paused, to continue at Crosswater in a week or so. By then the field will have thinned down to the last eight, or perhaps the last sixteen, and the subsequent rounds can be staged there.”

Amron was not aware of any of that. It had briefly crossed his mind that staging a tournament like this, when the army was being broken apart, brought with it certain logistical complications, but he’d given it no deeper thought. “I’m sure Styron has it all in hand,” he said. “I’m not really involved, Amara.”

“But you understand your daughter’s apprehension?”

“Yes, I…”

“Will you promise, Father? I’ll come right back after, I swear.”

“Well, I…”

“I could do with the trip as well,” Amara said. “I think the fresh air will do me the world of good.”

Artibus, who was only half-listening to the conversation and spending the rest of his energy and attention scribbling in his notebook, as was his custom, lifted his head and frowned at her. “That is unwise, Amara. In your condition…”

“Oh, blast my condition. And what condition are you referring to? The cracked skull or the little parasite growing inside me?”

“Both. Sailing downriver with a horde of unwashed soldiers isn’t going to do you much good.” The old man gave her a hard look. There was something suspicious in it as well, the same sort of expression he’d had earlier in Amron’s solar.

“You know what isn’t going to do me much good?” Amara came back. “Festering in that sickbed you’ve all but chained me to.”

“Chained? Now Amara, be sensible…”

“Since when was I ever sensible? If Jovyn progresses as we hope he will, and if the tourney moves down to Crosswater, we’re going. And that’s that.” She looked at Amron. “Yes?”

He felt rather outnumbered here. And in truth, the thought of keeping Amara and Lillia around a little longer held obvious appeals to him. “Fine,” he said. “You can come. But only if Artibus says you’re fit to travel.”

Lillia beamed. “You hear that, Jovy? You have to keep winning now, or we’ll be stuck here forever. If you love me, you’ll win. You do love me, don’t you?”

“Of course I do,” the boy said, earnest.

“Then you’ll keep on winning,” she declared. “I may not be allowed to go to war, but the least you can do is get me to Crosswater.”

But no further than that, Amron thought.

Later, once dinner was over, Amron retired to his solar and spent a little more time at work. He had Rogen pour him a small cup of wine and asked the ranger to sit. “How did your brother fare earlier, do you know?”

“He won,” Rogen said. “Took the third by a single point.”

“Are you happy for him?”

“Do I look happy?”

“You never look happy, Rogen. But sometimes a man’s face doesn’t tell the whole tale.” He sipped his wine. “Do you think Jovyn will beat him?”

“Yes. The boy is much more talented.”

“And who would he face after that, in the third round?”

There had been one hundred and twenty-eight competitors in the first round, Amron knew, curated down from almost two hundred entrants by Lord Styron and his team. Sixty-four men would make it into the second round, including Jovyn and Gerald, with only thirty-two competing in the third. If Jovyn were to win against Strand and his following opponent after that, it would get him into the final sixteen, by which point the tournament may have moved to Crosswater, if Amara was right. Amron wanted to know how likely that was.

“I would have to consult the draw,” Rogen said. “But if memory serves, either Sir Dederick Dudden or Sir Cod Murray.”

Amron considered it. Murray was an old one-eyed hedge knight and Dudden had served Jovyn’s mother, Lady Colborn, once upon a time. That would add some intrigue to that match-up, to be sure. Both Murray and Dudden had joined Amron when he passed Green Harbour and had fought with him in the Greenwood and at Blackfrost. He would put Jovyn as the favourite against either of them.

“Thank you, Rogen. That will be all.”

The ranger stepped outside, and Amron returned to his strategising. He had wondered when he would go to Crosswater himself, and perhaps now that particular decision could be hung over young Jovyn’s shoulders instead. He sat back in his chair, sipping on his wine, mulling on the war and more until it was time for bed.

In his bedchamber, the king performed some stretches on his left shoulder and massaged the muscle of his right thigh. His pain was still subdued, so he decided that, for the first time in a very long time, he was not going to take a pain relief tonic today. The thought, simple though it was, made him almost misty-eyed. He’d lived so long fearing his pain would only worsen, but now…now it was becoming manageable. And I only needed proper sleep, he thought. Gods, what a thing.

He climbed into his bed, no longer dreading the nights as he once had, but relishing them. No longer did he dream, or suffer the abuse of nightmares. No longer did he toss and turn and writhe like a snake caught beneath a hunter’s boot. He need only drink the sleeping tonic and let it take him through to morning. Seven, eight, even nine hours he could sleep. He could not remember the last time that had happened.

The tonic was where Artibus always left it, right there on his bedside table. He settled himself, lifted the vial and removed the cork. The liquid slid down his throat, soothing, and he set the empty vial aside.

Relaxing into his feather mattress, he breathed in, out, nice and deep, and shut his eyes. Quickly, he felt the tonic do its work, drawing him down into its snug black world. There was a smile on his face as he drifted away.

Hours later, he woke up screaming.
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The king was quiet by the time she got to him.

“I’ve given him a tonic,” Artibus said to her, though his eyes were hard and judging. He looked at her for a long time, and a condemning look it was. “How long have you been doing it?” he asked in an accusing tone. When she didn’t answer, he took her arm. “How long, Amara?”

She pulled back from him. “I was only trying to help.”

“Help? You call this help?” Artibus looked old and tired and angry. “Go back to bed, Amara. You shouldn’t be up.”

“I had to see what was happening. Amron, he…”

“Is in good hands. Go to bed, I said.”

Artibus turned his back on her and returned to the king, where Sir Miles, Sir Penrose and Rogen Whitebeard were gathered by his bedside. They were the men who had held Amron down as he thrashed and raged, screaming so hard his vocal cords almost tore. Amara had guessed that was the case, anyway. She’d only heard it from her room, heard the sudden wild bellowing and the tramp of feet which awoke her. She’d risen quickly, pulling a cloak over her nightgown to follow, but by the time she got there, the king had passed out. That was how bad the pain had been. So bad it had rendered him unconscious. So bad his face, even now, was caught in a rictus of agony as he lay there, still and silent, and for all the world he looked dead.

Half in a daze, Amara stepped back outside the room. She found Lillia there, rushing down the corridor with Jovyn, bare-chested and lean as all young men of his age were, just behind. “What’s happening?” the girl blurted, frantically. “I heard screaming. Is it Father?” Her eyes were ripe with fear.

Amara could only nod and hug her. “He’ll be fine. Just fine. Artibus has it all in hand.”

Lillia drew back. “But he seemed so well at dinner. So…so happy, even. He’s been well for days, Auntie. Why…I don’t understand why this would happen.”

“I think…I think his pain medication wore off,” Amara said. “While he was sleeping.”

“But that’s happened loads. And he never screams like that.” Lillia’s face screwed up in confusion. “He barely even grunts when the medication wears off. He just looks angry and bears it, or takes some more.”

“I know, child,” Amara said. It was all she could think to say. “I know.”

It wasn’t good enough for Lillia. “He needs to take that witch’s tonic,” she said, resolute. “If he’s getting this bad now, he has no choice. He can’t lead an army like this, Auntie. He can’t lead the whole north to war.”

Amara had no words to say to that. It was the witch’s tonic that had caused this mess. Her and me, she thought grimly, equal parts guilty and bitter.

Jovyn put a hand around Lillia’s waist to comfort her. When he spoke, he addressed Amara. “Is there anything we can do?” he asked gently.

“No,” Amara said, smiling at him. “It’s sweet of you to ask, Jovyn, but no. The best thing you can do is go back to bed.”

“Bed?” Lillia said. “Like I’ll be able to sleep after that. It sounded like he was being tortured to death. I’ve never… I’ve never heard such a sound.”

Nor had Amara. It had been enough to jolt her from her sleep and set her heart to pumping. She could not conceive of the pain he must be suffering. And she knew pain well enough. Anyone who’d had their pinky finger severed and fingernails torn off knew pain, but this…this was something else. Lillia was right. Amron would bear pain that would have others wailing with little more than a grunt and a grimace. For him to have screamed aloud like that. Loud enough to wake them all…

She turned and went back down the corridor. Outside her room, the gangly sellsword Brazen Ben was on guard with Ryger Joyce.

“Is the king all right?” Bucktoothed Brazen Ben asked her, looking worried. “It sounded bad, that howlin’. Is he going to…”

“I don’t know.” Amara did not have time to talk to them about it now, nor the desire. “Send for Sir Talmer,” she commanded. “Bring him here at once.”

“But he’s sleeping,” Ben said. “He was on watch till midnight.”

“Then wake him up. I want him here, now.”

She entered her room and closed the door. A short while later Sir Talmer Hedgeside arrived, looking awful. He was too old a man to be drawn so hastily from his sleep, but too dutiful to say no. That didn’t mean he wasn’t going to be grumpy about it, though. “You called for me,” he said, in a rusty voice. He had a swig of water to clear his throat. “What’s this about?”

“You’re to escort me at once to the tribal camp,” Amara said. “Just the two of us. Tell Ben and Ryger they’re dismissed and make sure no one sees us leave.”

The grizzled knight looked at her grimly. “Now? Couldn’t it wait till morning?”

“No, now,” she said. “This isn’t a discussion, Talmer. See it done.”

He left unhappily, muttering under his breath. Amara had already dressed while the man was being fetched from his room, so she needed only pull on a large fur cloak with a sizeable hood to be ready. She heard the voices outside, heard the footsteps leaving, and the door opened again. “They’re gone.”

“Then let’s go.”

Amara Daecar did not enjoy this shady, duplicitous business very much, but for whatever reason the gods had made her suited to it. I’m like a criminal, she thought. A person whose only useful skill is in unlawfulness and chicanery. She had not been lying to Artibus when she said she’d only been trying to help, but in doing so, she’d acted alone, as she so often did, going around everyone’s back. Only Talmer Hedgeside knew what she was up to, Talmer and Black Merryl.

And Artibus, she reflected, because he’d clearly worked it out. She wondered how long he’d suspected her, and why he hadn’t said anything. Probably because he was waiting, watching, observing Amron in the same way she was, and hoping for a positive outcome.

So far the outcome had been very positive. Amron might think this sudden change in his fortunes was all down to getting good, proper sleep, but it wasn’t. No, it was down to Black Merryl, down to the pain potions the witch made, without Artibus’s involvement. The potions that Amara had asked Sir Talmer to go and fetch from her in secret. Amron still thought he was taking Artibus’s tonics, but he wasn’t. Amara had switched them. And until now, it had worked.

The air was bitter cold outside and a light snow was falling. Talmer led her along stone-paved paths behind the keep and down toward the deserted boardwalk that ran along the lakeside. A few small boats were bobbing at their moorings, bells chiming eerily in the darkness, but there was no other sound but their footfall and the soft slosh of the moving water. The old knight bore a torch to guide them. Shadows played to left and right and all was hauntingly calm.

“For goodness’ sake, Talmer, will you say something?” Amara said, unable to bear it any longer.

“Didn’t know you wanted me to,” he complained, sounding tired.

“Well, I do. It’s too quiet here and I don’t like it. Spare me from my own thoughts, please.”

“Grim, are they?” the man asked. He glanced over at her, features cast horribly in the torchlight. “You’re thinking you should have told him,” he said.

“Of course I am,” she said. “I ought to have known something like this would happen.”

“Then why didn’t you?”

“Because I’m a fool,” she said, blurting it out. “I’m a fool who always thinks she knows best when history would debate the point.”

Sir Talmer Hedgeside offered her an alternative view. “Not so sure about that, my lady. Seems shit happens off the back of your meddling, but it all comes good in the end. Maybe it’ll be the same here? The witch’s potions were clearly working.”

Yes, they were working. But Amara knew her good-brother. He would be sure to cast them aside now, following this episode. His pride and penchant for distrust would compel him and he’d have to battle along with Artibus’s useless pain tonics instead.

I should have just told him after that first one, Amara thought, furious at her lack of foresight. That had been her plan. To watch him that first day and then tell him she’d swapped the tonics later. Having spent the day pain-free, he’d have seen the benefits. He wouldn’t have liked it much that she’d deceived him, but he’d have seen. But did she tell him? No. She lost the nerve and kept it to herself, wanting to observe him a little longer to prove the concept, and every day it got harder to say anything. And now this. Now the worst episode he’d endured so far, and it was all her bloody fault.

“What are you going to say to Merryl, then?” Hedgeside asked her.

“I don’t know.” She hadn’t got that far yet.

“Well, maybe you ought to think about it. Not sure there’s much use in barging into her tent in the dead of night myself, but if you insist on doing so, you’d best calm down. You’re apt to have an accident in your state, Amara.”

An accident. Could she not go a single minute without someone suggesting a miscarriage was imminent? She paused and glared at him. “Do you know where we are?” she asked.

He blinked at her. “Er…the waterfront?”

“Yes. The waterfront. Where I fell and cracked my head. If I didn’t lose my child then, Talmer Hedgeside, I’m hardly likely to do so now. Or do you disagree?”

“Well…” he started, then gave a shrug. “I’m just looking out for you, my lady.”

“No. You’re looking out for yourself. You fear Black Merryl and resent that I ever brought you into this. Well, go back to Keep Kanabar if you’re frightened. I can make my way alone.”

She stepped briskly past him, trying to ignore the fact that her head was spinning a little and a bout of dizziness was coming upon her. A good straight walk would see to that, she hoped, so on she went, nice and steady, waiting for it to pass. Only then did she realise she hadn’t taken the torch off the man and had no means to light her way. Thankfully, Sir Talmer followed. No doubt the barb about him being frightened had prodded at his sense of pride.

“Changed your mind, then?” she asked.

“No. My mind’s just the same. But if you think I’ll let you walk through that camp alone, you’re mad. The king would have my head.”

“Well, we wouldn’t want that.”

Amara wondered how far she would have to go before Amron considered shortening her by a head as well. A long way, probably, but his disapproval was more easily won, and she was triumphing in that right now. She’d have to make him see she was only doing it for his own good. That it was too difficult watching his torment, day by day, without being able to help. I’ll cry, she thought. Yes, I’ll weep. It was a woman’s weapon and she was not afraid to use it.

Gradually, her dizziness passed and she walked along the lakefront steadily. It was a dark night and the moon was absent, hidden behind thick clouds. When they reached the rare-used postern gate, Talmer opened it with a creak and led her through a short stone tunnel, positively brimming with spiderwebs and the squeak of skittering rats. On the other side, they emerged into the open air beyond the city. Vaguely, Amara could see the tribal camp arrayed in the darkness a little way off. Along the lake were many small longboats, ready to slide out at first light to trawl the water for food. The Orca Lord had been very busy since their arrival, and had half his men going out each day to feed the city and the rest building larger longships down in the river harbour. Amara was proud of Sir Ryger for first having that notion. About as proud as she was ashamed that he’d lost to Gerald ‘the oaf’ Strand, but she’d never tell him that, of course.

As they entered the camp, they heard the strains of singing in a far-off tent. Talmer turned his head to the sound and chuckled. “That’s the Snowskins. They like a good singsong.”

“So late?”

“Guess so. Maybe one of them had a good win today?” he proposed. “If it was against an old rival, that’d be cause for celebration.”

Amara didn’t need to ask what he was talking about. As Lord Strand hosted his tournament in the arena, so Stegra Snowfist was hosting his own contest here. Instead of blades and armour, they fought in nothing but breechclouts and with no weapons at all save what they were born with. Some favoured fists, others foreheads, and the only rules were ‘no eye gouging, biting, or kicks to the nethers’. Stegra had said no fight should rob a man of the chance to sire children, and blinding an opponent was also frowned upon.

Mostly, it was all done in good spirits, so far as Amara knew. Stegra had visited her in her sickbed only yesterday and sat for an hour telling her all about it. He had, of course, utterly demolished any opponent who dared face him, and that was how it worked; this wasn’t an elimination contest, as with Strand's tournament, but rather one based on challenges and points accumulation. As Amara understood it, any man could challenge another man, or woman, to a fight (so long as they’d chosen to compete in the tournament first) and the winner would win points based upon the value of the opponent they faced.

“Each man is given a number before the fighting begins,” Stegra had told her. “A little Mole Man will only be a one, because he is nothing. A Stone Man is very big, yes, so he gets a bigger number. Some of them are twenty points or even thirty. A man must think of how best to win his points. If you are quick, maybe you can break down a Stone Man and get a big number of points in one fight. This could be better than fighting lots of Crowmen, who are fours and fives and sixes mostly. These fights wear you down. You could fight lots of lesser fighters to build points, but you will tire and maybe take injuries. Or you could fight one big Stone Man and win and take two days off to recover.”

“Or you could fight a Stone Man and come away with a broken back,” Amara had said.

“Yes, yes this is possible!” Stegra laughed. “We try to stop serious injuries, but they do happen, especially with the Stone Men. But mostly, no. Most men give up before they are badly harmed, or they are knocked out before it happens.”

“And who is worth the most points, Stegra? Might it be you?”

“Ha! How did you guess? Yes, Stegra Snowfist is a fifty! Next is Hraka the Great, who is a forty-nine. He is a giant, much bigger than me, but I am the best fighter. And clever, yes. I give myself this number, so everyone challenges me. That means I do not have to go out and find people. I make them come to me.”

It was rather clever, Amara had to admit. Few men were likely to challenge someone so colossal as Hraka the Great, but Stegra, for all his size, still looked beatable. And at fifty points, who wouldn’t take the chance? The bumps, bruises, and little cuts that already littered the man’s forehead and fists spoke of a man who’d seen a lot of action already. And had accumulated a lot of points.

There were no guards at the large, patchwork pavilion of Black Merryl. It was made of skins and pelts and bits of branch and leaf, and that gave it a sinister aspect, especially at night. A queer feeling hung in the air around it, a feeling that men called magic.

Amara paused before going in. She had put her faith in Merryl, but had to wonder now if her men had been right. Penrose and others had questioned whether she might have some ulterior motive, going so far as to suggest that she might even be an agent of the enemy. Amara had said that was utter nonsense, but all of a sudden she wasn’t so sure. What if she’d been wrong? What if the witch’s potions were made to destroy Amron from within or put him into some deep, dreamless sleep as had happened with young Raynald Lukar?

Well, if that was so, she’d damn well find out. “Come,” she said, before she might lose her nerve. “Let’s awaken the witch.” She drew aside the flaps and stepped within.

The interior was dark, and a strange mist hung on the floor and drifted down from the canopy-like ceiling. Tiny specs of light drifted in the shroud above them as though from fireflies. There was a stink here, a stink of death. The carcasses of animals marked the walls and trailed from the tree-branch rafters, tangled in vines as though caught by snakes. It was a strange, unnerving place, a place to mimic the Deadwood from which these people came.

Amara drifted forward. The pavilion was large and seemed larger within than without. She was about to open her mouth to call out when her eyes adjusted and landed upon the tree-stump throne that sat at the heart of the tent. With a fright, she saw that Black Merryl was there, awaiting her. The gasp of alarm behind her suggested Talmer had just noticed her also.

“You’re awake,” Amara said. Somehow, her voice was calm. She could not have said how, given the quick thumping in her chest. “Were you expecting us?”

“I saw you coming,” the witch said. Her voice spread and stretched and slithered through the room, and Amara heard the scrape of steel as Talmer Hedgeside withdrew his blade. Black Merryl smiled. “Have you come to kill me?”

“No one’s here to kill you,” Amara said. She turned her head. “Talmer, put up your steel for goodness’ sake.”

The man glared at the witch, hesitating, but did as he was bidden. “You’re sitting there in the dark like that,” he said. “What did you expect?”

“So I am to blame?” asked Black Merryl. “This is my pavilion. You are the ones who have intruded in the dead of night.”

“Only because…”

“I know why you are here. I have seen his pain.”

“How?” Hedgeside demanded. “How could you possibly have…”

“I have dreams,” she told him. “Broken, scattered dreams in which there lies some truth. I spoke to you of this the last time you came to me, Lady Amara. Do you not remember?”

She remembered. “You said you saw Amron, and a shadow standing before him. You said it was dark and eternal.”

“Yes,” the witch hissed.

“And another,” Amara went on. “You said there was another shadow, immense and yet fading.” She remembered the very words the witch had used. “You also said your dreams are fickle, that your sight is weak, and that you are not Shrikna the Watcher.”

“All this is true. I am not she.”

“But you’ve seen more,” Amara asked her, sensing she had. “More of Amron?”

“I have seen him,” she said. “I see him writhe and I hear him scream. I see the black demon inside him feasting on my potion and growing stronger. I warned you of this. I said the blight in him was too deeply entrenched. That his wounds were made by a power beyond my own, and only a like power would balance the pain.”

“He’s lost that power. He’s given up the blade.”

The witch was almost all in shadow. She wore pelts and skins, patched and sewn, and her hair was black as death. But her eyes were clear. Moss-green, they glowed in the darkness, and not once did they blink as they stared.

“Will your potions still work?” Amara asked.

“For a time. But the demon knows them now. It has learned the taste and will devour them. The longer they are used, the worse the pain will be. I told you this. The more powerful the potion, the more powerful the pain.”

“Witch,” Talmer Hedgeside growled, and his blade came slicing back out from its sheath. “I should have your head for this.”

The woman looked at him, unafraid.

“You tricked us,” Hedgeside snarled at her. “You want the king dependent on you, is that it? You want it so he needs you.”

She looked at him, stared at him, saying not a word.

The old knight faltered. The venom was gone from his voice. “You should…just go,” he said to her. You stay around here, and there’s no knowing what’ll happen to you. When others find out…”

Merryl hissed, and the hiss cut through the old knight’s voice and had him shrinking back. “I spoke of the risks,” she said, in a low, penetrating voice. “The blade that cut him was meant to kill him but it didn’t, and he was kept alive. This is Vandar’s doing, you will say. Your god is the one to blame.”

Yes, Amara thought. Yes, that was it. This was all Vandar’s doing, the God King’s plan. She clutched at that idea as she’d always done, clutched at it with both hands and didn’t let go. “This is his path,” she found herself saying. Her voice was the fervent voice of a believer. “The pain…it’s like penance for the great things he’ll do. He’s suffering to earn it. He’s proving himself worthy.”

Talmer looked at her like she was half mad. “So this is all some plan,” he scoffed. “It’s all meant to be?”

“Yes,” she said, making herself believe it. She stepped closer to the throne, closer to the witch. “Tell me you’ve seen something more, Merryl. Tell me this path Amron’s on…tell me it’s the right one…”

“I cannot tell you these things. I am a shadow only of Shrikna. I am not like this demigod you speak of, this Thala, the Far-Seeing Queen. I am but a woods witch and maybe you are right, knight. Maybe we should no longer be here. I will lead my people home.”

“You can’t,” Amara said. “Your home is under a hundred feet of snow. It’s frozen.”

“Ice thaws, Lady Amara. Snow melts and the Endfall ends.”

“Ends? You’ve seen it?”

The witch looked at her inscrutably. “I see shadows and shapes, the feelings of things, I see suggestions of what may come. I see a face, a woman’s face, screaming. I see a red chair and red shadows and the whisper of a child.” She paused, staring into Amara’s eyes. Amara felt a finger of fear move along her spine. “The king stands before the demon, and when he does, he stands up tall. In this form of him, there is no pain. Only purpose. Let that soothe you.”

“Soothe us?” Sir Talmer snorted. “You’re babbling nonsense. How can anything you’re saying soothe us?” He took Amara’s arm. “We need to go.”

Amara held a moment. “The woman…” She swallowed. “Was she…”

“I have said what I will say. The knight is right. Go.” And the voice went low and guttural, demanding. “On the morrow, I will be gone.”
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“Water?” asked Lord Ulrik Marak.

“Please,” Elyon said, wiping his brow with a cloth he kept tucked inside his breastplate. He took the waterskin and drank a moderate portion, then gave it back.

“You may have more,” Marak said. “I brought enough.”

“My thanks.” Elyon Daecar guzzled his fill and felt glad that Ulrik Marak was a forward-thinking man. The dragonlord evidently kept plenty of rations within Garlath’s saddlebags, and seeing as Garlath was about a hundred times bigger than any horse, those saddlebags were large. In them, he stored not only rations of water and food but also other useful items as well, including a portable pavilion for shelter, coils of rope, tools such as hammers and skinning knives, nails, ointments and certain medicinal supplies, among others.

Elyon, meanwhile, had brought with him a small waterskin.

That was it. Just a small waterskin that had lasted him all of two hours before he was sucking on dry air. Seeing as he’d been expecting to be back in Ilithor by nightfall, he’d thought anything else unnecessary. Well, he was wrong. It had been well over a day now, and perhaps closer to two, and still Drulgar was nowhere to be seen.

Elyon handed the now-empty waterskin back to the dragonlord and gave his forehead another wipe. It was hot here and getting hotter, and he felt like every gulp of water he took came out just as quickly in sweat. His companion seemed unaffected by the heat; he could modulate his temperature far better than Elyon could on account of his Fireborn blood.

Lord Marak scanned the empty world around them for a long time. It was hard to see much of anything in this parched, oppressive darkness. “Rest here a moment,” he said. “I will be back shortly.”

Before Elyon could give any protest, he walked away, and within moments the swirling fog swallowed him. Worst of all, he took the Fireblade with him, and that was the only light but for the very faint glow that came off Elyon’s godsteel blades and armour. The prince watched the light thin and fade and then disappear entirely as Marak wandered away into the cavern that seemed to have no end.

Within moments, Elyon was all alone. He sat on a rock and waited, already anxious for Marak to return. It was pitch black around him. completely and utterly lightless. The only sounds came from the thump of Garlath’s feet as he walked away with his rider, but even those were soon smothered by the thick steamy air in this deep, barren place. Elyon Daecar had never feared the darkness, but he’d never seen a darkness like this. It was a killing darkness, in the same way as the cold in the Icewilds was a killing cold.

There, only his father’s power could protect him; without him, without the Frostblade, Elyon would have frozen to death. Here, it was the same with Ulrik Marak. Without the light of the Fireblade, Elyon would be lost. Were he left alone, he would eventually stumble into some bottomless chasm or fall afoul of some devouring creature. He had not forgotten what his bastard brother Jonik told him of the murder-pedes. Only light could repel them, and in darkness they thrived. Sitting on his rock, barely able to see his outstretched hand before his eyes, Elyon could rely only on his other senses, his sense of smell and hearing especially. He listened for the sound of chittering and squeaking, for the sound of skittering feet. He expected to be swarmed at any moment. For a great pulsing horde of the flesh-eating creatures to come pouring over him like a tide.

I hate it here, he thought glumly, as he sat awaiting the dragonlord’s return. He felt helpless, vulnerable, and if Marak had it in mind to abandon him, well, Elyon would have no way out. He blamed himself for getting into this mess. “We were meant to be back for dinner,” he muttered, if only to hear the sound of his own voice. Now, perhaps two days had gone by, and it might well take another two to find their way out.

It was probably only about fifteen minutes before Marak returned, but those might be the longest fifteen minutes of Elyon’s life. It was one thing that he’d had to give up the Windblade. Down here, he was required to give up his powers of sight as well, and that was quite unacceptable.

“I need a torch in future,” Elyon said, as Marak walked back toward him, Fireblade at his side, a thoughtful expression on his otherwise expressionless face. “I don’t suppose you have one in your saddlebags, do you?”

“I likely do,” the dragonlord told him.

Elyon wondered why the man hadn’t offered him one as yet. “Could you perhaps fetch it for me? It isn’t nice being left in pitch darkness.”

The old lord nodded, but made no move to fetch the torch. He was still deep in thought over something.

“So?” Elyon asked him. “Did you find tracks?”

Marak’s head went up and down. He pointed out into the darkness. “They are that way.”

Elyon wasn’t sure he was happy to hear that news or not. He was half hoping the dragonlord had found nothing so they could give up the search and find a way out. By now, that might be a different chasm than the one they’d entered. Elyon did not know how far they’d travelled or in which direction, but guessed they were going south and had gone very far. It might be that they’d find another open rift through which to fly out of. It seemed to Elyon that many of them were opening up across the world as the monstrous creatures of the Ever-War came crawling out, and if that were so, perhaps they’d have options.

He stood up from his rock. “Right,” he said, hardly enthusiastic. “I guess we’ll keep following, then.”

Lord Marak’s eyes were thoughtful, and it seemed he was withholding something.

“What is it?” Elyon asked. “Is something wrong?”

He did not get a quick answer, unsurprisingly. Elyon wondered if he would answer at all; half the time he didn’t, and often when he did, the answers were unsatisfactory. This was one such occasion. “We will see,” he said, and after a pause, he added, “Be on your guard. It would be wise to keep your blade to hand.”

Then he walked off, forcing Elyon to ponder his meaning and hurry on after him.

The steaming vents came and went here in this endless underrealm, but for the last few hours, they’d been walking through a great open chamber utterly filled with them. Half the ground was cracks and rents, and the steam issued from them freely, shrouding the air and blowing by in hot swirling eddies and clouds that stank of sulphur. Garlath seemed unperturbed by it, and Marak mostly, but to Elyon Daecar it was toxic. He coughed often, holding a cloth to his nose and mouth, and the steam stung his eyes and made his vision blur whenever a cloud of it blew into his face. Coupled with the darkness, it was almost unendurable, and even to Marak and Garlath it made navigation difficult. One might think tracking a colossus as immense as Drulgar would be a simple affair, but the conditions here stole away such simplicity. They were apt to get turned around easily, and even Garlath’s astonishing senses of sight and smell were rendered weaker on account of the noxious air.

Sometimes, they came upon larger vents that plunged even deeper into the earth. Elyon wondered how far they went and if anything lived down there. He wondered if these were portals that might take them to another world, and if so, where. When they came across them, they had to judge if they could leap across to the other side. Lord Marak was capable of doing so, jumping gaps many metres across with some ease. But the wider ones required that he climb back up into Garlath’s saddle, so the dragon could flap his wings and propel them over.

Elyon wasn’t so restricted, though, and liked to practice with his new wind-powered gauntlets and godsteel boots. So far he was pleased with the results. By taking a running jump, he could launch himself considerable distances with them and then float and glide back to the ground. So long as he could see the other side by the glow of the Fireblade, he preferred to leap it, rather than join Marak in the saddle. It was not the same as flying, of course, but by sending out regular blasts from his boots and gauntlets, he could give a decent approximation of the act, propelling himself along with Garlath, at speed, as the dragon flapped and glided beside him.

But here, no, he couldn’t do that here. The air was much too thick to see far, and the light of the Fireblade was throttled. When the air was clear, the light spread and rolled out for hundreds of metres; here, it lit the fog a half dozen or so, and that kept them afoot, and moving slowly.

It did not take long for them to reach the tracks that Ulrik Marak had spoken of. There was a depression in the rock, as though something enormously heavy had landed here, shattering the earth, and some scratches and gouges as well. It looked perhaps as though Drulgar, walking by this point and no longer dragging himself along, had fallen and made these markings.

“It is possible,” Marak said, when Elyon put it to him, though he sounded like he didn’t believe it. “We will follow, this way.” He pointed the Fireblade into the fog. He looked at Elyon, saw that he had his blade drawn, and nodded. “Stay close to the light,” he added, and walked on.

They went for another hour or more without seeing a change in the landscape. The dragonlord continued to scan for tracks as they went, Garlath did the same, and Elyon was largely excluded from their conversation. After an hour had elapsed, the shattered plate upon which they’d been walking, with its ten thousand fissures and vents, began to close up, and the air grew less steamy once again. Elyon was drenched in sweat, his padded unclothes sodden, his armour gleaming in the firelight with beads of sulphuric dew. He had removed his cloak and stuffed it into one of Garlath’s saddlebags, along with the layers of fur he’d worn on the flight north, and kept his helm at the ready at all times, looped about his swordbelt. It bounced as he walked, tapping against his armour. As the air cleared out, the sound began to echo.

“Quiet,” Marak said, suddenly. He stopped. Elyon stopped as well, the gentle tapping of his helm chiming out across the vast cavern. The dragonlord turned his head to look at Garlath. Beast and rider linked eyes. They were sharing information, Elyon knew.

“What’s he saying?” he asked, quietly.

Marak didn’t answer at once. He took his time, as always, then said, “There is something ahead. Be ready.”

“Ready for what? You’re not explaining yourself very well.”

“Ready to defend yourself, if you must.” The man walked on. “Stay close.”

“Defend myself?” Elyon strode to follow. “From what? What’s out there, Ulrik?”

“Garlath has sensed a presence, dying,” he said. “And where there’s death, there’s life.”

Scavengers, Elyon thought. He quickly removed his helm from his swordbelt and put it on, should he need to fight. He kept the faceplate up. Cautiously now they went, and before very long Elyon started to feel something rumbling very gently beneath his feet, a trembling in the rock, and in the air he felt it too: breathing.

Something of astonishing size was out there, in the darkness, breathing in a slow and rhythmic motion. It sounded to Elyon like the final breaths of a dying creature. He’d seen enough men and animals die to know that rhythm well enough.

“It’s him,” he whispered. “We found him, Ulrik.”

Lord Marak said nothing. He held the Fireblade before him, lighting their way. Every so often, he pulsed the blade, and the flame leapt from its edges. The light expanded, spreading deeper into the chamber. And there, ahead, Elyon saw it. The immense shape, lying unmoving on the rock. It took the form of a sloping hill, blacker than black, and across the surface of the hill Elyon saw many tiny lights now, moving and shifting. They were spread all across it, though condensed in lines and bunches here and there, pulsing and flickering. Elyon didn’t quite understand what he was looking at.

“Those lights...” he murmured.

“They are eating him alive,” said Ulrik Marak.

Elyon blinked. He looked up at him.

“It is not Drulgar,” the dragonlord said. “It is Brexatron. We have been following the wrong tracks.”

The wrong tracks. Elyon’s heart sank straight down into his gut. His hope had flared and then vanished, just like that. “You mean…this whole time, we’ve…”

“It was Drulgar at the start,” Marak told him. “The first tracks were his, but later…” He shook his head. “We must have switched to Brexatron at some point. I think I have known for a while.”

Elyon stared at him, incredulous. “You might have said. Gods, Marak, there are three of us here, not two.”

The dragonlord nodded. “You are right. I should have included you.”

“But you didn’t,” Elyon said angrily. He gave a grunt of disapproval, then put the matter aside. There were other concerns to consider that were more immediate. Brexatron was out there, dying. Drulgar was still nowhere to be found. That was an appalling picture for Elyon Daecar to look at. The very opposite of how he wanted things to go. He huffed out a breath. “We can’t just stand here while he’s eaten. It’s wrong.”

“It is neither wrong nor right. It is happening. That is all.”

“He’s a god. And on our side.” A weird thing for Elyon to admit about this nightmare titan, but it was true. “We should frighten them off, or…” He stopped, catching something at the edge of his vision. His eyes swung to his right; he saw something glowing, a faint orange light surrounded by a shadowy form. The form was hard to describe at a glance. There was something scuttly about it, something spidery. Many limbs skittered and clicked as the creature came rapidly toward them.

“Step back,” Ulrik Marak said, seeing it.

Elyon didn’t. He turned to face it, blade brandished forward.

“Step back, I said.”

Elyon stepped forward. The creature was no bigger than a large dog, and no threat to him. He would take some pleasure in cutting it down. “Come at me,” he snarled, and took another pace toward it. It came quickly, scuttling on many legs. The light bloomed as it neared…brightening…brightening…and there was a strange humming in the air, a strange pressure building. Elyon frowned, suddenly unsure.

“Back!” Marak roared. “Get away from it, boy!”

The spidery creature ran right up to him and exploded.

Elyon had no time to react. The explosion rocked the air, fierce and blinding, and the prince went flying back off his feet. He landed hard with a heavy clang, blinking against the sudden glare. His vision was filled with flickering spots, and there was a loud unpleasant ringing in his ears. He could hear Marak shouting something, but his voice was blurred, as though heard through water. The tremors in the earth suggested that Garlath was tramping about, and when he saw the river of flame blowing above his head, he knew they were in a fight.

Gradually, the ringing eased and his vision cleared and he saw that Marak was right there, standing over him. He was thrusting and swinging the Fireblade, sending out whips and lances of flame at onrushing foes, glancing down at Elyon every few moments and shouting for him to get up.

Elyon struggled to his feet, and his senses quickly came back to him. There were little lights in the darkness all around them. Some were far, others much closer, and all were closing in. The lights gave shape to forms: insectoid forms, bugs and beetles and lizard-like creatures among them. One of the lights came stampeding toward them, glowing in the chest of an enormous beetle the size of a horse. Elyon Daecar gaped at it. Ulrik Marak did not. The dragonlord swung the Fireblade, and from its tip came a long blazing whip which struck the beetle with a flash of flame, and the beetle exploded at once. A great bubble of gold-amber light popped and splashed to the ground, and bits of beetle flew everywhere. Elyon saw that the light puddle lingered on the rock, glowing brightly in the darkness. It seemed to mist as godsteel misted, the light rising in sparkling motes of colour. Were it not for the dire straits they were in, Elyon would find the sight quite beguiling.

“Now would be the time to fight,” Lord Marak shouted at him. “Shoot them with the wind. It might be enough.”

Elyon nodded, hoping so. He could hardly fight these creatures up close with his blade if they were going to explode at the first bit of contact.

Seeing little use in keeping his sword to hand, he shoved it back into its sheath and scanned, looking for any lights approaching. He saw one skittering quickly through the others and saw by its low profile that it was much as the murder-pedes his bastard brother had described, scrambling up and over the rocks on a thousand sharp little legs. Elyon took aim with his right-hand gauntlet, gathered the wind to his will, and fired. The blast of air that spun from his palm missed, striking at the ground about a foot away from the creature and knocking it off its course. Elyon grunted, aimed again, shot again, and this time hit his mark. The critter exploded into a scatter of light and limbs and carapace armour, leaving a glowing misting puddle on the floor.

“What is it?” Elyon shouted. “That explosive light?”

Marak was jabbing forward with the Fireblade, sending a spear of flame into the guts of another huge beetle. “Power,” the dragonlord called out. “From Brexatron. They are feeding on his power.”

Feeding on his power? Elyon had never heard of such a thing. “We have to stop them, then,” he said, firing at one empowered critter and then another. The explosions were coming thick and fast now, illuminating the vast cavern like magic fireworks. “We can’t let them reach the surface. We’ve got trouble enough up there as it is.”

Marak swung the Fireblade once again, and that whip of flame thirty feet long sizzled and slashed from its tip. He swung and lashed at the incoming horde like a master scourger, striking one creature and then another and then another in quick succession as each popped and exploded into brilliant bursts of light.

The darkness was no longer an issue, at least; Elyon Daecar could see very clearly now. The dying form of Brexatron was several hundred metres away across the cavern, he saw. One great black wing lay over him, the other sprawled at a strange angle on the other side, and poking out from his vast black mass Elyon saw the nightmare face, flat, ugly, struggling to draw in its final breaths. There were many lacerations and savage cuts across the body, and Elyon didn’t need to wonder who made them. Along the seams of ragged flesh he saw the hordes of ravenous creatures gathered for the feast, gorging and swarming, guzzling down on the titan’s blood and the meat of his mighty body. The sight sickened him. No god should be devoured. Some of the creatures were still dark, just shadows; others were slowly filling with light as they feasted on his power. Some were brighter than the others, and those were scuttling down the titan’s vast body, drawn to the chaos of the fight.

Elyon turned away, disgusted. Across the cavern, he heard a sudden roar; Garlath was rearing up and widening his wings. He beat them forward in a great powerful thump, sending a storm of air across the cavern floor. Some creatures exploded on contact; others flew backward to knock into those behind them, starting a chain reaction. Elyon stood, momentarily transfixed by the spectacle as the explosions popped and burst away into the distance in a magnificent show of light.

Then, as though in response, a colossus emerged through the shroud of blood and body parts, stamping forward on bovine legs.

Elyon’s breath caught in his lungs. It seemed to be one of the fire giants that Torus Stoutman had spoken of during their council, one of the creatures that had ambushed Borrus Kanabar’s army at the Bane. It plodded forward through the puddles of light, which splashed and wet his feet. Already, Elyon could see that other smaller insectoids were scrambling in to drink it, and in doing so they began to glow as well. Horror swept him. Horror and confusion. If Jonik had seen anything like this, well, he’d made no bloody mention of it.

The fire demon lurched forward. It did not have four arms, as Torus had described, so perhaps this was some other variant. It seemed bigger as well. Stoutman had spoken of a creature twenty feet tall, but this was closer to twenty-five, a monstrous brute with a thick body and thick arms even bigger than Hruum, the grulok captain.

Its chest was glowing like the others. Glowing and expanding. Garlath the Grand reared again and the roar he gave was loud enough to rattle Elyon’s head inside his helm. Garlath pulsed his silver-blue wings and stomped back down, the earth shuddering, but the storm of air did little but rock the fire giant back. On it came, the ground shaking from his inexorable tread. Garlath roared once more. The furnace fires within him glowed through thick sheets of bone and muscle and scale. It gathered, roiling, and rushed swiftly up through the channel of his long neck to come gushing from Garlath’s maw.

For a moment, all was flame and smoke, creatures screaming, squeaking, burning and exploding. But the demon was unaffected. Still it plodded onward, flame licking out from between the segments of his scaly-rock armour. Garlath growled; a thoughtful growl. In the demon’s chest, the light was growing brighter.

“Boy, watch out,” shouted Ulrik Marak.

Elyon whirled around and saw the assault was not letting up. The creatures were still coming, crawling and scrambling and lurching across the rock. He took some inspiration from what Garlath had done, gathered as much wind as he could between his gauntlets, and shot it out across the cave in an expanding pulse. The wind worked as hoped, and another chain reaction was set off; the lights popped and crackled and rolled away into the distance. Elyon roared a triumphant, “Daecar! Daecar!” but just as quickly as the critters died, more swarmed straight back in to take their place.

He sighed. There seemed no end to these things. There was a thicker thumping in the earth and he turned to see the fire giant running now, lumbering heavily toward the dragon. It gave a queer roar, a dragon-like screech that made it only the more disturbing. Elyon knew from Lythian that the gruloks were quite capable of tearing a dragon limb from limb if they got close enough, and this fire giant was of a similar build. The fact that it was explosive only made it all the more dangerous.

But Garlath was watching, waiting. For what seemed an age, he did not move, then suddenly, so quick Elyon need only blink and he’d have missed it, he swung his entire body around at astonishing speed and lashed out with his long tail. He’d judged it perfectly. The tail moved as quick as a striking snake, cracking hard with the tip at the giant’s glowing chest with enough force to set it off.

The explosion that followed was seismic. For a split second, the entire cavern was filled with light. Elyon squinted and raised his hand to shield his eyes, then heard the shattering boom, the roaring of air as a great cloud of grit and bug-body parts surged toward him, smashing him in the chest and back off his feet.

He was dazed again. That same ringing pealed between his ears, and he had to blink the spots from his vision. He had a vague sense of a big shape nearing and was glad to see it was Ulrik Marak, rather than a beetle or some other foe. The man reached down. Elyon took his arm and was pulled back to his feet.

“Are you well?” the dragonlord asked him, studying his face.

“Oh, fine. I feel on top of the world.” Elyon felt like throwing up. His head was still ringing as though there was a bell between his ears.

“We must go,” the dragonlord said. “This is not going to stop.”

Huge chunks of fire giant were raining down around them. The massive head landed nearby, crashing down like a boulder to splash into a puddle of light around which several giant insectoids were drinking. One of them was crushed. Another, filling with light, exploded and killed the others. No sooner were they dead than others scuttled in to replace them.

“I guess you’re right,” Elyon said.

Marak was already back to the killing, clearing a path for them to flee. He held the Fireblade out in front of him, firing forward dozens of little flaming darts, setting off blast after blast after blast. Elyon was astonished by his range of attacks, which overtopped what his father would do with the Frostblade. Well, small wonder. Ulrik Marak had borne the Fireblade for many years; he’d mastered it as fully as Amron Daecar had mastered the Sword of Varinar, and that was a high level of mastery indeed.

“I’m glad you’re my ally,” Elyon found himself saying.

The man frowned at him, suspecting that he was probably a little delirious.

“And I forgive you for killing my grandfather.”

The frown deepened. “Forgive me?”

“Yes. For killing my grandfather.” Elyon smiled despite the situation, blasted off a few wild shots of wind and clapped Ulrik Marak on the shoulder. “We can talk about it all later. But I’m glad we had this chat.”

Marak grunted. A fresh swarm of assailants was pouring down the side of Brexatron’s carcass, leaping and skittering and slithering. Another fire giant was with them, Elyon saw. He had half a mind to try his hand at killing it himself, but when he saw another coming up behind, he thought the better of it.

“Well, if we’re going, let’s go,” he said.

Lord Ulrik Marak swung the Fireblade above his head and an inferno spread from its edge, rolling out in all directions, consuming all before it. Bugs burned and exploded and made terrible noises as they died. All was orange flame and black smoke and scorched rock, the thunder of the approaching reinforcements stampeding from the vast carcass. Through the shroud, a monstrous shadow appeared and Elyon was very thankful to see that it was Garlath the Grand. How strange that he should be thankful to see one of the most feared dragons of their time, but that was the world now, it was all very strange. The dragon looked enraged, wild in the firelight. His tail was lashing behind him, whipping up the smoke, protecting them from the enemy advance.

“Get on,” Marak said.

“I’d sooner stay afoot.”

“No. We must go quickly. This will not stop. Get on.” The man spoke in a voice of command, and Elyon had no time to argue.

One by one, they crouched, leapt, pressing up with powerful legs. Marak landed on the dragon’s horned side and scrambled up the last few metres. Elyon, with a wind-assisted pulse from his gauntlets, flew right up onto Garlath’s back and landed neatly in the saddle.

He was waiting for Marak when he arrived. “Glad you could join us.”

“You Vandarians are strange. Making jokes at such a time.”

“It might be our last chance,” Elyon said. “I’d sooner die laughing than crying.”

Ulrik Marak was strapping himself up into his harness and called for Elyon to do the same. The horde was coming now in unstoppable numbers; if they didn’t go now, they’d be swarmed.

Marak roared a word Elyon didn’t understand and Garlath, with one last whip of his long tail to scatter the nearest threats, started running toward the dark of the cavern. He pumped his wings and up they went, up and up, toward the ceiling several hundred metres high. Elyon looked back, and what he saw stole his breath.

Thousands, he thought. There were thousands upon thousands. Thousands of foul wicked creatures of varying size and shape were now swarming and feasting upon the dead titan, and hundreds more gathered at the light puddles across the floor. They were everywhere, endless. For every one that was glowing, ten others were not and the fight for the light was furious. More were coming from the darkness, Elyon saw, pouring down the sides of huge rock pillars and crawling out of holes in the earth.

And some…some were leaving, he saw. They were moving in the other direction, away from the body of Brexatron, hundreds of them all glowing and moving in a line. There was no fighting among them, no competition to feed. They all walked at the same speed, fat with light, moving like a march of ants across a forest floor. And like ants, they seemed to be of one purpose, one mind.

Where are you going? Elyon wondered, and a shiver went up his spine.
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The feeling was back again.

The feeling that she was being watched.

It had started long days ago as she ranged across the open prairies. Just a sense to start, a little tickle at the back of the neck. When riding on Joy’s back, she would have the sense and turn her eyes around, convinced there was someone behind her. But she never saw anyone. When she lay down at night, with the sky lit bright with stars, she would get the same creeping feeling and wonder if there was something lurking just out of sight. But nothing ever emerged or moved. Nothing showed itself or made a sound.

Perhaps she was just imagining things? Am I just growing paranoid, is that it? Joy did not seem ruffled in the same way she was, which lent credence to that thought. Saska had wondered if it was her grandmother’s ghost. Maybe I should have worked harder to find her? Maybe I should have believed Eldur from the start? Now she’d failed and her grandmother was dead, and that was the presence she felt - her ghost, haunting her.

She had continued inland with that belief for about half a day before a more insidious thought came to mind - that it was Eldur himself who was watching. Not in person, no, he was not physically here. But through an eagle. A corrupted eagle. He brought one here when he left me on the beach. He has an Elder strung up in Ashmount, broken and enslaved, and is using them to keep track of me. He is watching through the eagle’s eyes.

She decided that must be it. The raptors were in great abundance, with hawks and falcons and kites and eagles all floating on the wind draughts as they circled, seeking prey. From afar, just about any one of them could be the one watching her. Day after long day, Saska had peered at them secretly, as she rode on her makeshift saddle, or walked along at Joy’s side, or sat taking a drink or eating a piece of fruit…she had watched all the while with furtive glances, trying to find the enemy eagle, trying to spot it in the sky.

But never could she decide which one it was. They all looked largely the same to her without her enhanced Bladeborn vision, and rarely did they stop on a branch and stare at her directly. No, that would be too obvious. He doesn’t want me to know, she thought. Eldur has instructed the eagle to stay hidden. It is too far away for me to see, up there in the haze of the sky. Or it’s hidden among the foliage of some tree or another, watching through the leaves.

The sense had persisted for days. Across the prairie and plains, it had persisted, and now in the jungle too. She had hoped to lose the feeling once she entered the jungly hills, but it wasn’t so easy to dislodge. You’re just imagining it, she told herself. There’s nothing watching you here. But still the feeling walked with her, mile after mile after mile.

The air was wet and close in the rainforest. She moved beneath the soft leaves and dangling vines, between patches of bright sunlight and dark green gloom, over great bulging moss-clad roots and past thick trunks of mahogany and ceiba and spiny silk cotton. It was unlike any woodland she’d ever seen, crawling with insects and little animals and ever-loud with the calls of birds. Everything was so close, not just the air, but the branches and boles and boughs as well, all leaning in and looming around her, never giving her room to breathe. Saska stopped in a small clearing where the midday sun shone down in shards, filtering through a patch of thin canopy. She looked up, searching. Was that a bird up there? She could have sworn she’d seen a bird floating by. The glare of the sun was fierce, though, so she couldn’t be sure. A raised hand shielded her eyes, but by that time the bird was gone.

She searched the branches. No birds that she could see. Well, no eagles, anyway. There were other birds here, to be sure. Parrots and parakeets, hummingbirds and hornbills, toucans, kingfishers, all sorts of birds of paradise. Many of the birds were fabulous to look at, dressed up in their wild and wonderful plumage, and they exhibited some bizarre behaviour too. She’d seen one bird with blue and black feathers raise its plumage into a parasol around it, then do a silly hopping dance. She’d seen another with twin plumes flowing from the top of its head like streamers, and a third that seemed to have cleared a space on the forest floor for some private performance, prancing about, no doubt to attract a female.

There were comical birds here, and creative birds, birds that made loud whistling cries and birds that imitated others. But no eagles. There were monkeys in the trees also, swinging around and playing, and she saw what she supposed must be a sloth, making a very slow descent to the ground, but no eagles. I’m imagining it, she told herself again. He’s got inside my head, that’s all. She continued through the jungle, trying to convince herself of that. But still the feeling persisted. It refused to let her go.

She camped that night by a little stream where it opened out into a tranquil pool. There were rapids further up, tumbling down little rock steps, and they made a calming babbling sound that joined the nighttime calls of the wild. The jungle was very different by night than by day. By day the songbirds claimed the air, but by night it was frogs and crickets and cicadas that sang loudest. It was dark, too, very dark beneath the thick canopies, so Saska sought out any thinning she could, such as here by the little river, to rest. Gradually, little lights began to glow among the foliage; bioluminescent fungi, insects with glowing abdomens, fireflies floating, flickers of blue and white. Saska knew that many predators prowled at night, but felt no fear of them now. She settled down on the grass by the bank, Joy lying beside her, and placed her Varin dagger over her chest.

“You have all you need inside you,” she whispered. “You don’t need the blades to train.”

It was her little nightly ritual to speak the words aloud. Clutching the dagger across her chest, she said them several times, repeating them slowly, murmuring them softly, as she drifted off to sleep.

Her eyes opened up to the beach. The jungle was gone, the darkness with it, replaced by a fine bright day on the shores of the Lonely Isle. Her grandfather King Lorin was waiting for her. “Granddaughter. You’re early today.”

He was sitting on a rock, sharpening a longsword. The whetstone made a shrill metallic sound as he ran it down the length of the blade.

“Tonight. It’s night, where I am.”

He laughed. A rich sound full of mirth. “Well, you’re having an early night, then. How is the rainforest? Have you seen any interesting birds?”

“Yes!” she said, eagerly, and set into describing the birds she’d seen. She spoke freely and energetically here with King Lorin. It was just nice to have someone to talk to, other than Joy, and more than nice to get to know her grandsire. He set his whetstone aside on his oiling cloth and listened intently, smiling. Here and there he chuckled that tuneful laugh of his when she described something particularly amusing.

“I wish I could be there with you,” he said when she was done. “It sounds like quite the place, Saska.”

“Oh, it is. And much vaster than I’d thought.” She’d found that when she crossed the plains. A three-day journey, she’d guessed it to be before she reached the jungly hills, but in the end it had taken much longer. “The jungle’s hard to navigate, Grandfather. I’m still going east, I think, but it’s taking time.”

“You’re getting closer, I’m sure,” he said, supportively. By closer, she took him to mean getting closer to her grandmother. She’d told him all about Safina Nemati and Eldur and even the fear she was being watched as well. But he didn’t offer advice, not really, or tell her what to do. He seemed limited in his interactions; happy to listen, to laugh, to tell tales of his living years, and certainly to train her, but otherwise that was it. He did not interfere in her path ‘out there’. It was not his place, he had said.

It was time to train. That was why she came to him - that and the companionship. It niggled at her that this was all just a dream, repeated nightly and added to each time, but it felt so real that it didn’t matter. What really mattered was whether it was working. Was she getting better with the Nightblade? Were his lessons sinking in? If she went by her progress here, on this beach, then yes, she certainly was. But this beach wasn’t really a beach at all, but just a manifestation inside her head. She’d only know if she’d made any improvement at all when she returned and bore the Nightblade itself.

“Are you ready?” he asked her.

“Ready,” she said. Her Varin dagger became the Nightblade.

“Then show me,” he said, smiling. He said that every time.

She stepped toward him, a confident stride. Her form was rippling and puffing at the edges like smoke, fading from sight. She could see that her grandfather was pleased with that. He began to nod, opened his mouth to speak, and then stopped…

The earth began to shake.

Saska, distracted, lost all her focus. “What’s happening? Is it an earthquake?” The entire beach was shuddering beneath her, the waves sloshing about like some god had taken hold of the earth and was shaking it violently back and forth. The trees swayed, creaking and cracking. “Grandfather? Is this normal here?”

He didn’t answer. He was sitting back down on his rock, back into the very pose he’d assumed when she arrived. It was like the world was turning in reverse. And the shaking was intensifying. She could barely even keep her footing. She dropped low to stay steady as a great wind rushed around her, and wondered if this was a test. Could she focus through all this? Focus enough to deploy the Nightblade’s power even as the world shook and roared?

She gathered her thoughts and tried. And failed. The beach was rumbling as though a volcano was about to explode from beneath her, and that was all she could focus on. “Grandfather! What’s happening!” she shouted.

He was on his rock, ignoring her. Just running the whetstone along his blade, as though awaiting her arrival. She stared at him in appeal, but the earth was shuddering with such ferocity that she had to close her eyes and hope to wait it out…

And that’s when she awoke.

She was back in the rainforest, lying down by the little pool. She blinked and gave a little gasp. To her ears came the sound of the wild: the rustling of water and the clicking of crickets, the occasional hoot of an owl. And over all that, the purring. The purring! she thought. That’s what it was. Somehow, Joy’s purring had filtered into her sleep, vibrating through the forest floor. It was loud and heavy enough to awaken her and pull her from the dream.

Saska rolled over, still clutching her Varin dagger. The starcat was not beside her, as usual, but a few metres off, sitting down on her haunches and facing away. “You’re being too loud,” Saska whispered at her. “Joy, you woke me from my training.”

The cat ignored her as her grandfather had. She pushed up onto her elbow. “What’s gotten into you? Why are you purring, anyway?”

It was very random. If she purred at night it was when she was lying beside her. Not sitting up and facing away. Saska searched through the darkness, eyes adjusting, and only then did she see it - Joy was not alone.

She sucked a breath and scrambled up. A figure knelt before the cat, just a shape in the dark of night. This figure was scratching Joy beneath the chin and eliciting that rumbly purr.

“Who are you?” Saska blurted, brandishing her Varin blade.

The figure didn’t respond. She saw the wiggling motion of the fingers, saw Joy’s head all tilted up on an outstretched neck as the stranger tickled her up and down. The starcat was smiling. Smiling! Saska felt a wave of incredulity crash over her.

“Who are you?” she demanded again. “Joy, come here. Step away from that man.”

At last, the stranger acknowledged her. “Oh, you’re awake,” he said.

Saska blinked, befuddled. He spoke her own tongue, the common tongue of the north. And not even with a strange accent. He sounded Vandarian, almost, and very refined. “Who are you?” she asked for a third time. This time her voice was breathy with disbelief. “You speak my language. How…how can that…”

“I speak many languages.” The stranger was still on his knee, still tickling Joy’s chin. Well, no. His fingers had walked their way around to her right ear now, actually, and the cat was turning her head in utter pleasure. The man chuckled. “I like your cat. Most cats are standoffish in my experience. Big ones, small ones, wild ones, tame ones. Few are ever so friendly as this.”

“She isn’t usually so friendly.” Saska counted on that to keep her safe. Joy was meant to be her protector. She was meant to be the most judgmental cat in all the world, and most of the time, she was. “Who are you?”

The fourth time of asking induced no better response than the first, second, and third occasions. The stranger was still scratching Joy’s ear and murmuring sweet words to her. The cat responded with a frankly outrageous purr. Saska was quite certain she’d never heard her purr so loudly or blissfully as she was doing at this very moment.

“Are you a native?” she asked. She felt no fear of the man, despite the sinister nature of his coming. At night. As she slept. Creeping up without alerting her. Partly, she trusted Joy to know if he had sinister intent. If this is Eldur in some other guise, then Joy ought to damn well know it. “Are you a caretaker here?”

“Caretaker?”

“Yes. Do you watch over this land?” He was clearly not a common native. Her eyes were adjusting enough to see that he wore plain garments of roughspun wool, with worn leather sandals on his feet and a satchel pouch slung over his shoulder. He looked rather like a shepherd, except for the lack of a staff. His hair was mid-length, unkempt and a little wild. He wore a short beard and had a good face, though she couldn’t place his age. His cloak seemed to be dyed a dark blue, she saw. “Do you serve Aramatia?”

“Aramatia?” The concept seemed very amusing to him. “No, oh no. I don’t serve Aramatia.” Finally, he withdrew his hand from Joy’s ear and stood up. The starcat leaned forward, nuzzling at him, begging for more. Gods, Joy, behave yourself. This was becoming desperate. “I suppose there’s only one person I’m meant to serve, though I’m not very good at it.”

“Who?”

“My father. However, I often end up serving myself.” He grinned, eyes twinkling from the starlight reflected on the water. Or were those stars in his eyes? “A pretty place you chose to camp,” he said, looking around. “Though I rather fear you’re sliding off course, child. You’re veering a little too far north. You’ll want to veer south and east, I think. Higher ground, yes. Look for higher ground.”

She stared at him. “Why should I look for higher ground?”

“Do I have to give you all the answers?”

“You haven’t given me any. You haven’t told me who you are.”

“Would anything change if I did?”

“It might. I might trust you more.”

“Why?” he asked, quite seriously. “Why should a name make you trust a person? I could be lying. I could give you any name at all, and believe me, I’ve had a few.”

“I didn’t mean a name. A meant…what are you? You don’t seem entirely…normal, to me.”

“Says the girl in a foreign land bonded to a starcat - not a native animal here, let me tell you. The girl who has just awoken from a dream in which she visited her long-dead grandfather and trained with a non-existent blade.” He smiled at the look on her face. “And I mean that quite literally, child. About the blade.”

“I don’t…” She took a second to puzzle through what he’d said. His knowledge of her had turned her about a time or two. He knows my dreams. How can he know my dreams? “What do you mean by that?”

“The non-existent blade? Well, it’s non-existent when you train…in here.” He tapped his temple and gave a whimsical grin. “But also, it’s non-existent in more literal terms. That’s to say, it doesn’t exist anymore, as the entity you know. I have it on good authority, child, that five have now become one.”

She blinked. Five become one. “You mean…the Heart, it’s… “

“Been remade, yes.”

Her jaw was slightly open. She thought of Eldur’s words when he left her on the beach. The world you know will fall, he had told her. It will fall so it can rise again, as is the order of things. Vandar’s Heart will never be remade. I go to make sure of it, child, right now I go...

“They defied him,” she whispered.

“Yes, it would seem they did. A rather impressive feat, if I may say so myself, and one contributed to by a lot of people. I find myself rather inspired, in fact, for my own…well, my own troubles, let us call them. But I won’t get into that now.” He smiled at her from the darkness.

She was hardly listening to him. The fact that the Heart had been remade ought to have lifted her spirits, and it did, in part, but it also stoked her fears. It it had been remade, then she was a threat to him again. And if she was a threat, then maybe…maybe… “He’ll come back,” she said, frightened. “He’ll come back and this time…”

The man waved a hand in dismissal. “He won’t come back. That boy has other concerns. And besides, he doesn’t think there’s any way for you to escape from here, child, and he’d be right. Usually.” Another starry twinkle in his eye. “You just keep on going as you’ve been going. That way now.” He gestured vaguely behind him. “You go that way and you keep on going a while. You’ll find this jungle doesn’t last forever, and if you haven’t escaped within the week then you’re probably going the wrong way.”

“The wrong way? How do you know where I’m going?”

“Please,” he said. “When the land rises, it’ll become more of a cloud forest. The air will be cooler and fresher and wetter, and you might come upon a nice view or two. When you get there, keep on going. You’ll see the high ranges further on. Make for those, and maybe you’ll find what you’re looking for. I say ‘maybe’, but I’m sure you will. Well, it’s been arranged.”

“Arranged?” She frowned at him. “You…” and the realisation dawned, “you’re the one who’s been watching me.” She set her jaw. “Aren’t you?”

“Not in the way you imagine,” he said, “but in a fashion, I suppose I have.”

“So…there’s no eagle here? Eldur, he isn’t…”

“Questions, questions, questions,” he said. “Do not go expecting answers. Interference, child, that is the criminal word. It’s dangerous, oh, very dangerous for me to do so. But I feel the juice is worth the squeeze, if you follow me? The risk is worth the reward. Often have I wondered how many worlds I might have saved with a little nudge here, a whispered word there, and worlds I’ve rather liked as well. It can be awfully sad watching them crumble and fall when I might have done something about it. But of course I can’t. He won’t allow it. Well, damn him, I say, damn him and his rules. I’ve been watching you and your world for too long to stand by and do nothing, so here I am, with a little nudge here and a whispered word there, and perhaps a little more.”

He nodded to himself, once and twice. “He hasn’t taken any notice yet, so let’s keep it that way, shall we? Questions, questions, questions, child. They can be as dangerous as dragons, you know.”

Saska gawped at him, utterly bewildered. “Who are you?” she asked once more.

He sighed and shook his head. “Well, you’re not great at listening, Saska. What did I just say about questions?”

“But…”

“Call me a traveller, if you please. One who likes the colour blue.” His twinkly eyes flicked up, scrutinising something Saska couldn’t see. “Just do as I say, and keep dreaming at night. Dreaming, yes, that’s all it is.”

And with a wink of the eye and a grin on his lips, he was gone, back into the trees.
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The tunnel was wide and it stretched into blackness, uniform, solid, safe.

At least, it had been safe so far.

They’d travelled down it for what must be a hundred miles by now over the last three days, and but for the occasional small rockfall or cave-in, the ceiling remained remarkably intact.

Ranulf said that should not be too surprising. “The greatworms of Agarath were designed for this specific purpose,” he had said, never shirking an opportunity to educate. “They were known to secrete a special adhesive, almost like cement, as they burrowed, from glands along the length of their sides and back. This secured the tunnel as well as any stonemason or master builder could manage. Of course, it was essential. The tunnels were made for the conveyance of Agarath’s armies, so they must be made safe for their passing. And when the worms returned the way they had come, they would secrete a second digestive enzyme to undo the work of the adhesive, thus collapsing the tunnels on their way south. This was to prevent any northern army from using such a tunnel, as we are now.”

Jonik found Ranulf to be about the most knowledgeable man he’d ever known. “I thought you said the worms used their tails to collapse the tunnels, Emeric,” he said. The exile had indeed made no mention of these adhesives and enzymes.

“There are gaps in my knowledge, it would appear,” Emeric admitted.

Ranulf chuckled amiably. “I read a very old book about them once, these worms. I forget the name, but it was quite rare. Feel no shame, Lord Manfrey. The worms using their tails to collapse the tunnels is a common misconception.”

It certainly explained the tunnel’s durability, which, by Ranulf’s reckoning, had stood for at least two thousand years. That was the last known use of these Agarathi war-worms, so far as the adventurer knew. “The last was summoned from the Wings by King Graklion, I do believe,” he told them one night, as they sat about their campfire in the middle of the tunnel, munching on hard bread, hard cheese, and hard cuts of salted meat. Ranulf sat cross-legged, eyes twinkling in the firelight, feeding Kamcho by hand as he spoke. “He was Eldur’s great-great-great-great-great-grandson, give or take a ‘great’ or two, and lived to be almost two hundred years old. Graklion was a bit mad, it is said, though a powerful sorcerer. He combined those two traits rather nicely when he flew to the Wings and risked his life in summoning up Ah’lor’ran’ilika from the deep.” He smiled at the faces of the men. “That was the worm’s name. Ah’lor’ran’ilika. A mouthful, isn’t it? Means He Who Gorges On Dirt in Agarathi, if my translation is correct.”

Jonik was sure he was joking about that part. Maybe the name as well. Ranulf liked to make his little jokes. “So what happened?” he asked, chewing on his beef. “He summoned the worm, and it burrowed a tunnel for him?”

“Indeed it did. Several tunnels, in fact, and one that sprang up right outside the walls of Ilithor. If you go to the site, there are still markings on the ground that give an impression of where he emerged. That was during the Eighth Renewal. If you know your history, that was a bad one for the north. Very bloody, and the worm played its part.”

“Could this tunnel have been made by him?” Jonik asked, looking around. There wasn’t much to see but the curved walls and ceiling, the packed earth and rock and very occasionally a crack or narrow passageway that led off into some other chamber. That was how they’d found the tunnel, through a crack like that. Thankfully, it had been easy. Once they’d been flown down into the breach in the Hooded Hills by the dragon Hapthanor, it took them less than half a day to find their way to the tunnel. After that, it was simply a case of following it south. Or what they hoped was south, anyway; telling which way they were going was about as hard as telling the time down here.

“It’s possible,” Ranulf answered. “Though equally so, it might have been made by a younger cousin. Once upon a time there were many greatworms slithering about beneath the earth, so really, it could be any number of them.”

Jonik found the notion of creatures so immense as this moving about beneath them disturbing. “But they’re all dead now?” he asked.

“Oh yes. They’re dead. But then again, many things we thought were dead are rather less dead than we thought they were. So who knows?” His eyes gave a playful twinkle.

Jonik didn’t like the answer. “But these ones are dead, yes?”

Ranulf had a sip of wine, smiling. He’d brought a pair of wineskins with him, for the trip, and they liked to sip at it and pass it around the fire at night as they ate. “If you were to put a blade to my throat and force me into an answer, I would say yes, the worms are long dead. If they were not, I imagine Eldur would have made use of them by now. Now that his invasion has failed, and the tides have turned, I would consider their unique advantage redundant.”

“A worm of such size has advantages beyond tunnelling, Ranulf,” Emeric said. “They were also known to burrow under invading armies and collapse the earth beneath their feet. One only needs to think of old Lord Alivor for that.”

Jonik knew the tale as well. Alivor had been a Tukoran greatlord who’d led an army into Agarath two and a half thousand years ago. His host was said to be over thirty thousand strong, but they never even had a chance to redden their blades before the earth gave way beneath them all and every one of them was sucked down to their doom.

“It’s a dishonourable way of making war,” Emeric went on. “Agarathi trickery has always sat poorly with me.”

“Well, they hailed from a tricky god,” Ranulf said. “So we can’t act too surprised. When facing the might of both Vandar and Tukor, a clever enemy will deploy the best tools they have.” He had another sip of wine and passed it on. “But still, I say the greatworms are bones and dust. It makes me sleep a little better at night to think that way. Enough nightmares have come to life already, I think.”

It was how the evenings went. A crackling fire, some barely edible food, and wine that tasted so sour Jonik had to wonder if it was made with lemons. The conversation was good, though; how could it not be with the likes of Ranulf Shackton and Emeric Manfrey involved? Emeric was a scholarly sort of man himself, well learned in history and theology and philosophy and the two engaged in excellent debates and discussions, of which Jonik played a lesser part. Mostly, he listened, and when they entered territory in which he found no interest, his mind would drift away.

When it drifted, oft as not, it drifted to Elyon. That was the tide of his thoughts right now; always back to Elyon, to Aleron, to his father and the things he’d done. Sometimes, he wondered if he might ask one of the dragonriders to fly him west so he could see his father face-to-face, but whenever he thought of it, he grew so nervous that his heart spasmed into unpleasant palpitations that took a while to calm. He could not think what he would say to him. And his half-sister Lillia might be there as well, and Amara Daecar too, with her famous tart tongue. Any time Jonik tried to puzzle out how he’d approach any conversations with them, his mind just went into a jumble, and the palpitations started up again.

It was a little different with Elyon, though. They’d brawled already, and argued several times, and had even come close to having a heart-to-heart when Captain Lythian took them to the armoury. After that, they’d even sat alone for a short time, discussing the depths. Jonik wanted to warn Elyon of the sorts of things he might find before he flew north with Ulrik Marak, so he’d imparted whatever advice he could. When he’d spoken of the ‘murder-pedes’ Elyon had even laughed, and it wasn’t in a mocking way either. He seemed to find the name creatively amusing, and that made Jonik laugh as well. It was perhaps the first time they’d shared anything that came close to cordiality. A small thing, yes, and Elyon was quick enough to harden up again right after, but Jonik saw in it a little chink of light, some hope, perhaps, that one day they might get along.

It was day four of their long march down the tunnel now; at least, they guessed it was day four. Ranulf seemed to have a fairly good grip on the passage of time and even said it was midafternoon, perhaps shortly after midday, and Kamcho was also proving a fine asset. The big blue-gold bird was always flapping off into the darkness with a little torch in his talons - Ranulf, after much coaxing, had got the bird to hold one - and scouting the way ahead.

Often, Ranulf would pause and close his eyes to see what Kamcho saw and report back to the others if there was a curve in the tunnel or it went up or down, and he’d tell them about any cracks or crevices that led into other chambers, any small rockfalls and cave-ins along the way - though those were very few and the tunnel was incredibly well preserved. Ranulf spoke to the bird as well, in the whistling language of the Calacania. He could only see through Kamcho’s eyes, he’d said, and not interact with him telepathically, so was reduced to rather basic discussions in the eagle-tongue, which, he said, he was still very much a learner in.

So they went along like that, day on day, stopping only to camp, rest, eat, and sometimes explore. They did that through the cracks and passages that opened in the tunnel walls, hoping to find ways up to the surface. That was becoming increasingly important, all agreed - if they didn’t, and they should run into an impassable blockage, they’d be forced to turn around and go all the way back the way they’d come, a thought that held little appeal - but so far they’d had no luck. Largely, it was Kamcho who went exploring, given his particular skills in that department, and for the most part, the cracks and passages led to nothing but dead-end chambers or bottomless abysses that, Jonik feared, would only take them down into the lightless netherworld that he had absolutely no intention of ever seeing again.

That night, at camp, Emeric brought up another pressing issue - the Red Sea.

“We’ve been making good time,” he said, as they sat about the flickering flames. “I would guess thirty or even thirty-five miles a day. Four full days at thirty-five miles would be one hundred and forty miles from where we started. If we’ve been going southwest, which we may very well be doing, I fear we could have passed the coast already, and be underwater.”

Jonik nodded grimly at the prognosis. It was unpleasant to imagine a vast body of water above their heads, thick with krakens and greatwhales and worse.

“I don’t believe we’re going southwest,” Ranulf said. “More due south, by my reckoning. I think the coast is still a day or so away.”

“If this worm tunnelled from the Wings, it would be southwest,” Jonik said.

“That is true. But who’s to say it tunnelled from the Wings? That they were all born on those islands is another misconception. The Wings and the Ashmount both served as cradles for our burrowing bipaliums, and the Ashmount is south, not southwest. But where they were born is of little consequence. Does a bird born in a nest stay there all its life? No, it leaves when it matures, and the same is true of the greatworms. Once grown to maturity, they were known to be itinerant creatures and moved freely all across Agarath, and even further afield. Only when called up into the Fire God’s service did they fall back under his will; in between his wars and those of Eldur and his early kin, the worms roamed as they pleased, and it is even believed that some of them tunnelled away to other lands, never to return. But, when called upon, they would go where they were needed most. If an army was gathering in Eldurath, for example, what sense would there be in a greatworm tunnelling from the Wings or the Ashmount? They would tunnel from outside the city, of course, so the horde could travel from there. Cities, forts, coastal lands; a tunnel could start about anywhere. So this one,” he said, looking around, “could lead anywhere too.”

“But you think it’s leading south,” Emeric said.

“Oh yes, I do.”

“Why?”

“Because I know the lands above us,” he said. “We have seen roots, have we not, when we’ve explored through some of the cracks? Roots dangling from the roofs of higher chambers, and that suggests we’re near enough to the surface. I know roots rather well, as it happens. There are certain deep-rooted trees that grow to the northwest of Dragon’s Bane, and it’s possible that’s what we’ve seen. Furthermore, the tunnel has been fairly stable in elevation. Yes, it curves around some of the larger chambers, and necessarily so - as Jonik told us, this greatworm perished from a cave-in when it made such an error, and that error proved fatal. The worms had a tremendous sense of their subterranean surroundings, so they would turn regularly to follow the safest path. We have seen this, so far. But I ask you, has the tunnel gone down?”

“Not especially,” Emeric said. “There have been dips and rises, but not yet a sustained descent.” He nodded, taking Ranulf’s meaning. “Which means we haven’t yet reached the sea. When we do, the worm will have tunnelled deeper.”

“It’s so,” Ranulf said. “The Red Sea goes deep quite quickly, so I would anticipate a sudden and fairly precipitous descent when we’re near.”

That all made a good deal of sense to Jonik, though something was still troubling him. He caught Ranulf’s eye with a hard look. “What on earth are bipaliums?” he asked.

Ranulf chuckled. “Well, I thought you’d never ask, Jonik.” He did this often, inserting rare words into common conversation that Jonik, and often Emeric, did not know. It gave him an excuse to show how clever he was. “Bipaliums are a genus of predatory planarians, otherwise known as hammerhead worms. It’s a weak link to the greatworms, I will admit, but I wanted something that sounded good with ‘burrowing’. So bipaliums sprung to mind. And now you’re both a little more educated and informed.”

“I knew the word already,” said Emeric.

“Rubbish,” Jonik snorted. “Who knows about predatory planarians?”

“Well, I do,” Emeric told him. “I once had an infestation of flatworms on my estate outside of Solas. Not knowing what they were, I got a book that proved instructive. I daresay I’m well-versed in such matters, Jonik.” He smiled, turned to Ranulf, and they began into a discussion about bipaliums and planarians which Jonik found yawningly dull.

They woke at dawn the following morning - well, Ranulf said it was dawn, though it could really be any hour - and continued down the tunnel. There was a good deal of expectation in the air following the adventurer’s reasoned explanation of their heading. Still, Jonik felt apprehensive. A man like Ranulf, who always seemed to be right, was due to be wrong every once in a while. A part of Jonik almost hoped he was; Ranulf could be just a little bit smug, sometimes, with his rare words and didactic sermons, and a great blunder might make Jonik feel a bit better about all that.

But he wasn’t wrong. After several hours of hard walking, Ranulf, eyes closed, made a little sound. “Well now, isn’t this interesting,” he said.

He was looking through Kamcho’s sight, who’d flown off ahead; distantly, Jonik could hear the big eagle flapping its wings - the sound tended to echo quite far down this tunnel, and he could be heard from a good way off.

“What are you seeing, Ranulf?” Emeric asked.

“Ruins, it seems to me,” the adventurer said. “The sunken ruins of an old fortress.”

They hastened on up the tunnel. Several hundred metres on, a large opening on the right, perhaps three metres wide at its widest point, led into a passage of similar size. The earth was very uneven, all tumbled rock and scattered soil. Kamcho had flown up here, Ranulf said, so they followed, picking their way carefully along. Further on, they had to crouch through a tighter section, then climb upward over a steep thirty-foot cliff as the cavern roof opened out above them. When they reached the top, a very large space spread forth, very much of the sort that Jonik had seen during his days in the underworld with Gerrin and Owen Armdall.

Luminescent moss-cloaked rocks abounded, and glowing vines swung down from the high craggy ceiling and grew thickly along one wall. Water trickled, glistening on the rock and tap-tap-tapping into puddles and little pools. There was life here, of the sort Jonik had seen before. In one small pool among the rocks, glowing white fish dashed and scattered as they passed. He could hear bats flapping their wings high above them and his eyes were drawn to the quick movement of a geckantula, slipping away into a crack in a wall. The sight of it made his stomach turn as he remembered how foul it tasted. Elsewise, he was smiling. The cavern was bright and beautiful, a little underground haven full of sights and smells and sounds, and far removed from the long dull tunnel through which they’d been walking for days.

But most interesting of all were the ruins. They were scattered across the entire cavern, tumbled blocks of mortared stone that had once formed walls, turrets, towers, and keeps. Much of the stone had been rotted down to lie buried amidst the natural rock. Yet other sections remained intact, a bit of wall here, the curve of a roof there, the stumps of old storehouses and bones of barracks lying bereft and forgotten underground.

“A fort, you say?” said Emeric Manfrey, standing upon an upthrust of rock and studying the ruins. He had his thumb and forefinger at his bearded chin and was rubbing gently at the bristles, as he liked to do when thinking. “It must have been brought down by this worm of ours, don’t you think? An ancient coastal fortress, perhaps, undermined and buried.”

“That is indeed my thinking,” agreed Ranulf Shackton.

He walked up to a half-buried section of wall, brushed away the moss and leafy covering, and conducted an appraisal. Kamcho was soaring above them, spinning and whistling. Every so often Ranulf shut his eyes, perhaps to get a better birds-eye vantage, and gave a whistle of his own. Jonik watched the bird change its flight and supposed Ranulf was giving it orders.

“This is granite,” he said. “Very old.” He ran his fingers along the stone, tenderly touching at the cracks and imperfections, then closed his eyes again, seeing through Kamcho’s sight. The bird had taken perch on a high ledge and was looking out across the breadth of the chamber. “There are roundtower ruins here. Several of them,” he said. “If memory serves, King Amron the Bold raised a fortress west of Dragon’s Bane, one he hoped might compete with it in scale. An unlikely thing to anyone who’s ever set eyes upon the Bane, but old Amron was very fond of scale. I believe we are looking at the attempt, my friends. I give you King’s Crown,” he called, presenting the scattered ruins with a sweep of the arm. “The crowning glory of his militaristic reign brought to ruin as it was being raised.”

Jonik looked out over the ruins with a frown etched upon his brow. He had not heard the name before, nor the tale. Emeric, too, seemed to be at a loss.

“I confess I haven’t come across the name ‘King’s Crown’ in any book, Ranulf,” the exile said.

“Well, you wouldn’t. This was a chapter of Amron’s reign that he would rather be forgotten. King Amron the Bold was nothing if not vain. This fort was to become his great pride in the east of Vandar, a sister to King’s Point in the west, but during the works, the fortress was brought to ruin. I have seen it cited that an earthquake was responsible, but seeing as our tunnelling trematode burrowed right by, I’d suggest they got it wrong.”

Jonik looked at him, irritated. “Trematode? You just can’t resist, can you?”

“I daresay I can’t,” Ranulf laughed. “Emeric will tell you what it means.”

The exile thought a moment. “A parasitic flatworm, I believe.”

“Just right,” exclaimed Ranulf, impressed. “Yes, a nasty little critter to be sure.”

Jonik had heard about all he could take about worms and bipaliums and trematodes. Sometimes he thought he was the butt of some great joke, and the others were just making up names. “So what,” he said, “Amron the Bold just erased any knowledge of this place from history?”

“Yes, he tried to. There’s a rather unpleasant rumour that he had the stonemasons killed once the fortress was brought down, so as to protect his wounded pride, but that’s a little too rich a morsel for my tastes. Amron the Bold was a warmonger, but not a tyrant - fearsome to his enemies, yes, but not his own people. Indeed, I told Ilith that once.” He turned thoughtful for a moment, reminiscing, then raised another smile and said, “Well, if I’m right about it all, that means we’re very near the coast. It would be sensible for us to try to find a way up before we venture any further.”

Jonik and Emeric agreed with that, and Kamcho was elected to go exploring once more. Ranulf sat on a rock and watched through the eagle’s eyes, listening out for his whistling calls. The others sat as well, waiting for Ranulf to report something worth reporting. Occasionally, the eagle came shooting back out through some higher passage or chamber, and straight into another one, having found no way up. One time, he took a short break to chase some bats. On another, Jonik saw him tear some glowing vines from the wall and go flying off with them in his talons. Presumably, there were darker areas beyond this cavern. “Clever bird,” Emeric said, smiling.

The wait went on. After a little while, Jonik stood and began poking about. He found a section of broken battlements lying scattered and mostly buried across the cave, with some intact crenelations. Each merlon seemed to be shaped into a crown, so far as he could tell, though the work of water and time had eroded many of them down to nubs. Here and there he saw godsteel supports as well, still misting after almost three millennia beneath the ground. The mist drifted up through gaps in the rock, fading as it rose past his face.

“Vandar’s Soul,” Emeric Manfrey said.

Jonik turned his head; he had not realised Emeric was there. “Do you believe that?” he asked.

“A part of me does,” said Emeric. “There is something in it that appeals to me - the mist rising to return to the Eternal Halls. But I can be an old romantic, Jonik. Most likely, it is simply power.”

“Just words,” Jonik said, “that amount to the same thing.”

He looked at the rising mist again. It had always seemed to have a life of its own, the mist. He’d seen old godsteel blades, worn down by use, give off a weak and weary sort of mist. He’d seen new ones that had never seen use puff and fog thickly and eagerly. The mist might shift and move differently depending on the conditions of a battle. Stirring one moment, fearful the next. Dragons often inspired in them a change as well, and dragons above all other beasts.

Jonik drew his own blade, Mother’s Mercy, and watched the mists rise clean and confident from the steel. Emeric, seeing, did the same, and out came the eagle blade of Manfrey. An older blade, more experienced, and the doer of many great deeds. The mist curled and moved with its own intention, as though knowing what it was, and what it had done.

“I fear the mists will stop rising soon,” Jonik said, in a sombre voice. “When the war is done and the last embers of the gods are gone, this will become regular steel. And the Bladeborn…we’ll become nought but regular men.”

Emeric turned his blade in his grasp, then slid it back into its sheath. “Then the dragons must fly away,” he said, “and the sunwolves and starcats and moonbears must refuse to be bonded, and ridden. The Seaborn will swim like any other man; they will no longer have access to the wonders of the deep. The Forgeborn will lose their ability to shape the finest weapons and armour in the world and build the greatest structures.”

He stopped speaking. Jonik knew what he was saying. If the Bladeborn were to lose their unique powers, so must all the others. “Maybe that’s how to end the war for good,” he said. “It would be like a worldwide disarmament.”

“A worldwide disarmament, yes,” Emeric said, “and men will still make war. With sharpened sticks, they’ll make it, and blunt iron blades as well…they’ll make war with weapons both crude and fine because war is in our blood. It’s fought for land, for power, for love. It is fought by men who are born to do battle and by those upon whom it is forced. We are born to make war, we are bred to make it, and by fate we make it too. That will never change, Jonik, not ever. It is the cycle of Renewals we are trying to stop, the Ever-War. If we achieve that, the world will go on. But war? No.” He shook his head. “That will never die.”

It was a bleak outlook, there was no doubt, but Jonik could hardly deny the truth in it. The alternative - a world of prosperity and peace without any warring factions at all - was a naive fantasy. There would always be disagreements, betrayals, blood feuds that would lead to conflict. That was just human nature, as Emeric said. It was preventing further cataclysms that was driving this end, and this, the Twenty-Fifth and Last Renewal, was the pivot upon which the world would turn, to eternal darkness and disaster, or renewed hope, and a bright new dawn.

There was a sound across the cavern as Ranulf gave out a little murmur of interest. Both men turned to look at him.

“Anything?” Emeric called.

“Yes…yes, just hold on one moment.” The man had his eyes closed tight, very focused. His head began to go up and down, and then a quick smile livened his lips. “Yes,” he said again. “Yes, there’s a way up. I see the light; it’s thin, but…” He paused, peered, nodded once more. “There’s a cave system that exits onto the coast. It’s too narrow for Kamcho to get through, but…but I think I can see the sea.”

Emeric and Jonik picked their way quickly back across the rocks. Ranulf was still sitting, eyes shut, though by the time they reached him, he’d opened them again and was blinking back into himself. He looked at them as they neared, then stood. “There,” he said, pointing up to an opening in the rock about forty feet above them. The wall looked climbable, with good hand and footholds. “It’s through there a short way.”

“Traversable?” Emeric asked.

“Yes. It’s spacious enough. If you climb up there, Kamcho will lead you on.” He studied the faces of the two men before him. “We should split up,” he said. “One of you can stay with me to explore the tunnel a little further. The other can make for Dragon’s Bane. It shouldn’t be too far away.”

“How far?” Emeric asked.

“Forty-six miles to the east,” Ranulf said.

“Forty-six,” Emeric repeated. “That is very specific, Ranulf.”

“Indeed. And let me tell you why.”

Jonik groaned. “Do you have to?”

“Have to? By no means. But do I want to? Oh yes.” He smiled and went right into it. “It is said that the two fortresses were to be visible from one another from atop their tallest towers. The tallest tower in Dragon’s Bane - the Golden Tower - was three hundred feet tall. I read somewhere that King’s Crown was to host a central keep even taller - four hundred feet, terribly grand, as Amron - not your father, Jonik - liked it. If this is indeed to be taken as true, the two forts could be no more than forty-six miles apart to be visible from one another from the summits of these towers, accounting for the curvature of the earth, which, I’m sure you both know, is roughly eight inches per mile squared. This means that if you can see one mile, the earth has curved, or dropped if you prefer, eight inches. After two miles, however, it…”

“Has dropped by thirty-two inches,” Jonik cut in. “Eight inches times two miles squared, or eight times four, which is thirty-two. After ten miles it would be eight times ten squared, which is eight hundred inches, or about…” And he thought a moment. “About sixty-five feet or something.”

“Sixty-six,” Ranulf said, annoyingly. “But you were very close, Jonik.”

Jonik closed a fist. The man could be genuinely infuriating when he wanted to be. “It’s all the same anyway,” he said. “Forty miles, fifty miles, it doesn’t matter - we’re close enough, and that’s the main thing.” He looked up at the opening in the wall. “How late is it? Could you tell?”

“Nearing dusk, it seemed to me.”

“Then one of us could make it to the Bane by sundown tomorrow. So long as we go all night.”

“I’ll go,” Emeric said.

“And leave me with him?” Jonik asked, aghast. “I think not.”

“Oh, surely I’m not so bad,” Ranulf grinned.

“In this mood, you’re worse.” He turned his eyes on Emeric Manfrey. “I’ll go.”

But the exile shook his head. “It would be better if it were me. I was among the men at the Bane not long ago and fought with them at Rustbridge. They know me there and trust me. No, you stay with Ranulf, Jonik. If I can make the Bane by tomorrow evening, I’ll stay the night and then return here with reinforcements the following day, if possible. I should be gone only two or three days at most.”

“Fine,” Jonik said, not liking it. “We’ll start exploring the tunnel in the meantime.”

“Just don’t go too far. If we’re to strike for Agarath, it would be sensible to do so with a stronger force. I’ll bring them.”

“Bring supplies as well,” said Ranulf. “And men to build. They can get started opening out an easier path to the tunnel, should we want to use it.”

“Very well,” Emeric agreed. “Jonik, perhaps you’ll help me cut a way out of this coastal cliff? We can have a quick look around before I set off.”

Jonik nodded and off they went, climbing up toward the opening and in through the passage beyond. They found Kamcho within, waiting to guide them on. A long whistle from Ranulf in the cavern below issued the instruction, and the eagle began flapping and sometimes hopping along through the gloom, still bearing those glowing vines between his claws. The route took them through mostly open caves and chambers in a gradual ascent, before they reached the thin line of light that Ranulf must have seen.

It was a crack in the cliff face, perhaps two inches wide. Beyond lay a craggy sprawl of rocks, tumbling away to a stretch of sandy beach. The tide was out; several hundred metres away, the waters of the Red Sea were moving restlessly. Jonik could smell the salty air, hear the gusty wind, see the gulls scattered along the beach cawing and looking for food.

Emeric studied the wall a moment, withdrew his blade and began to cut, pausing every few moments to listen. Causing a cave-in was not on their agenda. In a short span of time, he was opening up a wider breach. Once it was big enough for them to slip through, Emeric went sideways out. Jonik followed him, taking in a big full swig of briny air as he exited.

It was blustery, not far off sunset as Ranulf had said, and the skies were swamped with lumen clouds. They clambered over the rocks and down to the sand, then turned to find that the cliff rose up about thirty or so metres above them. The breach they made was a thin black scar, very easy to miss; before they’d cut it open, it would have never been spotted at all. It was small wonder no one had ever found the tunnel from here.

To both east and west, the coast rolled out broadly, the sand hard and wet and dark from the outgoing tide. The cliff remained shallow, gently rising and falling and occasionally receding entirely into some cove or little bay before rising again, an undulating flow of land thinning into the western light. They could not see far out to sea from here, so decided to climb up to the top of the cliff to get a better look. The dusk was deepening by the time they got there. From their higher vantage, Jonik could see several little islands peppering the water about four or five miles away. If Ranulf was correct about their location, those islands marked the first of the scattered islets of the Western Bloodmarshes. The very faint curve of the coast to the east, swinging gently into the thickening dusk, suggested that was indeed the case.

“I guess he was right,” Jonik said. “The Bane’s about forty-five miles that way.”

Emeric looked east, nodding. The light out there was fading quickly now, the dense clouds suggesting a dark night approaching.

“I wish I were going with you, Emeric. It doesn’t sit right that you should travel alone.”

“I’ll be fine,” the exile said. “It’s Ranulf’s impulse to follow a scent that concerns me more. If he starts pushing on down that tunnel, you hold him back. We’d be wise to explore it together.”

“I’ll hobble him if I have to.”

Emeric smiled and took Jonik’s arm. “I’ll be back in a few days. And with good company, I hope.” He shook, releasing him, and without a further word, turned and began jogging into the gloom.
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“Thank you, Sir Ernold. That will be all,” Sir Lothar said, very softly.

He ushered the one-handed Emerald Guard to the door and shut it quietly behind him. Robbert could hear the man’s steps striding away down the corridor outside, slow, sad. A long silence gripped at the cold bleak air, a silence stripped of all warmth and feeling, a silence that felt like it might last forever. Robbert’s head was still down, unwilling to rise, staring at his feet and seeing nothing.

At last, Lank broke the quiet, “Robb,” he croaked. “I…I’m so sorry, Robb. Your brother, he…” Lothar breathed out, struggling to find the right words. “He was valiant, Robb. The way Esterling says it, he…he fought well.” The knight paused, lapsing back into an unspeaking awkwardness for a time that seemed unending. A second was a minute, a minute was an hour, and there were no words to convey his sympathy. “Would…would you like to be alone, Robb? I’ll go, if you want.”

Robbert did not answer him, could not answer him. His head hung low and his eyes were fixed upon the cold stone floor. A long moment passed. And another, another…

“I’ll leave you, then,” Lothar murmured. Robbert had the sense of an arm reaching out, as though to touch him, console him, pull him into an embrace, but it hesitated and withdrew. “I’ll…be outside if you need me. Just…just call if you need me, okay?”

More silence. Then the sound of slow, solemn footsteps moving across the room, the vague creak of the door opening and closing, the whine of rusted hinges, and then silence again, silence and a feeling of spreading despair.

The first noise was a sniff, made shortly after Lothar’s departure. Then, the sharp breathing, indrawn through quivering lips, and the sobs that came with them, the shivering hands and shaking head. Robbert Lukar blinked, and the thick tears that had built upon the lashes of his staring eyes fell. They landed on the cold stone floor between his muddied boots, and at once two more had gathered and fallen as his eyelids closed and opened, closed and opened, and his ducts opened up like uncorked pipes to let the tears flow freely, stingingly, painfully.

His face contorted, twisting hideously, and the sobs heaved and burst from his breast. The sound echoed through the chamber, sudden and loud as Robbert’s heart lurched, constricting and aching in desperate agony. Through the blurred windows of his blinking eyes he saw them, saw each of them in turn, saw their faces appear behind each blink, smiling back at him in old moments of joy. His mother in his youth when she was sweet and tender, his sister so protective and proud. He saw his father, his great father who had always been his hero, and he saw Ray…he saw Ray…saw his brother, his twin, his reflection and his heart and the other half of him…

And his head tipped back, howling in grief. He had kept himself together as best he could in company, but alone now the dam was breaking. He surged to his feet and staggered to the nearest wall and struck it, hard, struck it with a powerful thrust of his godsteel fist, screaming wordless things as his fists struck and flew and struck again. The stone cracked, shattered in the face of his assault, and his chest heaved in wild, manic bursts. He wanted to bring the whole wall down and the ceiling with it, to bury himself as his grandfather had been buried, and his sister buried, to follow the rest of his family into blissful death.

Robbert did not hear it when the door flew open. He did not hear the hard, swift strike of Sir Lothar’s boots flying across the floor as the knight came surging up behind him. “Robb, no! That’s enough, Robb! Stop!” A pair of long arms came around him, tightening and pulling him away. Robbert roared, kicking out, snarling and sobbing.

“Unhand me, Lank! Unhand me!” he roared. “They’re dead, dead. All of them are dead!”

He twisted his shoulders and struggled away, staggering and slipping on bits of broken stone as he went back to the wall, thumping with closed fists, thumping and thumping and weeping all the while. Vaguely, he could sense others at the open door watching, but he didn’t care. The dam had burst, and the flood was coming, and he was just a boy, a boy and not a king, a boy grieving at the shock and loss of his family, his twin.

“Out!” Lothar was shouting. “All of you, get out!”

“What’s happening?” someone asked, worriedly. “What’s wrong with him?”

“Out, I said! Damn you, get out!”

Faintly did Robbert hear Lank’s fury as he stormed back to the door and slammed it. He heard the bolts go, heard the man rush back up behind him and slide down to a knee. And the long arms swung from left and right to wrap him up like a kraken.

“Let it out, Robb. You let it all out.” He held him tight as Robbert trembled and wept; like never before, he wept.

How long the young king passed in that state, he could not say and did not care to know. He wept until he was drained of all emotion; until there was nothing left of him but a sodden wreck wrapped in armour, an empty husk in a suit of plate. Only days ago, he’d learned of the deaths of his mother and his sister. They had died in Ilithor, crushed in the crumbling palace, and Robbert had borne the loss as well as he might hope. He had refused to weep, had turned instead to vengeance. For days, he’d been leading sorties into the Bloodmarshes, shedding the blood of his enemies instead of shedding tears, harrying them, hunting them, laying the foundations for their invasion. He had refused to think of them, made himself too busy to stop and dwell.

And Raynald was on the way, he knew. His brother, closest to him of anyone. His twin, with whom he’d shared a womb, and shared a life, a life they’d lived inseparably until the day Robbert went away with his uncle Cedrik to war. Once Raynald arrived, they could share the burden of their grief. Together we’ll be able to carry it, Robbert had thought. We’ll talk of them and remember them, and together we’ll lessen the load.

That morning, they had returned from the Bloodmarshes, returned to the ancient black ruin of Dragon’s Bane to take a short rest, to wash and sleep and restore themselves before going back out to continue the fight. Robbert had hoped he might have news of his brother on his return. He knew vaguely when he’d left from Lakeheart, knew he was in the company of Sir Ernold Esterling and a knight named Sir Stafford, knew there were others with him and they’d be riding hard and he’d smiled every time to think of it…smiled broadly at the thought of seeing his brother again who he hadn’t seen for so very long.

They would fight together, as they once had. Raynald would help mitigate the loss of his left eye, and together, they would become lethal. Always had the two fought with one mind, sharing a sixth sense of the sort that tethered the thoughts of identical twins. To know Raynald would be with him soon had brightened his spirits immensely. They would fight as their father would have fought, and fight for the glory of House Lukar. They would make their mother and their sister proud as they watched on from the Eternal Halls. Together, they would lead their men to victory and rule Tukor together once the war was done. We’ll rebuild, Robbert had thought. And we’ll do it together. Ray and I.

But all that hope had fled him as soon as he saw Sir Ernold Esterling’s face. When he saw the grim cast and look of failure etched wearily across his haggard features.

The knight had been awaiting his king in a quiet courtyard amid the hectic rush and bustle of the broken fortress, and Robbert knew at once from that face that his brother Raynald was gone. It was all he could do to stay standing, to hold his chin high. His other men were with him, Sir Kevyn and Sir Colyn and the Dreyford brothers, the Edrics young and old and Sam Garrick the Grinning Knight. Robbert would not show any weakness before these men.

“Sir Ernold,” he had made himself say. “We have heard of your recent trials since Rustbridge.” He saw the hand, then, the missing hand. “Not your sword hand. That’s good. It’d be a shame to lose a warrior of your renown.” Chin still up, he’d marched toward him. “Come inside. I’m sure you have much to tell.”

They’d gone into the building assigned to Robbert’s use, a stout still-standing tower where his captains, commanders, and as many knights and soldiers in his service as possible could sleep. As they entered, Lothar told the other men of his guard to find some food and a place to rest, and they’d turned off down a corridor. The other three walked on, entering a cold draughty council chamber with no fire in the hearth, no torches on the walls. The only light came from the high thin window slits along one wall, a strangled, sickly light leaking in from the darkening skies.

“Here,” Lothar had said, fetching a stool for his king to sit on.

By then, Robbert was half in a daze, sleepwalking into an imminent nightmare. His legs were weak as river reeds, and he could hear his heart pounding in his ears. He sat, drawing in a shivery breath, and attempted to maintain a king’s dignity as he asked, “So, Sir Ernold. Tell me of your tidings,” but his voice was already breaking and fraying at the seams. He knew Ray was gone, and Ernold Esterling knew he knew. So he just came out and said it.

“Your brother is dead.”

And hearing it spoken, confirmed, Robbert could hold his poise no more. His head fell forward, as though struck by a crushing blow, and for a long moment, he could barely breathe. The voice of Sir Lothar spoke in demand of what had happened, and Esterling answered, and Robbert heard almost none of it. He picked out only ‘killed’ and ‘brave’ and ‘valiant’ and ‘moonbear’, at which point Lothar had said something about Tathranor, and the death of Timor Ballantris, and after that, Robbert’s thoughts had spiralled, and the tide was coming. He could feel the onrushing surge of emotion building in him; he could no longer hold it at bay. And Lothar recognised it, guiding Esterling from the room and then leaving himself so Robbert Lukar could unleash the torrent alone.

And now here he was, a wretched, blubbering creature lying in a puddle of plate armour on the floor. On it went, on and on as every last vestige of strength leaked from him. Occasionally, he heard Lothar murmur soothing words or move in to embrace and comfort him, but none of it registered. He lay there weeping until he could weep no more, and then at last he trailed off into silence.

Then, very gradually, he came back around. The fog of despair thinned such that he could see through it, see what he looked like lying there, this supposed king, and he didn’t like what he saw. His grief and shock had overwhelmed him, and yes, perhaps he’d needed to let it out, but enough.

Enough.

He rose gradually to a knee, dull-eyed and unfeeling, then managed to get to his feet. Lothar was watching all the while with big wet eyes; he’d been weeping too, weeping for Raynald, who was dear to him as well, but mostly for the sake of his king. Robbert didn’t like that either. Everyone is losing people. I’m no different, he thought.

He pulled up his soiled cloak and used a clean part of it to wipe his eyes. His heart thudded a dull dead beat in him, and a large part of him felt dead as well. He had some understanding now of how the Fireborn felt at the death of their bonded dragon. Sometimes he’d thought that he and Raynald were much alike, sharing in one soul in a way that others couldn’t understand. That thought threatened to shatter him anew, so he thrust it aside at once and said, “I need to wash, Lothar. Have a bath drawn for me. Is there a tub in this tower?”

Lothar looked at him with a pinched look of distress. “I…yes, Robb.”

“Then see to it. And food. Have it brought to my bedchamber. There is a bedchamber for me here, yes?” He looked around; the room was much darker now and the slit windows showed a purple dusk settling upon the leaden skies. Lothar was still looking at him stupidly. “Yes? What’s wrong with you? Why are you staring like that?”

“No reason. Just…you seem…”

“I’m a king, Lothar. I showed a moment of weakness, but it’s over now. I have a job to do.”

“Robb. You’ve suffered an awful shock. There’s no shame in…”

“I know,” he said stiffly. Already, he was stuffing the thought of Raynald’s death away, stuffing it away with the others in the dark place he didn’t dare to enter. He didn’t want to talk about it, think about it. Perhaps later he would hear the full story of how it happened from Esterling. Perhaps the snippets he’d heard were true and his brother had perished in a great valiant duel with Tathranor, and had done himself justice and could enter the Hall of Green proudly, where their father would be waiting. But he did not want to hear it now, or talk of him. I’ve wept my last, he told himself. I’ve got no more tears to give.

He stamped toward the door, Lothar hesitating and then hurrying past him. The knight pulled the bolts and then drew the door open, checking outside. If he’d hoped to find it empty, it wasn’t. A little way down the corridor, Sir Colyn Rowley and Sir Kevyn Bolt were speaking in murmured tones with Ernold Esterling, and Robbert couldn’t face them now. He turned at once toward the nearby stairs as Lothar called, “Sir Colyn. See about some food and wine for the king. Have it brought upstairs at once. And make sure there’s water boiling in the kitchens for a bath.”

Robbert reached the stairs, ignoring the pitying eyes, and began climbing up through the tower. The stairway circled through its heart, leading onto other levels, and he could hear men shouting and arguing and singing and laughing at every one of them. The sounds grated on Robbert. The laughing. The singing. Do they not know their prince is dead…dead…He grimaced at the thought and thrust it away, staggering now as spots began to dance in his vision. He was breathing rapidly. He could hear Lothar racing up behind him.

“Robb, you’ve gone too far. It’s this way. Through here.”

He stopped, turned and went back down, and his legs were so weak he slipped and almost fell, but Lothar was there to steady him. He felt dizzy, suddenly sick, like he might collapse at any moment. He paused and put a hand against the wall and drew in a deep breath, and another, and another. The edges of his vision were closing in. “This room, Lothar…get me there, quickly.”

He let the knight take him on, staggering alongside him as Lank dipped his long body and threw an arm around Robbert’s back. He helped him through a door and down a quieter corridor and through another door into a bedroom. No sooner had he reached it and pushed the door shut than Robbert Lukar sank right down to a knee and vomited, heaving and retching onto the old rushes that scattered the floor.

“Robb…” he heard Lothar say, vaguely. “Robb, I’ll get the doctor. Just hold on and I’ll…

Robbert Lukar tried to raise a hand to tell him no, but the motion was too much to bear. As soon as he lifted his head, a sudden wave of dizziness washed over him and then everything became blurred, then black. The cold stone floor, slick with sick, came quickly up to meet him.

Robbert awoke much later, stripped of his armour and resting in a comfortable featherbed. Wan daylight was streaming in through a window, and the noise of the fortress came with it, the buzz of voices and rustle of armour, the occasional shout of a commander’s call. Robbert’s head was heavy, thick with confusion as to where he was and how he’d come to be here. He frowned and sat up, looking around. His mouth tasted unpleasant, and he recalled the sudden nausea, the vomiting, the way the world had spun and crashed in upon him and how he’d collapsed into the contents of his own stomach.

“You’re awake,” said a voice.

Robbert almost leapt out of his skin. His bleary eyes surged to a shadowy corner where Borrus Kanabar sat in a large armchair, bedecked in his filthy armour and muddy cloak, looking like he’d just arrived from battle. The big lord shifted his considerable weight into a straighter sitting position and gave a yawn.

“Good timing. I just awoke as well.”

Beside him, a small table was occupied by a large clay jug and pewter cup. The red stains suggested wine. Borrus picked up the cup and gulped to moisten his gullet. “You want some?”

Robbert stared vacantly. “How…how long have you been in here?”

“Oh, most of the night.” Borrus pushed himself up with a groan and stepped tiredly over to the bed, cup and jug clasped between his ham-sized fists. He filled a full cup of wine, drank down a great measure, refilled it and handed it over. “Here. Never wise to start relying on the drink, but it’s good in a pinch. It’ll help.”

Robbert did as he was bidden and drank without thinking. It slid straight down into his empty stomach and filled him with a warm sensation. “Most of the night?” he asked.

“Since I got back,” Borrus nodded, his bald head going up and down. “Came in from the marshes a few hours past midnight and thought I’d come check in on you. Sat down and had a cup or two and guess I must have drifted off.”

“You should have found a bed,” Robbert said. He realised he was wearing fresh hose and a clean linen shirt beneath the cover, and his skin had been washed as well. The ignominy of it sat poorly with him. There were no maidservants here that he knew of, so it must have been his men who’d scrubbed and scoured him as he lay there helpless and unconscious. He grimaced at the thought.

Borrus saw the expression. “I heard about your brother,” he said. “My condolences, Robbert. I know how excited you were to see him.”

The lord’s voice was sympathetic, but not overdramatically so. Robbert was glad for it. Softness and sympathy only made it worse, and he suspected Lord Borrus knew it. He said nothing.

“You don’t want to talk about it, I can see that. And I don’t blame you. We save our grief for after the war, Robbert. That’s the way it’s always been for fighting men, and it’s the only way we know.” He paused. “I hear he fought Tathranor. Saved Ernold Esterling’s life and died a hero. That’s a good way to go, you ask me. Even cut the bear up a bit, and that’s even better. Not many men could stand alone against a moonbear. You take solace in the manner of his passing, Robbert. And that he’ll be waiting for you when your own time comes, and you can share all your tales together then.”

Robbert nodded emptily, looking away. Many men took comfort in the knowledge that they would see their loved ones again, but not Robbert, not now. He had wanted to fight with his brother, to lead with him and rule with him. He was the last thread to his family, the strongest one of all, and that moonbear had severed it. Now, he was alone. Hopelessly and unbearably alone.

“But not for a long while,” Borrus added. “You’ll die an old man, Robbert Lukar, an old king. There’s greatness in you, I know it.”

The words were meant to comfort him, but they didn’t. He didn’t want to die an old man or an old king. That would only mean a lifetime without them. Without his mother and father, his sister and his brother. Still, he said nothing.

“Well…you just rest up, Robbert. Take a few days, a week if you must, but if you want my advice…”

“I’ll be leaving today,” said Robbert, speaking at last. That had been his plan. To rest and wash and head straight back out. “I see no point in staying.”

Borrus looked at him sadly, but there was approval in his eyes as well. “You want to stay active. I understand. Dwelling on things…well, that won’t do you any good, but a word of caution, Robbert.” And he leaned in a little. “Do not be reckless with your life. I’ve seen it happen a hundred times before. When a man suffers a shocking loss, he can be prone to a certain disregard for himself, and you’ve suffered as much as anyone can suffer. You still have a responsibility to your men. I should know, after how I’ve behaved. I was reckless myself in calling the charge at Rustbridge, and a lot of men died for it. I don’t want you doing the same, Robbert. You’re one of our shining lights here, and we need you.”

Robbert appreciated those words. “I can control myself,” he said, trying to forget his breakdown the previous night. That was from shock and a build-up of emotion that he simply could not hold back. But it was out of him now, and he felt better for the release.

“I hope that’s so, Robbert. But I’ve heard some reports to the contrary. You’ve been out there bloodlusted since hearing of your mother and sister. Putting yourself in positions you’d be better off avoiding. And now this with Raynald…”

“I’ll be fine. I know where my limits are, and I’ve been pushing them. But not overstepping. I’ll be fine,” he said again.

The Lord of Rivers regarded him for a long appraising moment. “And Tathranor? If the moonbear should be spotted, what will you do then? It would do you no good to try to challenge him alone, Robbert. That bear is a menace to all of us now, and if he tries to cross back to his homeland, he’ll have to come through this way. I’ve already spoken with Rannaartan about that, and if it happens…”

“I won’t challenge him,” Robbert cut in. He didn’t need it all spelt out for him, and he didn’t need a lecture. Borrus was getting preciously close to administering one. “That would be a death sentence. As my brother found out.” He turned his head to the side and tried not to think of it. He wanted the man gone, he realised. He needed to be alone. “Is there anything else?”

“No. That’s all I wanted to say. And to give my condolences, such as they are.” Borrus reached in and gripped his shoulder, shaking, then released him. It was about as much as Robbert could take lest he break down all over again. “I’ll leave you the wine. Take the morning to rest and sleep off that tonic they gave you. And maybe spend another day here before you head back out. You’ve had an awful shock, and that sort of thing needs careful tending. If you collapse again, it won’t do anyone any good.”

So he’d been told about that as well. And this tonic…Clearly, they’d given him something to make sure he slept and didn’t awaken in the night. Well, small wonder he still felt so groggy. Grief makes a man an invalid, he thought bitterly, as Borrus walked to the door, giving him a last searching look and supportive nod before he pulled it open and slipped out into the hall. Robbert heard his big voice rumbling through the wall, talking to whatever guards had been posted there, and then his heavy footsteps faded off down the hall. He waited, half expecting Lank to enter, but he didn’t. And he was glad for it.

The bedchamber was a small one, hardly grand, and a fire was burning low in the hearth to his left. On his right was a window, looking out from the fifth floor. This tower would be considered large in most strongholds, but not here. There were only a handful of these structures remaining in the Bane, and all had been taken up by one greatlord or another, of which there were three, where once there had been only Borrus. Sir Rikkard had become Lord Amadar now, and Sir Killian was Lord Oloran, news only just arrived via the dwarfish knight Torus Stoutman. That made all three of them equal in rank, if not in power - seeing as most of the men here were East Vandarians, this was largely still Borrus Kanabar’s host, and he had been sure to repeat that several times to make sure the others knew it.

Robbert slipped from the bed and went weakly over to the window, wine cup in hand. A cold wind was coming in, and the skies were brisk with low scuttling clouds. The window had a vantage that looked over the eastern side of the fortress, and he could see the lanes between the rubble, see the buildings that still stood, see others that were half in ruin, or a quarter in ruin, or in total ruin but for a last little wedge of wall or ceiling under which some men could shelter. He could see the thousands of tents and pavilions that had sprung up in every open space there was, some neat and orderly, others haphazardly laid out, and all in various shades and colours with flags and banners blowing above them.

The sight might once have stirred him - the grandeur of this gallant northern army in this colossal fallen fortress - but it didn’t. For days, he’d felt as though he had something lodged inside him, something dull but painful pressing up against his heart, and the only thing that had given him any relief was the thought that his brother was coming. But that relief was gone, the pressure was constant, and the pain that came with it too. He did not think it would ever go away. He would have to live with it forever.

He drank his wine. It was poor stuff, but why should he care? It mixed with the tonic already in his blood and made him feel drowsy, but calm. Another day, he thought. Maybe I’ll stay another day as Borrus said. He slid onto the window seat, feeling the caress of cold air on his cheek. The breeze felt especially cool on one side of his face, and when he reached up, he realised his skin was wet. Angrily, he wiped the tear away. “No more tears,” he growled at himself. “You’re a king, not a keening widow.”

He drank more wine and looked over the fortress, leaning forward a bit so he could make out the broken barbican and the expanse of muddied earth that lay beyond. There, dozens of portable ballistas had been set up, keeping a constant watch on the skies. Further off, a host of perhaps five hundred men were marching away toward the Bloodmarshes, the first of them already fading into the slow red mist that lingered bloodily in the air.

The fighting out there was bitter. As Rikkard had warned, the Agarathi had kept a large host in the Bloodmarshes and they were battling to hold their ground as Borrus fought to push them back. It was slow going and dangerous, largely because of the dragons that came upon them unseen in the swirling mist and flew off just as quickly, killing men with every pass. That put the men on edge at all times, never quite knowing when they’d see the air ripple, see a deadly shadow in the shroud. The fact that the Bloodmarshes was a fetid, stinking mire made up of a thousand little islands and stagnant pools of reddish water swarming with insects didn’t help. Death felt very close out there, and so it should; it was called Death’s Passage, after all. Nowhere in the world had played host to so much bloodshed across the millennia, and a hundred great battles had been fought there before across the last twenty-five Renewals.

When he’d left the marshes yesterday, Robbert and his men had been attempting to win a crossing, and he wondered how that was going now as he stared out toward the slow red fog. It was another of the major problems they faced - the fact that between many of the larger islands were narrow stretches of open water large enough to steer a warship through with room to spare, and any army afoot needed bridges and boats to cross them. The Agarathi had brought portable bridges with them when they invaded, but now that they were in a slow retreat, they were taking them with them whenever they lost any ground, or destroying them and letting them sink. That meant building their own to replace them and setting them in place, and that wasn’t so easy with hordes of enemies crawling about on the opposite banks. Ferries and barges were required to convey their warriors across so they could win the far shores first, and Robbert and his men were engaged in a fierce struggle to this effect before Rikkard Amadar marched out to relieve them.

“We’ll take it from here,” he’d said. “You get your men back to the Bane and rest up, Robbert. We’ll have this crossing under our control by the time you get back.”

Idly, Robbert wondered if they now held it. He wondered, but he struggled to care. Lifting the cup to his lips, he drank again, and his dull eyes scanned the skies. He could feel the fingers of his grief digging into his shoulders and trying to drag him back down to the void. He looked at the skies and saw not clouds and birds, but memories. In every shape was a face and a moment and a scene. One cloud went by with Amilia’s smile, and another showed him his father laughing. He saw his mother as she’d once been when she was young and beautiful, and he saw his brother everywhere he looked. And there were tears in his eyes again, tears he could not hold back. How had it come to this? How could he be so cursed? The death of his father had been so hard to take, and the loss of Bernie had hit him too. But those were early blows to soften him up, he now realised, and these were the killing strikes.

He sniffed deeply to clear his nose and wiped his eyes. He might tell himself ‘enough tears’ again, but why bother? He seemed unable to control that particular emotion right now, and so long as he was alone, he’d permit it. A few deep breaths helped to clear his mind, and the sight of those men marching away into the Bloodmarshes made him want to go with them. He would have no time to dwell out there. There were perils everywhere, and danger was constant, so bereavement and reflections on loss and tragedy were naturally relegated by the primal instinct to survive.

He made his decision and put the wine cup aside. They’d leave today, as planned.

Turning, he scanned the room and saw a chest at the foot of his bed that probably contained his armour and underclothes. When he opened the lid, he found that some of his armour was packed inside, but not all of it, and his cloak and most of his clothes were missing too. He went to the door, pulled it open and saw that Sir Darian Dreyford was on guard with Old Edric.

“My lord,” said Darian, somewhat startled to see him. “Do you need…”

“Where are my things? My clothes? Half my armour’s missing.”

“It was taken for mending, my lord,” Dreyford said. “Your gauntlets especially were right busted up by…” He trailed off. He was referring to when Robbert smashed wildly at the wall, the king knew. “Your clothes were washed,” he went on. “Reckon they’ll be ready by now if…”

“Fetch them for me. And send Sir Lothar with them.”

The knight nodded to his king’s command. He had those pitying eyes like everyone else, and Robbert didn’t want to look at them.

He shut the door, paced back to the window and finished his cup of wine. He was still there looking out when the handle turned and Lank walked in with his padded underclothes, cloak, and gauntlets heaped neatly in his hands.

“On the bed,” Robbert told him.

Lothar went over and put them down. Then he looked at him worriedly. “How’d you sleep? Borrus said...”

“Fine. Apparently I was given some tonic? Care to tell me what it was?”

“Just a sleeping tonic. The doctor said it was important that you get a full night’s rest.”

“Well, you can report to him that I did. Enough so that we can proceed as planned and leave this afternoon.”

Lothar frowned. “Robb. Are you sure that’s…”

“Save it, Lothar. There’s a war to win and much to do. I’m not going to be a king who sits behind the lines and lets his men do all the work for him. I intend to get my hands dirty and my blade bloody. We’re leaving today. Tell the men.”

He could tell the knight had much to say to that, but he held his tongue for now. Robbert went quickly to the pile of clothes on the bed and examined his gauntlets. “They required mending?” he asked. “It was only a stone wall, Lothar.”

“One infused by magic,” Lank said. “Ilith built this fort, Robb.”

Robbert nodded. Of course. He picked up his cloak and let it unfold, then started digging around in the pockets. A frown was appearing on his brow. “It’s not here,” he said, feeling for the silver chain, the rough pitted surface.

“Oh. I took it out before the cloak was washed.” Lothar reached into a pocket and extracted the item in question, holding it out in his large open palm.

Robbert scowled at seeing it and picked it up, examining it briefly and angrily. “Good fortune,” he sneered. “A totem of luck.” He shook his head, snorting, and fought once more to hold back the tears. “Where’s the luck in losing your whole family, Lank? You tell me where’s the luck in that?”

His protector and friend had no words to say to that. He only sighed and said, “I don’t know, Robb. The world’s screwed up. Some things…well, some things you just can’t rationalise.”

“No,” Robbert Lukar agreed, looking at the coral, the gift that Saska had given him. “But I know one thing…this coral’s not lucky, not for me…it’s cursed.” He held it tight in his hand, squeezing hard enough to cut his skin. “She never should have given it to me. She only cursed us both.”

Saska, he knew, had been taken by the enemy. The Heart had been remade, but so what? She was gone. She had given him the coral and lost her own luck. And given him none. Just cursed us both.

“I’m better rid of it, Lothar,” he said, and his voice was cracking. “Damn it, it’s brought me nothing but tragedy and death.” And he flicked his hand, tossing it aside. Hitting the rim of the windowsill, it bounced up and over the edge.

And out it went, into the bustle of the fort, the little bit of coral that had called to her.
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He could see them leaving from the fortress, a host several thousand strong. Though a long way off, the colours were clear; this was a Tukoran host, marching into the Bloodmarshes, and they bore with them the royal banner.

“That’d be the king,” said a voice behind him.

Emeric was startled by the sound. He was resting on a rock, gazing eastward toward the ruin of Dragon’s Bane, taking in the view of the colourful camp sprawled outside of its walls, the sight of men marching to and from Death’s Passage in a constant turnover of returnees and reinforcements. The sight was arresting and had stolen all his focus.

He turned sharply and saw a man approaching on horseback.

“You alone?” the horseman asked.

There were others following in behind him, lightly armoured men in traveller cloaks, all ahorse. Some bearded, some not, most of them hooded against the rain. Emeric was annoyed at himself for not seeing them approach sooner - the lands here were open, lacking in concealment, and he hated to be caught cold like this. He cursed himself silently and put it down to tiredness. He’d been going all night and all day since leaving Jonik, and was well overdue a proper rest.

“I am,” he said, standing up from his rock. His hand rested on the pommel of his eagle blade as he gave the men a quick appraisal. They did not look like outlaws or bandits, and if they were, they’d be very bold to come this close to the Bane. More likely, these men were outriders ordered to patrol the surrounding lands. “Do you have a name?” Emeric asked.

“Buck Tannard,” the man said amiably. He was Bladeborn, Emeric saw at a glance and wore a godsteel breastplate beneath his cloak and a misting broadsword at his hip. “A man-at-arms in Lord Waventhorpe’s service.”

Emeric did not know the name Waventhorpe, but there were surely a hundred lesser lordlings here at the Bane by now. “A Marshland lord?” he asked.

“South Downs,” Tannard said. “We came over from Redhelm a little while ago; we’re Pentar men. And who are you?”

“That’s Emeric Manfrey,” said another voice. It came from the huddle of horsemen moving about nearby; some were pulling waterskins to refresh themselves, others dismounting to piss. The man in question was still ahorse, a thin bearded man approaching sixty. “That blade o’ yours. The eagle wing pommel. I’d recognise it anywhere, I reckon.”

“That true?” asked Buck Tannard. “You Emeric Manfrey, or did you just kill him and take his things?”

“I’m him,” Emeric said.

Buck Tannard swung down from the saddle and stepped up to him. “Well now, you’re not a man we expected to see out here, my lord. We heard you were up in Ilithor or somesuch. How is it you’re out here all alone?”

“That’s a rather long story,” Emeric said. “If you want to hear it, you can do so on horseback as we ride to the Bane together. I’ve come a fair way afoot and could do with borrowing a mount for the final stretch.”

Buck Tannard gave a nod, turned and shouted out a quick order. A few moments later, one of the men who’d already dismounted was leading his steed over for Emeric’s use. Emeric thanked the man and mounted up. “You lot stay on patrol,” Tannard said to his men. “Rankin, you ride double with Butterarse; he’s got the biggest horse.”

“And the biggest arse,” someone japed, to generous laughter.

“Why is he called that?” Emeric asked Tannard, as they rode off together. The name was absurd to him, though amusing enough.

“Oh, he likes to rub butter on his rump to ease the riding welts, my lord. Says it helps the pain. Gets through quite a lot of it too - that’s a large old rump he’s hauling about, as Diddums said.”

“Has he tried a topical ointment?”

“Oh sure, sure. But he’s a funny one, Butterarse. Doesn’t do anything the same as other men.”

“And Diddums? Is that his real name?”

“Oh no, no,” Buck Tannard laughed. “He’s a complainer, is Diddums, and a young lad too. Quick with a quip, as you heard, but equally quick to complain. We just pinch his rosy cheek and say ‘diddums’ when he does, and the name got stuck. You know how it is.”

Emeric did know. Clearly, these men had spent a lot of time together. “You said you came over from Redhelm? Was that before or after the Battle of Bloodriver?” That was what the battle at Rustbridge was being called. Its other name - the Battle of the Bursting Barrel - was a more mocking version, at Borrus’s expense, though not without a trace of truth.

“We came after,” Tannard said. “Waventhorpe was sent out by Lord Alrus to help with the cleanup, so we spent a while hauling bodies at first. Then we joined down at Westmire and marched here with all the others.”

“Were you involved in the recapture?” Emeric asked, referring to the recovery of the Bane.

Buck Tannard shook his head. “The first wave of attack did the job, so most of us were held back in reserve, unneeded. Still waiting for a taste of action, us lot. Pretty quiet around these parts right now.”

“But not out there?” Emeric said, looking toward the Bloodmarshes. There was a strong wind blowing, pulling the clouds along westward at a brisk clip, and through them, the sun occasionally shone down, lighting up the red mist that took on a pinky hue when struck. Emeric had never set foot out there, but he’d heard and read many accounts of what it was like. Even from afar, it seemed foreboding, like entering another, hellish world where death lurked at every turn.

“Oh no, out there the fighting’s fierce,” Tannard told him, nodding. “That’s not the sort of taste I want, my lord. If I’m ordered to go, I’ll go, of course, but I won’t be putting my hand up, let me tell you that.”

Emeric smiled at the man’s honesty; he imagined most would think the same. “Is Lord Kanabar out there now?” he asked.

“I believe he went out just an hour or so ago,” Buck Tannard said, as they moved along a grassy clifftop. “Just ahead of King Robbert’s host. Reckon they’ll be gone for a few days, so if you want to talk to either one of them, best kick that horse into a gallop, my lord.”

“I’ll spare the horse,” Emeric said. He had no intention of chasing Borrus Kanabar down in the Bloodmarshes and saw no need to speak with Robbert Lukar either. In fact, he was glad the young king was leaving. No doubt he would want to thank Emeric for his efforts in saving his brother Raynald’s life, and the exile was in too much of a rush to wait upon such a summons.

“Who is present in the fortress, then? Is Lord Amadar here?” Emeric had always liked Sir Rikkard a good deal, a greatlord now following his father’s passing

But Buck Tannard shook his head. “He’s still out there too, far as I know. More and more men go out each day, my lord. I hear they’re making good ground now, winning a few stretches of water and such. Brutal, though. Dragons are killing up to a hundred men every day, and more are being taken by the bogs and whatnot. And there’s that rogue moonbear to worry about too.” He looked over at him. “Don’t suppose you saw him on your way here, did you? We’ve been told to keep an eye out for him should he have a mind to cross back south.”

He was speaking of Tathranor, Emeric knew. He’d heard the tale of Timor Ballantris’s death and Tathranor’s rampage from Torus Stoutman back in Ilithor. “I saw no sign,” he said.

“Well, reckon that’s a good thing. That beast might have torn you up like he did that poor young princeling.”

“What princeling?” Emeric asked, turning on him sharply.

“The king’s brother. Raynald. That bloody moonbear got him, my lord. Poor lad was only a few days away, too. Shame. A real shame,” he said, sighing and shaking his head.

Emeric said nothing. He trotted on for a few moments, remembering the unconscious boy they’d carried from the woods outside Rustbridge to Lakeheart. He remembered the perils they’d faced on the way and the men who’d died in the task. Only Emeric and Ernold Esterling survived, along with the prince, and both were still unconscious when Emeric left Lakeheart. He was grieved to hear of Raynald’s death, after all they’d been through to save him.

Buck Tannard was looking over at him. “Right. You, er…you were the one who took him from the battle, weren’t you?”

“One of several men,” Emeric said. He looked to the south, where the last of King Robbert’s men were receding into the blood-red mists. He could only imagine how poorly the young king was taking the news following the deaths of his sister and mother. “What of Ernold Esterling?” he asked. “Do you know if he was killed as well?”

“The one-armed knight? He was the one who brought the news,” said Tannard.

“Is he in the fortress?”

“Far as I know.”

“Then take me to him,” Emeric said. He spurred his horse into a swifter canter and made quickly for the ruin of the Bane.

There were few towers intact within the walls. Everywhere rubble lay in colossal heaps, and paths wound between them. Some streets were open, wide channels through the wreckage down which hundreds of soldiers marched, and in many of the larger open quads, camps of tents and pavilions had been raised. In one square, there were many scorch marks on the stone, and Emeric saw the culprit: there lay one of the enormous fire giants Sir Torus Stoutman had spoken of, shoved up among the broken stone in a heap of rock-like, scale-clad body parts. It seemed that most of the limbs had been hacked off during the fighting, and there was a gaping cleave in the monster’s skull that could only have been made by a battleaxe.

“Your king helped kill that one,” Buck Tannard said, as they trotted by. “Him. Rikkard Amadar. Mooton Blackshaw. They all took it down together.”

“The skull-wound is Mooton’s, I take it?”

“So far as I hear, the Beast of Blackshaw did most of the work.”

Emeric smiled. No doubt Mooton made that claim himself, whether true or not. “Is he out in the Bloodmarshes as well?” Emeric asked. “He and his men?”

“The Blackshaws? I couldn’t tell you. There’s too much coming and going to keep up with right now. You’d have to ask around elsewhere.”

They continued through the Bane, past marching men and sleeping men and men sitting at cookfires roasting meat. Some were sharpening blades on wheels and whetstones; others were fletching arrows. Beneath the shade of broken walls, little armouries had been set up, and the clang and bang of hammers rang out, striking at steel and anvil. Down one wide lane, a long line of wagons was rolling in from the north, laden with supplies. Buck Tannard said that men were still arriving daily from west of the Rustriver and that all of them were being questioned before they were allowed to enter.

“We got twoscore groups like mine watching the approaches,” he said. “After all that with those Agarathi-northern spies, or whatever you want to call them, Lord Borrus is taking no chances.”

They came at last to one of the largest towers still standing amid the immensity of the fortress. This one had been given over to King Robbert’s use, Tannard said, and outside poles stood bearing Tukoran banners in green and brown. The tower was hosting hundreds, though many were gone again into the Bloodmarshes. The rest of the Tukoran army was arrayed both within and without the walls under the command of Lord Wilson Gullimer, Lord Malcolm Marsh and a number of other captains and commanders.

“Might be Esterling left with the king,” Buck Tannard said, “but if not, he’ll be in here.”

“Thank you, Buck. Will you return to your men?”

“Best I do, aye,” the man said, laughing. “That bunch of fools are sure to get lost without me.”

Emeric dismounted from his horse, handing the reins over to the man-at-arms to take with him. “If you want to do something more interesting than riding around outside this fort, you’re welcome to join me when I ride back west,” he said. He had told Buck Tannard his story on the way and would not object to having him join his company. “Of course, you’d have to get permission first.”

The man nodded, pondering the opportunity. “I’ll hunt down old Waventhrope later, my lord. You planning to stick around here long?”

“Just for the night. I hope to ride tomorrow.”

“And I’ll find you back here, will I?” Tannard asked.

“I suspect so, yes. I’ve got a few people to see first, but will bed down the night in here, if there’s space.”

“I’ll come later, then, with my answer. Be seeing you, my lord.” Buck Tannard waved in parting, turned his horse, and left.

Emeric walked over to the tower entrance, casting a look into the eastern skies. It was growing darker out there, and that was partly due to the weather; black clouds were gathering and there was a stormy smell in the air. There were two guards idling around at the tower entrance, looking bored. “Is Ernold Esterling here?” Emeric asked them.

“Who’s asking?” grunted one.

“Emeric Manfrey.”

The men looked at him with a hint of suspicion, though took him at his word. “I’ll show you,” the other guard said, and led him in.

They found Sir Ernold Esterling sleeping curled up on a pallet bed in one of the communal halls. The sight of many pallets and crude mattresses suggested at least two dozen men were squashed in here at night, though right now, it was only Esterling. He seemed to be in the throes of a nightmare by the twisted grimace on his face and did not stir as they entered. The guard said his name out loud and told him he had a guest, but that didn’t wake him either. A boot to the leg also failed, though it was only a soft nudge. A sharper kick at last did the job and Esterling woke suddenly, pulling a dagger from under his head as he rose at once to his feet.

He brandished the blade forward. “Kick me again, and I’ll make you a eunuch,” he hissed, looking at the guard fiercely. The man drew back from the wild look in his eyes, which were heavily bagged and bloodshot. He looked like he’d barely slept in days.

“Were you back with the stormhag, Ernold?” Emeric asked mildly. He suspected that was the nightmare he’d been having; he had it himself, from time to time.

The man’s eyes shot to him. A pause, then he gave a snort of laughter when he saw who he was looking at. “That foul bitch just won’t leave me alone, Emeric. I thought hacking her to a pulp might make it a bit easier, but no, she’s still haunting me in here.” He reached up to tap at his forehead with a phantom finger that was not there. A grimace passed his face. “I still do that too,” he said. “My brain hasn’t caught up yet.”

“Give it time,” Emeric told him. “Perhaps if you attach a hook to the stump, you’ll learn quicker.”

That made the man laugh throatily. “It’s damn good to see you, Manfrey. Didn’t know you were here.”

“I’m not. I’ve just arrived and will be leaving again soon.”

“I see,” Esterling said. He looked at the guard, who was still standing there looking a bit afraid. “You, go,” he snapped at him. “Let the grown men talk. And remember what I said about kicking me.”

The guard left, bewildered; he’d really done nothing wrong, and if anything, Ernold should be thanking him for cutting short the nightmare. But the man was quick to temper, Emeric knew, and would cool down just as fast. “So how come you didn’t go with the king?” he asked, looking across the room of empty mattresses. He supposed all the men who’d slept here last night had been taken back out with Robbert Lukar.

“Didn’t want me,” Esterling said, aggrieved. “Said to rest up after my journey, so that’s what I’ve been doing. Well, Sir Lothar told me that. Robbert wasn’t in much of a state to talk after I told him about his brother.”

“I heard,” Emeric said, in a sombre voice. “Did he fight well?”

“Like his father would have,” Sir Ernold said, raising a proud, sad smile. “Did about as well as he could have, but it wasn’t nearly enough. That Tathranor’s a monster. He’d killed the lad before I could get through the bog to help, and then off he went, charging away again. It was savage luck, running across him the way we did. Damnit the gods are cruel, Emeric. I thought we deserved a bit of fortune after all we went through, but no, those spiteful bastards just had to throw a bloody moonbear in our path, and a grieving one at that.”

“But you’re alive, Ernold. The gods awarded you that.”

“Not much of an award to live in shame. I was meant to protect him, and I failed. Again.”

Emeric disagreed with the assertion. “You couldn’t have protected him against Tathranor. It’s a miracle you weren’t killed as well.”

“I wish I had been killed,” the knight said. “Now I just get everyone looking at me, wondering why I let the prince fight a moonbear alone. Well, I didn’t. There was a damn bog, and I got caught in it, and by the time I got close enough, Raynald was already dead. I shouted and shouted for the bear to fight me too, but he just loped away again and ignored me, even when I tried to give chase.”

Emeric didn’t have to ask if the tale was true - he knew Ernold for a straight-talker, and knew how brave he was - but others might not think the same. “So you think Robbert left you behind because he blames you?”

He shrugged. “Not sure about blames me, but I doubt he can stand the sight of my face right now. He’ll just look and see his brother’s death and that’s no good for anyone.”

“Come with me, then,” Emeric said. “I’ll be glad to ride with you again, Ernold.”

“Ride where?”

“West. Some fifty miles. We need help exploring a tunnel, and you’re a reliable man.”

“I’m a one-armed man, and a disgraced one. You might want to reconsider.”

“Then I will.” Emeric paused for a moment, then said, “I’ve reconsidered and come to the same conclusion. You’re stuck in a funk as thick as that bog, and need pulling out of it. It’ll do you good.”

The man snorted; he liked to snort and had a good variety of them, if you knew him well enough to know the difference. Emeric did and this one meant he’d come. “When are you leaving?”

“Tomorrow, I hope. Unless the storm delays me.”

“And you’ve just come from this tunnel, have you? What’s this all about, anyway?”

“Let me tell you,” Emeric said, and he did so, bringing Ernold Esterling quickly up to speed on the greatworm, the tunnel, the hope that it crossed beneath the Red Sea, all of it.

The man listened with a vague interest and then shrugged when Emeric was done. “Well, I’m not doing anything else right now, and Robbert doesn’t seem to want my service. So fine, I’ll come. Who else have you got?”

“Other than you? Perhaps a man-at-arms called Buck Tannard and his men. He just brought me here.”

“Buck Tannard. I don’t know the name.”

“Why should you? He’s a Pentar man, serving under some Lord Waventhorpe. Not a house I know.”

“I do. They’re a minor vassal of that Redhelm lot. Lands about the South Downs, I think. You’d know that too if you hadn’t been missing for a thousand years. Guess you’re rusty on your houses, Emeric.”

“I wasn’t missing. I was in exile. There is a clear difference.”

“Well, you’re not in exile anymore. And the way you’ve been going about? You’ll be a greatlord by the time all this is done, you mark my words. Mayhaps us Esterlings will come live on your land and pay you fealty? You’d like that, wouldn’t you, lording it over me.”

Emeric smiled at the man’s dry humour. “I wouldn’t mind it.”

Esterling gave another ragged laugh, then hacked to clear his throat. “So that’s it, then? That’s all you’ve got? Maybe some man-at-arms no one knows?”

“And his men.”

“Right. And a great noble lot I’m sure they are.”

Emeric didn’t think men called Diddums and Butterarse were likely to be especially noble, certainly not by birth, but nobility came in many forms. You could be born noble, or behave nobly, or neither, or both. Lord Modrik Kastor was terribly noble by birth, but rather less so in the manner of his behaviour. Emeric Manfrey would take men with honour over those with a title any day.

“I’ll gather others,” he said. “I’ve only just arrived, Ernold. Give me a chance.”

“What about Sir Stafford?”

“He’s here?” Emeric had not been aware of that. “I thought you and Raynald were alone against Tathranor?”

“We were. Raynald wanted to leave the others behind, so he rode off the day before he died. I went with him, but just me. After the bear, the others caught up with us. We decided it would be best if his body were taken back north. So, most left with it. Stafford and a few others continued down with me.”

Emeric remembered Sir Stafford of the Bane with a certain fondness; he had found the knight a little slow-witted, but capable, and was glad he was here as well. He recalled very vividly their meeting with the crone in particular, and all the strange things she’d said, most of them quite unbelievable and unnerving besides. She’d spoken of the skins she’d worn and the worlds she’d seen and how her father was father to gods. She’d called Eldur a ‘boy’, he recalled, and termed Drulgar his ‘little pet dragon’, then claimed later to have known creatures of ever greater size. Emeric had taken the crone for mad at first, but the longer she went on, the more convinced he became that she was a great deal more than she appeared, and perhaps some old divinity herself.

He wanted to talk to Sir Stafford about all that, but he’d never had the chance. The Dread had come and laid siege to the city, Emeric had run into Jonik again, fetched the ingredients, and left. He did not even know how the prince had been awakened. The crone told us to use the purple potion, he remembered. He wondered if Sir Stafford had indeed done so, and now he’d have the chance to ask him.

“Where is he?” he asked Ernold Esterling. “Is Stafford here in the tower as well?”

“Nope. He camped down with the other men somewhere outside, I think. I came straight here to report to the king. Haven’t seen him since.”

“And these other men who came with him? Any Bladeborn among them?”

“One or two, but it’s not good blood, Emeric. There’s a man, Blackhand, wears a black godsteel gauntlet - he’s a decent sword, but the others are mostly whoresons and curs called Ratlips and Gutterwash and things like that. Deplorable men, really, but if you’re lacking bodies, they’ll do a job.”

“Let’s start with the non-deplorables, shall we? We might be working in close confines for an extended time, and I don’t want any bad apples in the bunch.” Emeric supposed they could probably be used to build out the tunnel, though, so would not object to meeting them to judge for himself. “Go and find Sir Stafford, Ernold. Bring whomever you think is viable back here, and we’ll meet in a couple of hours.”

“So this is how it’s going to be, is it? You’ll be giving the orders now?”

Emeric smiled. “You did say about lording it over you....” He winked, turned, and made for the door.

“And where are you going?” the knight called after him.

Without turning back, Emeric said, “To find some old friends,” and left.
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The man was brought before his throne, as dirty as a dungeon rat.

A rat, yes, thought Elio Krator, exulting in the fear of the man. He was always a rat, born in the gutter. Dress him in silk and douse him in perfume, but a rat is still a rat.

“You look dishevelled, Cliffario. And a little distressed. Pray tell, what is wrong?”

The man was on his knees, thrust down there at the tip of a spear. He wore roughspun wool and a ragged beard, his hair matted with grime and grease. He kept his head down, unspeaking, unable to even meet his gaze. It amused Krator to see the creature brought so low. All his ambition, his great social strides, and this is where he ends up…just another wretch at my feet.

“You’re being unusually quiet, Cliffario. I never took you for a shy man.” Laughter rumbled through the hall. “Nothing to say? Has the starcat got your tongue?”

“Speak,” thundered Bruggo. A large foot flew in to kick Cliffario Denlatis in the side of the face, sending him sprawling to the floor, blood spattering from his broken nose. “You speak when spoken to, filth.”

The ragged form struggled back up to his knees. All around him, men and women were jeering and spitting as the throne room heaved with hate. Denlatis looked around like a frightened shrew, shoulders tucked in tight. “My lord,” he started, “I…”

“No. Not ‘my lord’.” Bruggo’s big open palm slapped across the back of Denlatis’s head so loud it rang out with an echoing clap. “He’s not your lord, is he? He’s emperor now, emperor. You’ll address him properly, filth.” He slapped him again.

“Kill him, Your Eminence!” someone shouted from the gallery. “Hang him up in the square and open his guts.”

“Let the dragons have him. Let him burn,” shouted another.

A third had the best suggestion. “Give him to Beast Braccaro,” he roared. “Beast Braccaro! Beast Braccaro! Beast Braccaro!”

The chant was joined by a dozen other men, then fifty, a hundred; soon all the hall was singing it. Oh, how things change. There had been a time when his men had only feared Braccaro, when they’d looked upon his monstrous new form and quailed at the very sight of him. Now, they worshipped him, as they worshipped his rider. We are almost gods to them, Krator thought, smiling. Not quite. But almost.

He raised a hand, calling for the commotion to die. And die it did at once.

“The prisoner wishes to speak,” he announced. “Please, Cliffario, you have the floor.”

The man got up to his feet, back hunched like a crone, making himself as small as possible. The big wild form of Bruggo lurked nearby, pacing up and down, just waiting for his chance to strike.

“Your…Your Eminence,” Denlatis stuttered. “I wish…I wish to declare my…” And he drew a breath, and went down to one knee. “I wish to declare to you my fealty…”

The whole hall exploded into mocking, raucous laughter. It went on long and hard, thumping through the hot heady air as Krator watched on, terribly amused. “Fealty?” he said, over the din. He raised a hand again and the laughter withered away. “Cliffario. You have nothing left to give me. What fealty could you possibly offer?”

The man looked up at him from his knee. There was an utter despair in his sunken eyes, eyes lost of all their unearned pomp; the arrogance and vanity that he’d worn like a cloak was nought but tattered rags now. According to Mar Malaan, he’d been found hiding down in some dockside den, a safe room found in one of his old storehouses accessible through a hidden network of passages. Apparently, he’d been hiding there for weeks, even since Elio Krator returned to the city. The place had been a fetid hole, reeking of excrement and rotting food, and Denlatis had contracted some sort of wasting illness from hiding down there for so long.

It was almost enough to pity the man. Elio Krator had never liked him - he had been a pest, a nuisance, a lowborn merchant’s son who’d won a bit of wealth in business and thought himself Elio’s equal. Of course, he wasn’t. He could climb and climb and climb some more, but he would always be beneath him by the simple matter of his birth. But that was not to say the emperor did not see some small virtue in his toil and willingness to work. He might even appreciate his ability to scheme, and lie, and deceive…if that scheming, those lies, all his sneaky deceptions had not been directed at Elio Krator himself.

“Do you have nothing to say, Cliffario?” he asked.

“I will…serve,” he said, in a small, croaking voice. “However you wish, I…”

“I have no use for your service. Once you had ships to give me, men you could buy. What do you have now but those tattered rags you wear?” He shook his head. “You betrayed me, Cliffario. You tried to win my favour and the hand of my cousin, and when I denied you, you stole her instead.”

The man looked at him, shamefaced. It was a mask, just another mask. “Your Eminence, I erred,” he said, pleading. “I should have been loyal to you; I should never have let myself be turned. But Lord Hasham…he forced me. You know the power of the man, and…”

Krator waved a hand, silencing him. “A lifetime of lies, and still you never learn. You did what you did for yourself, Denlatis. That is it. Yourself. You saw the quickest way to wealth and power through Asherah, and only my death would grant you her hand. I commend your wit and ruthlessness, Cliffario, but alas, I cannot forgive it.” He gave him a final look, then turned to Bruggo. “Take him away. A nice tight oubliette will give him time to think on what he’s done.”

The man was pulled away, heels dragging on the floor, sneered at and spat on as he was hauled through the press. The oubliette cells here in the palace were some of the worst Krator had ever seen, so small you could not sit or move, but could only stand, hour on hour and day on day, locked between the hot stone walls as the rats crawled about your feet, nibbling at your toes, and there was nothing that you could do to stop them.

Mar Malaan was at his elbow. “Shall I call off the other petitioners, my lord?”

Krator looked at the doors as Denlatis was dragged away. “How many are there?”

“Dozens more, my lord.”

“Tomorrow, then. Tell them to return tomorrow.” He was too weary for it now and had cast many judgements already today. It was a daily duty he liked to observe, holding court before his people, hearing of their ails. Being an accessible emperor was important to him.

“Yes, my lord.” Mar Malaan stepped away to do his bidding. Word was passed to the herald to close the session, and he did so in his booming voice. The throne room gradually emptied as men and women, born high and low, filtered away into the oppressive heat.

Krator left through a private door and began climbing up through the palace. Malaan joined him, sweating profusely, telling him of some of the latest reports that he hadn’t had a chance to hear. Mostly, they involved disasters.

“My lord, there is another report of a sinkhole,” Malaan said. “Further up the Amedda River, roughly halfway toward Starcat Keep.”

“Any casualties?”

“Yes. A patrol was swallowed up, and half a dozen Sunriders claimed. I am told a sanddragon was also drawn in.”

“Then that balances the scales,” Krator said. The sanddragons were a blight to his realm, one of many. “Anything else, Mar?”

He nodded his pink head. “There has been a massacre in the town of Hantrek. Two factions had been warring over food stores, and it came to a violent climax.”

“Which faction won?”

“Neither, by all accounts. They appear to have fought to a stalemate, with very few survivors. I know little more, my lord. There is also early word of another sandstorm, swirling across the Piseki Desert. It may douse us in dust in the coming days.”

“Dust. Wonderful. The last thing we need is more dust.”

“Yes, my lord,” said the flowery Sunrider, chuckling. “It is in ample provision here already.”

Krator continued up the stairs at a brisk pace that his fat companion could not keep up with. Soon, he was a turn or two behind him, puffing and panting as Krator marched on. Sweat poured off his forehead and dappled his sinewy forearms. He felt dirty, always dirty now. I feel like Denlatis looked, he thought. No matter how much he scrubbed and bathed himself, the dust and dirt never seemed to leave him.

He reflected on the many not-so-natural disasters ripping apart his realm. They were being reported to him almost daily now during his sessions in court, and these skin-shredding sandstorms were the least of them. There had been savage earthquakes all across the empire, one so fierce that it had torn a rift open in the world a quarter mile wide and thirty miles long, swallowing up two large towns and tipping a stone fortress into the abyss. Other earthquakes had been felt here, in Aram; on two separate occasions, parts of the city had crumbled under the assault as the earth shook so violently it felt as though the palace itself might come undone. Sinkholes were reported often, too, pot-holing the world from east to west, and only a week ago, one had appeared just outside of the city, a huge gaping hole that had gobbled up a portion of his army in camp out there, killing over five hundred men in an instant.

And then, of course, there was the heat. This killing, unbearable heat. The other disasters came and went, ripping at the world before moving on, but the heat was constant, unyielding, stifling, and was killing his people relentlessly.

Even here, in the relative cool of the palace, it had seeped. The halls were hot, the corridors humid, the nights as sweltering as the days. The only respite Elio Krator had was from the pools in the terrace gardens. He ordered cool spring water to be brought up to him twice daily from the cisterns to keep the pools refreshed, but it was never enough. Within minutes, the water only grew too warm again to be refreshing. It was truly inescapable, this heat.

When they reached the top of the palace, the emperor went to the railing at the edge of the gardens and looked out across the city. It was his city, now, his country, and his empire…but he felt empty all the same. He could see the dragons circling high above, patrolling through the hot shimmering air. He wondered which one of them bore Val’kor today, and whether the priest was watching him now. He wondered when he would next appear to remind him of his duty. “When he calls, you will come,” the ugly old priest always said, whenever he chose to appear. “Be ready, Great Eminence, and stand by. He will call upon you soon.”

Elio Krator scowled. Oh, how he hated that priest and his mocking voice. It was here on this high terrace that Elio had spoken with Safina Nemati the day he’d returned to the city. She had stood here facing him, that frail old woman, and told him there was still hope. She had touched his cheek and pleaded with him. “Oppose him,” she’d said. “Use your strength and oppose him.” He had denied her, shaking off her pleas; he was only trying to protect his people, he insisted, and this was the only way. If he went against Eldur, Drulgar would come. He would raze every city in the south to the ground, and not even Braccaro would be able to stop him.

He remembered the night of his return as well. The night following the execution of Empress Valura and that snivelling worm, Herald Mercalo. He’s been sitting in the Eagle Chair, wondering how to make a footstool out of the blackened shards of Valura’s crystal throne, when Val’kor came to him, telling him that Safina had been summoned. He had spoken for the first time in Eldur’s voice, and even Elio Krator had been quelled. “Tell your sweet old mother to put on a cloak,” he had said. “I will be taking her away tonight.”

When Elio asked where, Val’kor had only smiled, and he hadn’t spoken of it since. But Krator knew. They took her away for fear she would turn me, he thought. Yes, she was like a mother to me once, and they knew it. They feared the power she might wield.

He imagined she was probably dead by now. Up there, in the Blackness Above, nestled among the bright-shining stars. Do you judge me, Safina? he thought. Do you look down in disapproval, as you always did? He was not likely to get an answer from her. He turned to Mar Malaan instead, still catching his breath beside him.

“Do you consider this the only course, Mar?” he asked. “Am I doing the right thing?”

The flowery Sunrider seemed a little bewildered by the question. “My lord?”

“This course we’re on. In support of Agarath. Is there another way?”

Malaan paused before answering, as though unsure if this was a test.

“Speak freely, Mar. Am I so frightening now that you cannot speak plainly before me, as you once did?”

“No, of course…” He swallowed uncomfortably. “I think…I think the choices you made were made for you, in large part. I think you did all you could in the circumstances you had, and are doing what you can to protect your people.”

“Do you, Mar? Do you really think that?”

“I…I do, Elio. You have always put the needs of your people in front of your own. Your ambition…it has never been selfish.”

Elio nodded. The man sounded sincere enough, though there was something rehearsed in his performance. He fears me now. Probably all of them do. It was no surprise, given what Braccaro had become, given the devil he served, given the things he had done.

“There is a rumour that Drulgar is dead, Mar.” He turned to look at the pink-cheeked man. A cloying reek rose from him, a mix of sweat and sweet perfume. Krator wrinkled his nose. “Have you heard it?”

“No, my lord. Where…who told you?”

“The Wise Eagle told me,” Krator said. “In a private audience last night.”

“The Wise Eagle?”

“He foresaw it, he said, many months ago. An immense shadow, in darkness, beneath a ceiling of stone. He claimed to see flickering lights like fireflies in his dream, spread out across a great, dying body. And an explosion, Mar, of light. A great explosion, and then he awoke. From this, he inferred the death of the Dread, and yesterday, he had word of a rumour.”

“A rumour, my lord. Brought by whom?”

“An eagle,” he claims. “An eagle of the Second Elder.”

“But…the Everwood is destroyed, my lord. All the Elders are dead.”

“No, Mar. Some were taken to the Ashmount for torture, coerced to serve. Others fled deeper into the forest. They have their sanctuaries there.” He looked up; a dragon was circling lower, closer. Two men were seated upon it, a rider and a priest with a red-white rope of beard and faded red robes. Val’kor, Elio Krator thought hatefully. He is watching. Always watching.

“What does this mean, my lord?” Mar asked, oblivious to the passing of the dragon. “If Drulgar is truly dead…”

“Then we are free of the threat of his shadow,” Emperor Elio Krator said. His eyes scanned the city, and out over the walls, where the sprawling vastness of his host was laid out like a multicoloured carpet across the baking world. All of the empire had come to his call, waiting for the command to march north. Never had a host of such size gathered here, or anywhere in the south, but still…“Drulgar would destroy this entire army all by himself,” Krator said. “But common dragons…no. We have means of killing dragons, Mar, and we have Braccaro too.”

He paused, considering his next words. The dragon was circling again, lower. He wondered if the old priest Val’kor could hear.

“My lord? Do you think…?”

“I think it is unwise to draw broad conclusions from a rumour, Mar. I think I grow melancholy when I stand here at this railing. Safina was very fond to me once, and her words…the plea she made…” He trailed off. Drew a breath. “The power of Agarath cannot be defeated, Mar. We know that, don’t we? We have chosen the only side we can.”

His companion nodded, though his eyes were doubtful. Finally, he noticed the dragon soaring by, circling just above the palace. “I think you will make the right choice, my lord. Whatever choice that is.”

Krator nodded. “Thank you, Mar, that will be all. Tell the cook to prepare my dinner. I want no disturbances tonight.”

He strode away, careful to say no more on the subject until he’d given it further thought, and took a seat in the shade of an awning. A servant came out to him with a selection of drinks, and he sampled the finest wines. The day was growing old, and the sun was setting. It seemed to Elio that the coolest parts of the day, if any time could be called cool, were the hours of dusk and dawn. During this time, at least, he stopped sweating while standing still.

He sat, drinking, waiting for his dinner, and when his dinner came, he ate alone. The stars came out, brightening the brilliant night sky, and once more he thought of Safina Nemati. A part of him wished she were still here, and a part of him was glad she wasn’t. He was torn, tortured, unsure of his path. Sometimes, in these quiet hours of night, he pondered his many mistakes, his many regrets. He thought of Princess Leila, his once-betrothed, and the boy who had gotten her with child. He regretted killing the boy, sometimes, the boy who was King Lorin’s secret son. That act alone had made it so that Saska would always hate him. He had never wanted her to hate him. No, what he wanted was her love.

The drink was addling him, he knew. Weakening his fractious mind. Tonight, he didn’t care. So he drank more, cycling between his regrets. He wondered if this rumour of Drulgar was true, and if so, whether the north would prevail. His mind took him one way and then the other. No, they would not. Agarath has Eldur, his dragons, his armies. He will bring the world to its knees without him; he will have the battleground he wants…

But what if the Heart is Remade, said another voice. What if Saska wields it? What of Amron Daecar? The man had been raised to king, he knew, and would be summoning all his vast strength, gathering his armies for the final push. Varin Reborn, they call him. Maybe… maybe they could win…

And he wondered if he held the key. He wondered if he could turn the tide, one way or the other, as Denlatis once had. Back when Elio had made his pact with Cedrik Kastor, they felt certain they were going to win the city. Denlatis had slipped out of Aram to tell them that he would open the gates for them and let them enter unchallenged. And they had. They had gathered in the darkness and surged past the walls, and that was when the traitor showed his hand. The fires had erupted. They’d been caught in a trap. Cedrik Kastor had died, and his captains too, and Elio Krator had only just escaped.

And it was all down to Cliffario Denlatis, the man who turned the key. Now I hold one too. The key to the future. He knew that Val’kor’s minions were out there, spreading their poison through his host, telling lies about their enemy. They were stoking madness in the masses, madness and rage and hate; they were trying to make them into slaves as the Agarathi already were. But they are not Agarathi, the emperor thought. They are Aramatian and Piseki, Solapian and Lumaran. They come from the south of the Scales, and when the time comes, they will answer to me.

He drank his wine, wondering. The Wise Eagle had said that this eagle that had flown to him was still there, waiting in his rookery. He is waiting for a return message, Elio Krator thought. He is waiting for a sign to take north…

These were dangerous thoughts, Elio Krator knew, even for the Aramatian Emperor. He did not know who he could trust, and for all he knew, the Wise Eagle was lying. The Wise Eagle had been loyal to Safina Nemati, and this might be nothing more than vengeance. Are they plotting against me? he wondered. Is the Strong Eagle working with him? Is Lord Hasham still in hiding somewhere within these walls, just waiting for his time to strike?

He drank his cup right down to the dregs and stood; it was time to sleep. He was not going to come to any decisions tonight, nor make any sudden revelations. His bedchamber was the very room that Safina Nemati had once slept in, the largest, the finest, and the coolest as well. Elio Krator removed his clothes and hung them neatly on hooks and dressers. He went to a basin, wet a cloth with cool water only just brought up from the cisterns, and wiped himself down all over. It was his nightly ritual; he could not sleep when slick with filth. Cleansed, he set the cloth aside, splashed water onto his face, rubbed himself with soothing balms and walked over to his bed.

Naked, he slid beneath the silken covers. Uneasy, he slid into his dreams.

It was later - he did not know how long - that he woke with a sudden start. Something had urged him from his slumber, some sense, and he sat up and looked to the door.

A figure stood there, limned in moonlight coming through from the hall outside.

Krator’s heart lurched into his throat. “You. How dare…”

“Do not be alarmed, child of light. I only come to remind you of your duty.”

Now? Of all times, now? “How long have you been standing there?” Krator demanded. His tongue was dry, head thick with sleep and the aftereffects of the wine. “How long, Val’kor?”

The priest chuckled, amused by his anger. “Oh, a while. I was listening to you murmuring in your dreams, Great Eminence. You seem…troubled. Tell me, do you have something to share?”

Something went cold inside him. He decided to avoid the probe. “You have no manners, priest. You…you cannot just barge in here…”

“I didn’t barge. No. I walked right in.”

“My guardsmen should have…”

“Your guardsmen? Do you really think they’re yours?” The old man smiled a horrid little smile and took a pace into the room. His frayed old robes trailed along the floor and his rope of beard hung to his navel, swaying lightly with every step. “So tell me of your dreams, boy? What assails you in your sleep?”

“Nothing. I don’t remember. I have never remembered my dreams.”

“Shall I tell you, then?”

The words sent a shiver up his spine. What have I said? What did he hear?

Val’kor smiled. “Or not. Perhaps you’d rather not know?”

“I don’t care. Dreams are meaningless.” He dismissed it with a snort and tried to stay calm. “Why are you here? At night. In my private chambers. Why?”

“I told you why. To remind you of your duty. My mere presence does that, would you not say?”

Krator threw off the bedsheet and stood. The moonlight cast itself upon him, bringing out the firm shape of his body. Every inch was cut and honed, a work of discipline and dedication. Val’kor smiled and looked him up and down, slowly.

“Oh, you do keep yourself in fine fettle, my lord. How is it that you have kept them away?”

“Them?”

“The hordes of women. Surely you must have spent a lifetime beating off their advances.” Amusement crinkled in his arrogant old eyes. “Oh, but of course, you were saving yourself for someone, weren’t you. The one who is our enemy. The witch, Varin’s heir.”

“Witch?” Krator repeated. “Is that what you and your creatures are saying about her?”

The priest’s eyes widened in what looked like joy. As though Elio Krator had said too much, and finally, he had been caught. “You deny it, boy? You think we lie about her, do you? This wicked seed of Varin, bringing about a brand new darkness?”

Krator held his tongue. He thought, as he had many times, that this might be the time he finally broke, that he took up a blade and cut the priest down. But why? What would be the point? He is a vessel, only, easily replaceable. Kill him, and another will come.

“You don’t believe it, do you? You think she is a force for good.”

Krator stared at him. “Get out, Val’kor. Consider me duly reminded, and get out.”

The priest made no move to leave. In the doorway, Elio Krator saw another figure lurking. Bruggo. The big Sunrider was standing there, staring. Just staring.

The fire priest smiled. “Do you know the history of his house, my lord?” he asked, without turning.

Krator’s eyes snapped back on him. “Who?”

“Bruggo. There is Agarathi blood, four generations back, not Fireborn, no, but rich enough. He has it in him, too, does Bruggo, and he isn’t the sharpest tooth in the maw, is he?” A laugh cackled out from his throat. “Bruggo will be accompanying you night and day now, my lord. He will watch over you and report on your movements, your meetings. I can no longer trust you to be alone.”

The emperor’s eyes flew open in outrage. “You can’t…”

“I can. I am. It is done. Great Eldur wills it. Do you defy him, boy?”

Boy. Always boy when putting me in my place. He closed both fists and felt his muscles tense. The cut of his biceps deepened, his abdominals went tight. He wanted to strike him, and the old creature knew it. Val’kor drifted forward, a step, another. “Do you defy him, boy?” He came closer, closer. “Do you, boy? Do you? Do you?”

Each ‘do you’ came with a little slap to his face. His wrinkled old palm went back and forth, and it was all Krator could do not to take a grip of his rope-beard and rip it right off his chin. He stared the upjumped creature in the eye, then took a measured step back. He saw that Bruggo was in the doorway, watching. His hand was on the hilt of his blade.

Krator glowered at seeing it. Bruggo was Val’kor’s creature now. “You want to provoke me? So you can have me killed?”

The priest smiled. “Oh, aren’t you clever. Yes, a very clever little boy.” He reached out to pat his head, but Elio Krator withdrew a step further. The priest grinned his ugly old grin. “You have shown good restraint, I grant you, my lord. I will let you keep your crown for now.”

Let me. For now? He couldn’t help but react. “This is my army, priest. It rallied to me. To me!”

“Quiet, child. Hush now, and be calm. Do not overestimate your importance here - you are a proxy, no more. And easily replaced.”

“Replaced! By whom. There is no one who could…”

“I have spoken with Iru Zon,” Val’kor cut in. “He shares my concerns about you; we had a robust and instructive discussion. He thinks you waver in your allegiance. And he is more than willing to take your place.”

“Zon,” Krator growled. “He says I waver? He has never…not once has he agreed with…” He was incandescent, too furious to speak. His famous cool had abandoned him entirely. “Zon is lying to you, Val’kor. The things he has said about the Fire Father, about your cause…”

“You mean our cause,” the fire priest said. He stared, unsmiling now. “Our cause, Krator.”

Krator was forced into a nod. “Yes…our cause.”

The skinny old man looked at him for a long time. Darkness enshrouded him; a reflection of Eldur’s power. Unblinking, he stared, for what felt like an age. Elio Krator felt himself growing smaller and smaller beneath his gaze. Then the smile returned, and a little laugh with it. “Well, I shouldn’t have interrupted your sleep. For that, I humbly apologise.” He dipped his bearded chin into a bow. “Do try to sleep well, my lord. And remember - he will be calling on you soon.”

And with those words, he turned, slipping back through the door in his shuffling gait. Bruggo remained, watching. “You may leave,” Krator said, but the man did not answer. He stood there, silent. Staring. “Leave, I said. You can wait outside the door.”

Slowly, the man drew backward. Back out through the door. He closed it, but not entirely, leaving it ajar. And there he stood, watching. Unblinking. Through the slit.

Elio Krator did not sleep another wink.
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He was dozing by the fire in the King’s Crown cavern, as they were calling it, when Ranulf Shackton awoke him.

“I think he’s returning,” the adventurer said. “Kamcho sees men coming from the east.”

Jonik sat up drowsily and rubbed his eyes. He’d been back in Lizard’s Laze again, dreaming of the pretty girl called Sapphire with the golden skin and bright blue eyes. He found himself dreaming of her more often these days, and couldn’t say that he objected. She was much nicer than the nightmares, to be sure, and he suffered from plenty of those.

“Is he close?” Jonik asked, stifling a yawn.

“About a half hour away, I would guess,” Ranulf said, looking at him with a strange smile. “Maybe longer the pace they’re going.”

“Do they have a wagon with them? How many are there, Ranulf?”

“I saw a wagon, yes. And some pack mules as well. As to numbers, I couldn’t say for certain. A few dozen, perhaps. Kamcho only got a glimpse of them before flying back inside. He’s a big softie, that bird, scared of a bit of rain.”

It was more than a bit, the way it sounded to Jonik. He could hear the rain lashing above them, hear the rumble of thunder out to sea. It had been stormy for two days now. Driving a wagon in such weather can’t have been pleasant, and likely accounted for Emeric’s delay.

“I should go up there to greet them,” Jonik said. “They might struggle to find the entrance in this dark.” It was not yet nighttime, not even dusk, but the storm clouds brought with them a premature gloaming, and that little breach they’d cut in the cliffside wasn’t the easiest thing to spot. “Maybe I’ll go and start cutting the door open a bit wider,” he added. “I could get a fire going in that cave to help them find us.”

Ranulf was being queerly unresponsive to those remarks. He was still looking at Jonik with that little smile on his face.

“What? Why are you looking at me like that?”

“I’m just wondering who the girl is, Jonik. The one you were just dreaming about.”

Jonik snorted. “I wasn’t dreaming about a girl.”

“Oh, you were. I could tell by the smile you wore. That’s a very specific smile and tells of a very specific thing. So tell me, who is it? Could it be Leshie who steals into your sleep?”

“Leshie? No. Why would I dream about Leshie?”

“Because she is a pretty young woman who has a certain charm when it comes to men. And I know she likes you. So perhaps something happened.”

“Nothing happened,” Jonik said, too sharply. “I only saw her again the night Saska was taken. You think anything would happen after that?”

“With Leshie, quite possibly. She has a particular outlook on life, and refuses to let tragedy intrude on it. In fact, some say tragedy inspires love. When the world is nearing the brink, one must seek what joy they can, in whatever form they can find it. Leshie takes joy from a certain thing, Jonik. And when she gets her hooks into a man, he rarely wriggles free.”

Jonik quivered uncomfortably. He did not like this topic at all. “I’m not hooked, or wriggling. I saw Leshie in her sickbed before we left, and she only mocked me and called me Shadowboy like she always did. Even bedridden and half-broken, she was mocking me.”

Ranulf chuckled. “And you think that means she doesn’t like you? Oh, my boy, how little you know of women.”

“What does that mean? You’re saying insulting me is her way of showing affection? That’s mad.”

“The world is mad. It’s a little immature, but yes, that is how Leshie often expresses her fondness. Granted, she does like to mock almost everyone, but if you look hard and listen closely, you can tell that she has a special brand of mockery reserved for men she wants to bed.”

“Gods,” Jonik groaned. He had clearly missed all of this growing up where he did. “I won’t hardly know how to talk to her now.”

Ranulf chuckled playfully. “Oh come, Jonik, as if you know how to talk to her as it is. I’ve hardly ever met a man so shy as you. Confident when killing, oh yes, but when confronted by the fairer sex, you close up like a clam.”

“I was taught to kill. The rest…no. There were no women at the Shadowfort, Ranulf.”

“But there are in the world, so you’d best learn fast. Or are you going to go through life avoiding half the population?”

Jonik had eaten his fill of this conversation. No, he’d been force-fed his fill, and he’d had quite enough of it.

He stood up sharply and walked over to the wall, picking up one of the glowing, moss-covered torches they’d made. The moss was excellent for torches, Ranulf had said, because there were many sorts of bioluminescent fungi and bacteria growing on it, and that source of light would be almost inexhaustible. The vines were different. Once cut from the walls, their glow gradually faded until they were dull and dead, but the moss just kept glowing and glowing, mostly in shades of very pale, almost whitish yellow, but sometimes in vivid greens and even purply hues as well.

Jonik thrust the moss-torch through his swordbelt and began the climb up to the passage that led to the upper caves. He could hear Ranulf chuckling away behind him; clearly, he found Jonik’s reaction to that business with Leshie terribly amusing.

When this war’s over, I’ll find a girl and show them all, Jonik thought. Maybe he’d even travel back to Lizard’s Laze and find that pretty girl Sapphire, if she was still alive. Certainly, he’d sooner be with her than Leshie. Leshie was pretty, yes, but she was much too forward and outspoken for his tastes. When he finally crossed that threshold, he wanted it to be with someone soft and warm, innocent and demure. Leshie looked innocent, but she wasn’t, he knew, and perhaps that was her trick. She lured men in with her pretty young looks, and then she ate them alive, like one of those flytrap plants Ranulf had told him about.

When he reached the cave that led out onto the beach, he set aside his glowing moss-torch and began cutting ruthlessly at the rock to widen the door. It was good to let out some of the frustration and he hacked and hewed with relish. Outside, the rain was coming down heavily. He paused in his work every so often, stepping out onto the rocks and looking westward down the beach. But he could see no one coming out there as yet. Not through the thick veil of rain.

He returned to his chopping and hewing, kicking the loose shards of stone out into the rocks. After five or ten minutes, the cave door was much broader, and with the glow of the moss-torch, Emeric would be sure to find them.

“I think that’s wide enough,” Ranulf said, coming up behind him.

Jonik groaned. “I’d hope to outrun you, Ranulf.”

“I come in peace. No more chatter about Leshie and her like, I promise.”

Jonik grunted acknowledgement. Ranulf could poke at his sensitivities sometimes, but he always drew back when he was going too far.

“I shouldn’t have laughed,” the man said apologetically. “That was cruel of me, and I hope you don’t see me as cruel.”

“No. You’re not cruel, Ranulf. I just…that whole topic makes me uncomfortable. No one likes their flaws pointed out.”

“It isn’t a flaw, Jonik. It is merely something that you haven’t experienced yet, something that you have been denied. But you will…or won’t…whatever it is you choose. Because truly, it is a choice. A man like you will never be short of attention.”

Jonik gave no response. He wasn’t sure he believed what Ranulf was saying, and thought that his silence would finally silence him. And it did. After a long pause, Ranulf stepped up and walked past him through the widened door. The rocks beyond were very slippery with rain, but Shackton was surefooted as a mountain goat. He was a mountaineer too, Jonik had to remember, the conqueror of some of the world’s highest peaks. The small Rasalanian turned back to him with a smile as the rain washed down his face. “They’re coming,” he called, over the bluster of the storm. “I see them down the beach.”

Jonik stepped out to look, unenthusiastic. The whole discussion had stolen his vigour. It was wartime, and many dangers still lay ahead, and the chances of him living through it all were slim. He might die without ever knowing a woman’s touch. Marriage, love, fatherhood, that was one side of it he couldn’t even contemplate. But to not even lie with a woman, not even kiss one, ever. He felt wretched with sadness, with loss, all of a sudden. Somehow, the dreams of Sapphire had almost given him a taste. A taste of something he’d probably never have for real, and that thought made him bitterly miserable.

But then, he heard a sound.

It was a neigh, the shrill ringing whinny of a horse. It carried to his ears through the thrash of the rain, and with it, he heard a voice. A musical voice, a voice rich with warmth, a voice he’d not heard for so very long and one he feared he’d never hear again.

He drew a sharp breath into his lungs and stepped out into the open. He could see the horse and rider racing toward him across the beach, a shadowed pair in the sodden gloom. The rider was lifting his arm, waving it, calling out. The horse was bouncing, even bucking with excitement, and the sight made Jonik smile. Broadly.

“It looks rather like your old friend Jack, does it not?” said Ranulf. “And could that be Shade he’s riding?”

Jonik felt much better all of a sudden. Nothing like reuniting with old friends to lift his sullen mood. Shade came up quickly, his black cloak glistening wet, another joyous neigh shrieking out across the beach. Jack was dismounting in an instant, marching the final steps up to him. “Well now, if it isn’t the Ghost of the Bloody Shadowfort!” He pulled Jonik into a burly hug. “Been a while, eh, Ghost?”

“Too long,” Jonik managed to say. He was close to getting emotional. Good thing it was raining. “Emeric found you at the Bane?”

“Me and Brax.” Jack pointed back. The others were coming up, Brown Mouth Braxton among them. “We’ve been serving under Borrus, tending his horses and such. And Shade, of course.”

Jonik smiled at his loyal old steed, put a hand on his side. “How are you, boy? Not getting into too much trouble, I hope?”

The thoroughbred gave another high whinny. Jonik had never seen him so excited. Usually so composed, he thought. This reaction meant a lot to him.

“Good to see you too,” he said. He smiled again, turning to Jack of the Marsh. “What about the others? Grim Pete, Sid…”

“They, er…they didn’t make it, Ghost. Died at Rustbridge, both of them.”

“Right.” That took the shine off the reunion a little. “Captain Turner?”

“Still alive, we hope. He went back to the city side, before the battle. The west side of the river wasn’t attacked so badly.”

Two alive, two dead, one unknown. It could have been worse. A whole lot worse.

The host numbered about three dozen, maybe, as Ranulf had said. Jonik didn’t know many of them. Only Emeric, Brown Mouth, the knight Sir Stafford, whom he’d met briefly in Lakeheart. He was very happy to see that two more of his old travelling companions were also present. Mooton Blackshaw and Sir Bulmar Brown. Excellent additions, both of them. There was also a one-handed Emerald Guard whom he guessed must be Sir Ernold Esterling.

“Lad, how are you?” Brown Mouth dismounted and pulled him into a hug. He drew back, exposing that rotten smile. About the most hideous grin in all the world, but damn, Jonik was glad to see it. “Keeping well?”

“Well enough, Brax. You?”

“Oh, same as ever. Missing the others a bit, but…” He glanced at Jack. “You told him?”

Jack nodded.

“We think Turner’s still alive,” Braxton said. He’d been with the captain the longest and was probably his closest friend. “He never was a fighter, didn’t he always say that? Still making a nuisance around Rustbridge, let’s hope.”

Jonik nodded. He hoped it too.

Mooton’s laughter preceded his coming. “Well, there he is, the legend himself.” The Beast of Blackshaw looked as massive as ever. “Killer of krakens. Destroyer of Shadow Orders. Waker of titans, we’re hearing.” He came in and picked Jonik up in a bear hug, then put him down, leaving a huge hand on his shoulder. “Been busy, haven’t you, since we parted at the Shadowfort?”

“No busier than you, Moot.”

“Damn right. That’s why I’m here - to get busy with another legend. Hear there’s a great adventure ahead of us?”

The others were looking at him expectantly. “Well…that remains to be seen.” The tunnel could very well collapse in on itself halfway across the Red Sea. If so, they’d have all come out here for nothing. “I’m not sure what Emeric’s told you, so…”

The exile was currently leading the wagon up toward the cliff, along with a bunch of other men Jonik didn’t know. Ranulf had gone out to join them, perhaps to report to Emeric what they’d been doing over the last few days. Exploring, mostly, and not too far. Perhaps a dozen miles, they’d gone, a distance during which the tunnel remained perfectly intact. A good sign, they hoped, though far from conclusive. The rest of the time had been spent making moss-torches, mostly, and just awaiting the exile’s return.

“He mentioned a tunnel,” Mooton said. “One that leads right into Agarath.”

“We hope it does. Though…”

“It better. There’s a whole load of fighting out on the Bloodmarshes, but I chose to come here instead. Don’t you go wasting my battleaxe now, boy. I’m a precious asset, don’t you know?”

Jonik frowned. “I never asked you to come.”

“Ignore him, Ghost. Moot’s just being…well, Moot.”

The big man laughed to confirm it. His beard looked a little smaller than it used to be; some of the big bushy hair had burned away. From fighting that fire demon, probably, Jonik guessed. “So, it’s in here? This tunnel?” He looked at the door Jonik had just widened out. “Tight squeeze, is it?”

“It’s tight at the start. Opens out a lot deeper down.”

“Well, let’s see then, shall we?” Mooton called for Sir Bulmar Brown to follow him and plunged inside, turning his massive body to enter. Jonik shook Bulmar’s hand as he passed. Always his favourite of the Blackshaw men, and the only one who didn’t wear a beard.

The wagon was still creaking up the beach, some of the men removing the supplies from the packhorses. Seemed like Emeric had done a good job. Plenty of men. Plenty of rations. Enough to sustain them for a while as they searched.

“Well, another adventure,” Jack of the Marsh said. He was smiling at Jonik, that broad smile that was as fine as Braxton’s was foul. “Be like old times, won’t it?”

Old times, Jonik thought. Back when everything was so much simpler. Never simple, no. Just simpler. He nodded, smiled as well.

“Let’s head in too,” Braxton said. “We’ve got some catching up to do, lad. Like old times, as Jack says.”

Jonik wanted for nothing more. Well, nothing more…except one thing.

“Later,” he said. “Just, give me half an hour or so.”

“Half an hour. To do what?”

Jack of the Marsh had already worked it out. “He wants to take Shade for a ride, Brax. Isn’t it obvious?” He grinned, slapped Jonik on the shoulder. “He’s all yours, Ghost. We’ll be waiting in there when you’re ready.”

All mine. Once, it was just the two of them. Just Jonik and Shade, a man and his horse, riding down from the Shadowfort to carry out his dark duty. His death will save the world, he thought. Gerrin’s words, spoken to him countless times. Words meant to inspire him to murder the great Amron Daecar. My father. Though I did not know it then. He had failed in that task, and yet…and yet..

He turned from the thought, that grim thought that nagged at him, and wondered if he would ever see Gerrin again. Maybe that was asking too much. Maybe it was more than he deserved. He had Shade back now, and Jack, and Braxton, and Mooton and Bulmar Brown as well. Some of my old company, coming back together. And he had to be satisfied with that.

He watched Jack and Brax slip into the cliff door, and then thrust a boot into his stirrup, climbing up into Shade’s saddle. It felt familiar as an old leather glove, warm and comforting. His misgivings about never having a woman were very much gone now. Perhaps, in the end, this was all he needed? A loyal steed and loyal men. To ride and fight with, until I die.

He looked over at Emeric Manfrey, standing with Ranulf by the wagon. “Just going for a quick ride, Emeric,” he called out over the rain. “I’ll be back in a little bit.”

The exile nodded as though he’d expected it. They would not be taking horses down the tunnel. Until it was built out, the mounts would not be able to get down there. So this would be his only chance, and not one Jonik was going to miss.

“I missed this, boy,” he said, as they began trotting down the open beach. “I hope you have enough energy after your ride for a good gallop?”

Shade snorted as though that wasn’t even a question. And without a moment’s further hesitation, he burst off along the hard wet sand, racing with gusto through wind and rain.
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The ring of steel rang against the walls of Crosswater. King Amron Daecar stood on the high balcony of the central keep, watching the action unfold. It was the same balcony from which he’d observed the bout between Dalton Taynar and Brontus Oloran, many moons ago, when the pair fought for the honour of becoming the First Blade of Vandar and claiming the Sword of Varinar.

That bout had, in essence, been a de facto final of the Song of the First Blade and led to a good deal of acrimonious squabbling between the pair. This contest was very different. The Song of the Last Blade, as they were calling it, was being undertaken in excellent spirit and camaraderie. They were into the latter stages now, the field whittled down from one hundred and thirty-two to just sixteen, and the action had moved south from Varinar to Crosswater. Beneath them, the fourth round contest between Sir Jovyn Colborn and Sir Lambert Joyce was being fought, a cagey affair that was still in the first bout of a possible three. The pair were tied at fifteen points apiece as they circled one another in the duelling yard, and the crowd was growing tense.

“He’s good, that Jovyn,” offered Lord Botley Harrow, Castellan of Crosswater and Lord Protector of the Vanguard. “Nice Strikeform, very clean. He was Elyon’s squire, is that right?”

“Yes, which explains the Strikeform,” Amara said, from her comfortable, cushioned chair. She gave Lillia a sharp look. The girl was jumping up and down beside her, squealing with excitement any time Jovyn drove in on the attack. “Lillia, do calm down, child. You sound like a stuck pig with all that squealing.”

“I’m not squealing. I’m cheering. I’m cheering on my husband.”

“Husband?” repeated Lord Harrow, shocked. “Do you mean to say…”

“It’s just the word she likes to use,” Amara dismissed. “They aren’t actually wedded, Lord Harrow. Lillia is still betrothed to Robbert Lukar, in fact.”

“Oh truly? Well, that’s a fine pair. The boy is a king now, I hear.”

“I’m not marrying Robbert Lukar,” Lillia hissed. She glared over at her auntie, who had said it only to provoke her. “I’m marrying Jovyn. Before he goes to war. That’s his prize for winning the competition. He gets to marry me before he leaves.”

“Does that prize go for all of them, Lillia?” Amara said playfully. “Because you might end up wedded to Sir Taegon Cargill or Sir Bryce Coddington if so.”

The little lady made a disgusted face. Clearly, the prospect of marrying a brutish-faced giant or grumpy old drunk didn’t appeal to her. “No. Only Jovy, obviously. When he wins, and he will win, then he’ll get my hand, and we’ll wed before he rides to war. It’ll be a beautiful occasion. And everyone can come and watch. That’s the deal we made.” She nodded her head to confirm it.

Amron had not heard anything of this deal. Probably no one had, except for Lillia and Jovyn, and most likely the boy had no say in the matter. Lillia, as was her way, was boldly claiming it now as a fact, in the same way she seemed utterly certain that Jovyn would win the competition. That was unlikely to Amron Daecar. The young Varin Knight had done very well to get this far, but the field was narrowing at the sharp end of the tournament, and the best swordsmen still lay in wait.

The contest continued. Lillia began squealing again - or cheering, as she claimed, though it did sound very squeal-ish to the king - as Jovyn went on the assault and landed a fine two-point strike, putting the score at fifteen to seventeen in his favour, only three points now from winning the opening bout.

When Sir Lambert came back with a one-pointer, and then another, squaring the scores up again, Lillia’s squealing took on more of a wild, shrieking pitch, and she started levelling at Lambert some very unseemly abuse. “Cheat!” she screamed at him, and, “That wasn’t a hit!” and, “Kill him, Jovy, kill that stupid knight! Kill him, kill him, kill him!”

“Lillia Daecar!” Amara admonished. “Lambert is a fine young man. You mustn’t…”

“He isn’t young,” Lillia snapped back. “Jovy’s young and much better. The judges are being unfair. They’re jealous of him. They’re not awarding the points like they should, and they’re giving that stupid Lambert some easy hits.”

“They’re not. You’re just biased. Now be quiet, please. You’re making a horrible show of yourself.”

Lillia ignored her auntie. “Cheats!” she screamed. “You’re all corrupt cheats! How much is Lambert paying you? How much is your honour worth!”

That was a little much for Amron Daecar. The judges were men of fine repute and chosen by Lord Harrow himself. To insult their honour was a stretch too far. “Enough, Lillia,” he said sternly. “If you want to cheer for Jovyn, fine. But don’t question the judges. That is unbecoming.”

She snorted, but heeded him. “Fine,” she said, and started screaming for Jovyn instead. And yes, occasionally calling for the death of Sir Lambert Joyce as well, but that was nothing new - she’d done the same with all of Jovyn’s previous opponents. Anyone who stood in her beloved’s way was her mortal enemy, and so far he’d vanquished them all. Before they’d left Varinar, he had defeated Sir Gerald Strand in the second round, then faced Sir Dederick Dudden, who’d once served Jovyn’s mother, Lady Colborn, in the third. In both, Jovyn had fought well, showing the value of Elyon’s training as Lillia sang out his name from the stands. The crowd liked it, Amron had heard. They liked the love story. They liked seeing the fierce, beautiful princess cheering on her brave young knight. It was not ladylike, of course, to cheer and scream and throw her fist as she did, but that only made it all the more endearing. They liked her passion, Amara told him. Having a young romance to root for made for a nice distraction from the war.

Amron took her word for it, because he hadn’t been present to observe the bouts. He had been abed, or lurking the halls of Keep Kanabar, stricken by a bout of agony so crippling that his memory had refused to register it. He’d had to hear it from others instead. How he’d awoken in the night, howling in pain, thrashing so hard he almost broke his own back. He’d screamed his voice raw and pulled several muscles as he contorted and twisted and the men held him down. Then Artibus poured some strong tonic down his throat, and he’d slept for two whole days.

When he awoke, the old man was there, sitting by his bedside. He’d had the tale from him. All that about the waking in the night, the thrashing and screaming, how Rogen Whitebeard and Sir Penrose and Sir Miles had all rushed in to hold him steady.

“Your pain medication wore off as you slept,” Artibus had said. “I’m afraid to say, it wasn’t the medication you thought it was, Amron.”

He paused, then, eyes glancing to the door. Amron saw that Amara was hovering nervously back there in the corridor.

“Don’t judge her too harshly,” the old man whispered. “She claims she was only trying to help.”

Amara had come forward then at Artibus’s invitation. Like a scared supplicant before his throne, she’d advanced with her eyes low, hands clasped awkwardly before her, and confessed from the end of his bed her sins. She had wept, and begged his forgiveness, and said she regretted it enormously, but not completely, because the path he was walking…the path he was on was the right one, the only one, the path laid down by Vandar himself.

Amron had listened to her quietly, unspeaking, wondering how he could be so blind. He’d thought in his folly that Artibus’s sleeping tonics had been the salvation he needed - that it was just good restful sleep that had restored him, but no, it had been Black Merryl all along. Amara had been switching the pain tonics. In secret. By herself. Without Artibus or anyone else’s knowledge, she insisted. She worked alone, and not even the witch was to blame. This was all her doing, no one else’s, and if he was to punish anyone for it, it should be her.

“Please, say something,” she’d pleaded, as he lay there, saying nothing at all. “I can’t take your silence, Amron. Just tell me you don’t hate me. Please, tell me that.”

“I don’t hate you, Amara.”

“You sound like you do. It’s in your voice. And your eyes. I can see it in your eyes.”

No, he thought. That’s just world-weariness and pain. He had only just awoken to be bombarded with all of this. How was she expecting him to react?

“I don’t hate you, Amara,” he had said again, in a tired, rusty voice. He knew her too well by now for that. He knew the sorts of things she did, and all in the name of love. “I only wish you’d told me. It’s all I ever want from you - the truth.”

That had shamed her, he could see. “I thought…I just…I didn’t mean for it to go so far, and…”

“She meant well,” Artibus said on her behalf. “Was it foolish? Yes. But it came from the right place.”

Amron looked at him. “You knew as well,” he said.

The old man blinked. “Now how’s that, Amron? I knew? Knew what?”

“You knew I wasn’t drinking your pain tonics. You knew Amara had gone to Merryl.”

“No. No, I certainly did not…”

“You knew,” Amron said again. “I saw your suspicion that night, Artibus. Now I know why.”

“Yes, suspicion. Having a suspicion of a thing is not knowing it.”

Amron didn’t want to argue with the old man. He didn’t blame him. He didn’t even blame Amara. He was just tired, tired and feeling the full weight of his years, his wounds, his scars. Tired of being left in the dark. Tired of carrying around this demon inside him, this demon that wanted to destroy him.

He had stayed around Keep Kanabar in the days to follow. Artibus fed him his pain tonics to keep him sane, though they only lasted so long, and he could only take so much without succumbing to mental fog. It was during that time, as the king tried to recover some strength, that Jovyn won his bouts. Each time, Lillia came to his bedchamber, or solar, where he sat at his desk, to relive the occasion for his benefit. The first time, after he’d beaten Gerald Strand, she even brought Jovyn as well, forcing him to play the part of Sir Gerald as Lillia took on the central role.

“Don’t you think Jovyn would be better served playing himself, Lillia?” Amron asked her.

“What? And make me play that ugly traitor? I think not!”

So, Jovyn gamefully played the traitor instead, the traitor he’d just defeated. To little surprise, he wasn’t present on the second occasion, when Lillia demonstrated his defeat of Sir Dederick Dudden. Instead, Sir Daryl Blunt was brought in to play the defeated man, and Lillia once more took on the part of Jovyn Colborn, gallant young Varin Knight, who would be the Last Blade of Vandar, she was certain.

After her re-enactment of that second fight, she flopped breathlessly down into a chair at Amron’s desk and said, “He’s to fight Sir Lambert next, Father. It’s down to the last sixteen now.”

“I see. If he goes no further in the tournament, Lillia, you should be very proud of him anyway. He’s beaten some excellent swordsmen, much older than he is, and...”

“Oh, he’ll go further,” she said, as though it had been foretold. “A man called Lambert isn’t going to beat him, no way, I won’t let it happen. Jovy has to prove his love for me, Father. And he’ll do that by winning. I’ve told him so.” She nodded her head, then said, “Lord Strand wants to move the tourney to Crosswater now. So…I wanted to know. After what happened, with Auntie Amara…are you still…will you still let us…”

“Yes, you can come,” Amron said. He was not going to punish Lillia for Amara’s transgressions, nor deny the people the fulfilment of this crowd-pleasing love story. Lillia deserved to watch her beloved knight, however far he went in this contest, and Amara’s actions hadn’t changed that.

“And…what about her?” Lillia asked. “Are you angry with her because of what she did? Are you going to force her to stay?”

He was not going to be that petty. “That is down to Artibus. I said at dinner he had the final say on whether it was safe for her to travel.”

“Okay,” Lillia said, digesting that. “But…you don’t hate her, do you? I really think she was only trying to help. That’s all she ever does. She believes in you more than anyone, Father. She’s always just trying to help, even if she gets it wrong sometimes.”

“I know, sweetheart. And no, I don’t hate her.”

“So…good…” She stood up, nodding and smiling. “Then I’ll talk to Artibus and tell him to let her come. She deserves it, too. To watch Jovy win the tournament. She’s been so good to him since he stopped being Elyon’s squire, and I think she deserves to be there.”

And so it was that the following morning, a powerful fleet left the river docks at Varinar and sailed downriver to Crosswater, with a brisk headwind buffeting their bows and a bright sun smiling upon their passage. The men took it for a good omen.

“Vandar blesses your departure,” Lord Robert Borrington said, as he stood with the king upon the decks of his royal flagship, Warbreaker. “No snow, Amron. No rain. Just clear skies for the coming of the king.”

Amron nodded. He was not going to pour cold water on Robert Borrington’s warm enthusiasm, but he didn’t believe in such omens. Varinar to Crosswater was just the first stage. What would the weather be like when he left Crosswater for King’s Point? And when he crossed the Red Sea? Would Vandar smile on him then as well? He doubted it very much.

But he only said, “Fine words, Robert, as always. I am honoured by Vandar’s blessing.”

Two days later, after a slow and leisurely journey, they’d dropped anchor in the harbour at Crosswater, behind the great river-wall of the Vangaurd. They were met at the docks by Lord Harrow and his wife Horsia, an old friend and pen-pal of Amara’s who was no doubt very eager to hear all the gossip. “My my, you look radiant, Amara!” had been the first words she’d said, as she flew forward to engage her in a hug. “Pregnancy suits you. Oh, such a shapely bump. And that shine to your skin, how glorious!”

Amara smiled politely. “That is just sweat, Horsia. The river did not agree with me.”

“Well, you’re here now. Nice and stable and I’m going to take care of you.” She shot a hard look at Amron. “She can stay here when you men continue downriver. We remain untouched by the war, as you can see. I will not have her living in that rotting old city of yours in such a delicate condition.”

Amara chuckled. “Horsia, dear, Varinar is not nearly so bad as they say. The west of the city was spared the fires of the Dread. We have a very comfortable life in Keep Kanabar.”

“Keep Kanabar? Keep Kanabar is awful! It’s a big old draughty place and full of unseemly imagery. The castle here is much more appropriate. You should stay, Amara. Until the child is born. I insist upon it, in fact.” She raised her double chin and took Amara’s arm, with a little ‘hmmf’ in Amron’s direction, and began leading her away into the fort.

Botley Harrow gave a sigh. “I’m sorry about her, Amron. She’s been fussing about excitedly ever since she heard Amara was coming. You know how she loves to play host.”

But not to me, Amron thought. Horsia Harrow had borne a grudge against him ever since he spurned her in their youth. Not that I actually spurned her. He was already betrothed to Kessia Amadar back then, and, quite frankly, the two did not compare. “No need to apologise, Botley. I’ve known Horsia since we were children.”

“Indeed. Then you know how she gets.” Harrow laughed that big loud laugh of his. “Well, shall we? We can talk on the way to your rooms.”

Those rooms were at the summit of the keep, the very same apartments he’d occupied on his previous visit. The journey up was unpleasant, pain jarring through his right leg with every step, though if Botley Harrow noticed, he was good enough not to mention it. From his private balcony, the king had a far-ranging view on three sides. Immediately south, beyond the towering Vanguard, he could see how the river spread, breaking its banks and flooding the land. Columns of men were marching in that direction, splashing along the waterlogged road or veering inland onto firmer ground. To either side of the Steelrun River, east and west, the great camps had been arrayed, hosting the armies marching down from Varinar as they stopped here for a day or two before moving on down to King’s Point. By now, a great host was amassing at the coast, yet legions more remained to get there.

“Just how many men do you have now, Amron?” Harrow asked him. “I think I lost count when a hundred thousand passed my walls.”

“We’ll have more than double that, I think, when all the west has been assembled.” Amron surveyed the camps, which stretched out beyond his field of vision. “Have you had any dragon attacks here, Botley?”

“None. Horsia was not lying when she said we remain untouched. I think they’re afraid to lose any more of them, if you want my opinion. Too many dragons have died already, and now that’s the Dread’s dead too, well…I think they’re flying scared.”

He had a lot of thoughts for someone who’d spent the entire war behind these walls, Amron thought. That wasn’t his fault, nor a question of courage, just a fact. Lord Harrow was sworn to protect this river and could not be moved in that position unless the king commanded it. Whether he would or not remained to be seen. If the war went ill, he liked to think that there was still a garrison here, under Harrow’s command, protecting the way to Varinar.

He mulled on that for a short time as he got settled into his chambers, then called upon Lord Styron Strand. The big old lord was dressed in his battle armour and cloak, showing the bare-chested knight wrestling a giant, the powerful sigil of his house. Amron had not seen him since his last visit to the arena, except to share a few brief words at the docks before they’d departed together from Varinar. In truth, he had been happy to avoid him. But it was time to clear something up.

“Your Majesty.” Strand gave a short bow.

“My lord.” Amron was sitting at his desk, writing some correspondence. He scribbled a few words, set his quill pen aside, and looked up. “Thank you for coming.”

A nod from the man. “You wanted to speak?”

“Yes. Please sit.”

The big lord seated himself across the desk. A short silence settled between them.

“I wanted to talk about my current state of health,” Amron said, getting right into it. “I suppose you have probably heard about what happened with Black Merryl?”

“Yes. That witch. She should be strung up for the crows.” His face went foul with anger. “She poisoned you, Amron, and fled. And I hear you’ve sent no one to hunt her?” He sounded incredulous.

Amron shook his head. “It was not poison, Styron, that I was given. It was a pain tonic, and a potent one.” He sat back in his chair, ignoring the throb in his left shoulder as he raised his arm to rest on the desk. Still, he must have grimaced. A momentary twist of the lips, a mere flicker of the eye, was enough to give him away.

“You’re suffering,” Styron said. It wasn’t a question. “You’ve been suffering since you gave up the Frostblade.”

Amron did not deny it for once. He was tired of denying it. Tired of the facade. “I suffer, yes,” he admitted. “More so now than ever before.”

“Because of the witch,” Strand said angrily. He closed a large fist. It wasn’t nearly so simple as that, but if he wanted to believe it, why not let him? “I’ll send Gerald to bring her back for you. There’s still time. She won’t have gotten far. It’ll give him a chance to restore some honour, and if she kills him or turns him into a frog, so be it, we won’t have lost much.”

Amron was in no mood to listen to the old man gripe about his son. “She was free to leave, Styron. Spare Gerald the journey. And put the witch from your mind.”

“How can I? She cursed my king. That damnable creature should pay.”

“It was not Merryl who cursed me,” Amron said. He thought of a black blade, a ghostly enemy, the swish of mist cutting through his flesh. That night in his tent in the warcamp in Rasalan, a demon had been born inside him. A demon masked and subdued by the power of the Frostblade, immune to all other remedies. It would live inside him forever, he knew, only growing more powerful. That was his curse, giving host to this parasite.

A path of penance and pain, Amara had called it, in pre-payment of the triumphs to come. She’d said he was proving himself to Vandar, proving himself worthy in his suffering. It was a very ‘Amara’ way of looking at it, reframing something so dark into a picture bright and hopeful. She seemed convinced that something would come along, once he’d suffered enough, some salvation to his pain. That having walked through the bleak and bitter night, a dawn would rise radiant, and in that light, he would lead them to victory.

She was fervent in that. Fervent enough that a part of him even believed her. He remembered Vandar’s Tomb, the day he received the final fragment. The binding and the blessing. There is power enough for both. That had all been a test as well, he knew. To use the blessing not on himself, but on another. To carry forward his torment and pain, unhealed, a selfless sacrifice for the greater good. He had spoken the blessing for her instead, for the heir of Varin, Saska. To be there, when she needed him most. How that would manifest, he did not know, but he trusted in the might of Vandar. Vandar, who had placed this path before him. And I must walk it, Amron Daecar knew. Until the bitter end.

“I can manage the pain, Styron,” he said at last. “Do not turn sideways toward the witch, but look forward. Focus on the war. And your tourney. It is proving a great success.”

“Your tourney, Amron. It’s in your name, not mine.” He gave a sour harrumph. “And because of this witch, you’ve been absent. We have missed your royal presence in the stands.”

It wasn’t only the witch. Amron had little intention of returning to the arena in Varinar, regardless of his health. It only conjured sour memories, red memories of Aleron’s death. But here in Crosswater, it was different. There were no such associations here. “I will be present from now on,” he said.

“Good. Because the tournament is due to resume tomorrow. Young Jovyn will be fighting in the morning.”

“I shall look forward to it.”

Strand nodded. He seemed quietly glad to hear it. “I hope to stage the final down in King’s Point, Amron. Likely the semi-finals too. It’ll make for a great occasion once we have all our strength amassed at the coast. We’ll let Crosswater host the fourth round and quarter finals, but King’s Point is a fitting location for the finale.” He looked at him. “Do I have your approval?”

Amron wasn’t going to deny the man. Yes, the tournament was staged in his name, but truly, this was Styron Strand’s competition, not his. “I will leave that with you. I do not disagree with your reasoning.” He tapped his fingers on the desk, wondering, then asked, “Who will Jovyn face if he beats Sir Lambert tomorrow?”

“Coddington, most likely. His opponent is Ben Beacon, that young Crawfield man-at-arms. He’s done well to get so far, but no one’s giving him a chance against Bryce.”

“Flying the flag for the greybeards,” Amron said, with a fond smile. Bryce Coddington might have half a foot in the grave, but he remained a master swordsman and had more tourney experience in the tip of his little toenail than Jovyn did his entire person. If the two should meet, Bryce would be the favourite. And perhaps that would be for the best.

Now, watching Jovyn do battle with Sir Lambert Joyce, Amron was less convinced of that outcome. The reason came in the form of Lord Robert Borrington, who arrived on the balcony very late and very much the worse for wear. “You look worse than I feel, Robert,” Amron observed.

“Yes. Rather too much glugging last night, I fear. Bryce and I got into the cellars, and…well, you know how he can get.”

Yes. He did know. Bryce Coddington could become famously drunk when bored, and he was very often bored these days. “How bad is he?”

“Oh, tragically bad. I left him in a puddle of his own piss last night and returned just now to find that his fortunes haven’t much changed. If he staggers out here to fight this afternoon, I’ll consider myself very surprised.”

Lillia overheard. By now, Jovyn had won the opening bout and was leading in the second as well. He’d worked out the defensive patterns of Sir Lambert Joyce and was wearing him down with his excellent Strikeform. He led twelve points to nine in the second, and was eight points from taking the match. “What did you say about Bryce Codger?” Lillia asked.

Robert Borrington chuckled at the name. “Bryce Codger. Very good, young lady.”

“It’s Carly’s name for him,” Lillia admitted. “But I like to use it too.” She glanced back at the fight as Jovyn scored another point, gave a quiet, confident pump of the fist, then said, “So? Did you say Codger won’t fight?”

“The way he was when I last saw him, it’s a distinct possibility.”

“And if he does?” Lillia asked. She was very enthused by this news, of course. She knew the draw and had performed research on every one of Jovyn’s possible opponents, much as Elyon had done for Aleron during the Song of the First Blade. Bryce Coddington was a dangerous prospect, Ben Beacon less so. “Do you think he’d lose, Lord Robert?”

“I think he’d struggle to beat a kitten, my lady. Unless Beacon’s gone on a bender of his own, I’d say he’s the heavy favourite.”

Another quiet pump of the fist from Lillia, and a smile that almost suggested she had something to do with this. Amron paused to wonder. Lillia had spent her lifetime watching Amara at work, so he could hardly put anything past her. He decided not to ask. If Lillia had schemed this into existence, perhaps preying on Bryce’s penchant for boredom, and how he’d complained of being bored during the entire trip downriver, and hinted that he deserved to get utterly sotted and let his grey hair down, well…if she’d done all that, he couldn’t blame her. Minor manipulations like that were all a part of the competition. If Bryce was so weak as to take the bait, then that was down to him.

An hour later, once Jovyn had completed his defeat of Sir Lambert Joyce and booked his place in the quarter-finals, bowing to the king and blowing Lillia a kiss as the crowd crooned his name…Bryce Coddington came trudging out.

Amron knew at once that his heart wasn’t in it. The old knight gave a few lazy swings of his blade to warm up, lifted his visor to spit out into the dirt, then wandered over to his corner to sit on his stool, where he appeared to fall asleep. The crowd taunted him playfully until a thrown pebble pinged against his helm to wake him up, and he rose like a dead man given one final moment of life, showing every single day of his long, war-ridden years.

Across the yard, meanwhile, Ben Beacon was limbering up with great enthusiasm as a clot of Crawfield men cheered him on from the wooden stands. It was hardly a match for the arena in Varinar - perhaps only a thousand or so could squeeze onto the benches here - but every rooftop, wall walk, and balcony was filled and all were eager for a good honest fight.

“Well, I feel I’m to blame,” Robert Borrington said. “I never should have agreed to drink with him.”

“And I probably shouldn’t have let you into the cellars,” said Botley Harrow, with a little wink in Lillia’s direction.

The girl grinned. Clearly, something was going on here, and it seemed that Lillia had brought Harrow in on it, too.

Amron made no comment. Amara did. “Well, Lillia, that was very naughty of you. And Botley. Robert. Shame on you for sabotaging Bryce’s chances. You’re both quite old enough to know better.”

The men both chuckled as Lillia said, “It must be strange for you, Auntie, being on the outside looking in for once.”

“Yes…” Amara glanced a little awkwardly at Amron. “Strange, and rather nice, actually. Too much scheming can rot one’s innards, young lady. Take it from me, it’s a path best avoided.”

But Lillia just shrugged and grinned again, then turned back to watch Bryce Coddington put in a frankly appalling display. Within about half a minute of the start of bout one, the crowd were jeering and heckling him remorselessly as Ben Beacon danced around him, picking him off with ones and twos. Before two minutes had elapsed, the score was thirteen-two in Beacon’s favour, and only because he’d been showboating too much, allowing Coddington to connect with a lurching, drunken swipe to his side, awarding him two points from the judges. That refocused Beacon, who quickly put an end to the first bout. The final score was twenty points to three. Frankly, a disgrace; there was no other way of looking at it.

He performed better in the second round, though it wasn’t enough to win it. After a more respectful showing, Ben Beacon ended up the victor, twenty points to fourteen, and took the match two bouts to nil, advancing to the quarter finals to face Sir Jovyn Colborn.

Amron retired to his chambers, displeased. Artibus was there, fiddling about with his tonics. “How did it go? I heard what sounded like jeering.”

“For Bryce. He dishonoured himself by fighting drunk.”

“Some men fight very well drunk, don’t they? The Riverlanders swear by it.”

“They have a drink or two and then exaggerate it. A bit of ale to soften the nerves. Fighting truly addled is not something many men can do.” Amron slumped into a chair and began kneading the muscle of his thigh. “Jovyn will face Ben Beacon now for a place in the semi-finals. He will win, for a certainty. Beacon is capable, but not nearly as well-trained.”

“Well, that’s good, isn’t it? We all love Jovyn.”

“That’s not the point, Artibus. Styron intends to move the competition downriver for the final two rounds, and I’ve already promised Lillia that she can be there for all of Jovyn’s matches.”

“I see. And you think that’s a problem…why?”

“Why? Because King’s Point is on the coast, Artibus. The dragons no longer fly so far north as this, but they are still spotted regularly over the Red Sea. There have even been attacks, Pagaloth tells me. There is still fighting there, along the Black Coast. And the dragons patrol the water.”

“Then host the rest of the competition here if you’re concerned,” Artibus said idly, as he pottered about.

“I can’t. They’re expecting it to move to King’s Point, and it’s becoming more significant now. It’s become symbolic, Artibus. The Song of the Last Blade. Hosted before we sail to war. I agree with Styron - King’s Point is the best place for it. But Lillia…”

“You’re worrying too much. Just let her come, and send her home after. It was custom, once, for the ladies of the court to accompany their men as far as they could before they left for war. You are merely reigniting that custom, Amron. Now enough. Do you not have more important things to concern yourself with?”

“The safety of my daughter is profoundly important to me.”

“Oh, nonsense,” Artibus dismissed. “She’ll be perfectly safe. No, what really concerns you is that she’ll get a good sniff of those boats and try to stow away. You fear you’ll be halfway to the Ashmount before you spot her, dressed as a squire, hiding among the men. That’s your concern.”

“It’s part of it.”

“Well, she won’t. Lillia has moved past that now.” He picked up a tonic and came over to him. “Your ration. Drink it.”

Amron drank it. It would stave off the worst of his pain for the rest of the day, though not come close to eliminating it entirely. If he took more, it would make him sluggish and slow-witted, so they kept to this basic ration for now.

The king filled his lungs and stood. “I need to swing some steel.”

The best place for that was down in the keep’s private duelling grounds. He dressed in his armour with the help of Rogen Strand, then walked down through the central tower to find that several others had had the same idea, sharpening their skills with sword, shield and spear.

Sir Quinn Sharp was presently working up a sweat with Sir Penrose Brightwood. Several more of Amara’s Knights Assorted, a few of whom had also been eliminated from the competition, were sparring in another corner. It did not surprise Amron to see Jovyn running through some drills as well, tireless in his training. It was the sort of thing Aleron would have done. No one had worked harder than his eldest son, and Jovyn was made of the same stuff. He was like an amalgam of Elyon and Aleron, in fact, combining Elyon’s natural flair and brilliance with Aleron’s dedication to perfection. A potent mix, to be sure. He could become a great knight, this one.

There were quite a few others sitting on the terraces that overlooked this inner training yard. Ladies of the Crosswater court. Their servants and retainers. Here and there a minor lord keen to observe the men at their training. On one private balcony, Lady Horsia sat with Lady Anne Brockenhurst, drinking wine and gossiping. Brockenhurst’s young son, Lord Florian, a boy of eight and official Lord of King’s Point, was sitting up at the stone balustrade, watching the action with a set of wide eyes. They’d fled here following the fall of the city, taken in under Horsia’s wing.

As Amron walked in with Rogen at his side, he of course caused a bit of a stir. At once, the ring of steel died away as the men broke off from their swordplay, all eyes in the terraces diverting to his royal presence. Sir Penrose, Sir Quinn, and Sir Jovyn all came right over, while others drifted in.

“Sire,” said Sir Penrose, bowing low. “What an honour. Are you here to train?”

“I am, Penrose. Perhaps you’d spar with me?”

“Certainly, my lord. I’d be delighted.”

Across the yard, Sir Robin Farrow was armouring up as well, preparing for his own fourth round bout, scheduled for the morrow. Sir Robin the Resilient was Styron Strand’s best man, a dashing and dangerous swordsman who could be considered one of the favourites, along with Sir Quinn and Sir Taegon Cargill. Jovyn was a little behind, perhaps, though the odds were shortening on him by the day.

Amron looked at the boy now. “You fought well today, Jovyn. You improve with every round.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty. I credit your son’s guidance.”

“Guidance only takes a knight so far. Then it’s down to him.” Amron gave the youth a fond look. “You’ll have to watch this one, Quinn. He might give you trouble should you meet.”

“I don’t doubt it, my lord. I’d expect the same of any Varin Knight.”

“Indeed. Though not Bryce Coddington.”

Quinn smiled. Clearly the news of Coddington’s performance had already reached this yard. “He is long retired, my lord. I do not think it mars the order too much.”

“Only himself,” Amron said. “Are you ready for your fight tomorrow?”

“Quite ready, sire.”

Amron looked over. “Is it Farrow you’re facing?”

“No. I don’t believe we’re scheduled to meet until the semi-final, should it come to that.”

It would be a fine match, Amron thought. “Well, I wish you luck, Quinn. I will be watching from the balcony. Penrose, shall we?”

He invited Rogen Strand to join him as well, and together, they set right into it.

The sound of steel was music to the king, and the oos and aahs of the spectators were a balm to his ears. He operated only at a fraction of his power, swinging Vallath’s Ruin through long silver-red arcs and shifting his feet nimbly across the ground. The more he trained, the more he learned how to favour his stronger left leg, pushing off it to switch stances, staying light on his right as best he could. His left shoulder throbbed and assaulted him constantly, but it was the lesser of the four limbs anyway; he could ignore the pain. For five minutes, ten, twenty, he trained, duelling Penrose alone, and Rogen alone, and sometimes both men together.

Into the throes of combat he went, and all else blurred around him. A silence fell but for the shuffle of feet, the shift of weight, the rattle of armour as they moved. Clangs and ring sharpened the air as steel met steel, blade struck blade, puffing with bursts of mist. The other knights all stood aside. From the walls of the yard, they watched. Amron Daecar stood with Penrose before him, Whitebeard behind. A flash from Rogen and he spun, deflecting, and parried a swinging arc from Penrose Brightwood. A step to his left. A strong counter with the Mercyblade. Sparks flying off Brightwood’s greave. The crowd hummed pleasantly; to them, he was a king restored. He had become a master at concealing the demon within, but inside he still felt it, gnawing, always gnawing.

Yet still, he stood. Still, he fought. Because what else was there to do?

He would walk the path laid out before him.

Walk it, until the bitter end.
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“It’s very sad, isn’t it?” Sir Torus Stoutman said, looking at the twin stone crypts. He held his stout, hairy hands together at the navel and wore a solemn expression on his red, bearded face. That face was usually so bright and mischievous, so full of twinkly humour, and oft as not, the receptacle for Stoutman’s rosewood pipe, but not right now. Right now, it was a sad face; a gloomy face of mourning. “They were too young to go, both of them,” he said. “It’s wicked, this war. A wicked damn thing.”

Lythian nodded his head in sober agreement - war held little savour to him now. Once, yes. Once, he’d looked at it as other men had always looked at it - as the pinnacle, the great glorious hill a man must climb if he was to be remembered, winning fame and acclaim along the way. Well, Lythian had done enough to earn his fame, good and bad, but good and bad, he didn’t care for it. The older he got, and the more he saw, the more he realised what war truly was.

It was mud, blood, filth and death. It was grown men calling out for their mothers and soiling themselves as they died. It was the battlefield after, not before. Anyone could be stirred by the sight of a charge, by the speartips winking and the banners blowing and the horns moaning out to the dawn.

But after, no. After, you saw the cost. The boys, barely old enough to know a woman’s warmth, cleaved open from neck to groin. The blackened masses, burned in their terror, who had no business being there at all. The cost was the smallfolk, always the smallfolk, drawn from their lands against their will at the point of a lord’s sword. It was the farmers and foragers, the fieldhands, the cobblers, the men who trapped and fished. They were the ones who died in their droves, the ones who went to battle ill-equipped and ill-trained and never really stood a chance. War was the domain of the warrior, the Bladeborn, the man armoured from head to heel. He was the one who had songs sung about him, who claimed immortality with a single great deed. When Bladeborn boys were told of war, these were the men they heard of - the dragonslayers, the heroes, the men who won famous battles and duels. It was the lie they were sold to keep the wheel turning, this romantic vision of war. A light so bright and blinding it cast all else in shadow. And that was where the smallfolk were left - in the shadow, forgotten, the unheralded bedrock upon which war was built.

No, Lythian did not care for war anymore, and this was the worst one of all. It was cruel, bitter, unforgiving and all-encompassing, and the two young people entombed before him represented its utter futility.

Raynald, not yet out of his teens, struck down by foul fortune. Amilia, his sister, beautiful, misunderstood, who had died trying to save her mother. Neither deserved to die. Both had so much to live for. But war did not care, and it callously took them both. Across all the world its black tendrils had reached, and greedily on death was it feasting.

“You should get some rest, Torus,” Lythian said, as they stood solemnly before the crypts. “You seem tired.”

“I am tired,” the man agreed. “Tired of seeing young people die, while us old men live on and on. Next time I do battle, I’ll do it without armour. If death won’t take me, I’ll give myself up.”

Lythian put a hand on his armoured shoulder. “We still need you, Torus. We old men still have work to do. For the young. We have to help restore their world.”

The man nodded slowly. He wasn’t being serious about the armour, but rather making a point. And it wasn’t Raynald and Amilia he was thinking of either, Lythian suspected. It was his own sons, Darun, Elmid, and Hodden, who’d all died at the Battle of King’s Point.

“There’s plenty of room here in the palace,” Lythian told him. “Stay the night. Relax. You can leave with An’zon in the morning.”

“Is there wine?” Stoutman asked. “I could do with a jug of wine.”

“There’s some in the cellars. I’ll have one brought to you.”

“Bring two,” the man said. “Three would be better. I feel like getting thoroughly sotted tonight. Sometimes, a man needs it, you know. To wake up with a pounding head.”

Lythian had never really been that sort of man, but understood the urge to vent. “I’ll see what can be spared. Will An’zon stay as well?”

“I reckon so. So long as Happy can roost somewhere quiet and safe, Graz’ll want a featherbed if there’s one going. That man’s a bit of a dandy, Lythian. Not hardy stock like us.”

He smiled for the first time since they’d come down here, into the crypts, accessible from the part of the Temple of Ilith that remained standing. Here, Rylian Lukar was entombed as well, and the late, un-great Clarris Kastor, his wife and the mother Amilia had been trying to prise from her rooms when she died. No one much cared for Clarris Kastor, the harridan hermit, and less so now that they knew she was, if unintentionally, responsible for her daughter’s death. Amilia had done a lot of good in the city and the refuge of late and had become rather beloved by her people, at last, only to die. Now, the entire family lay here interred together. All but poor Robbert, alone without his kin.

“Well, let’s go,” Lythian said. “Leave them to their rest.”

They left the crypt together, walking the stone steps up and into the semi-ruin of the temple. The few remaining acolytes who’d performed the rites were drifting about solemnly in their ceremonial robes. They paused, holding their hands together and bowing as the two men passed. Outside, the once collonaded courtyard was in ruin, its beauty reduced to broken rubble and dirty snow. The rest of the palace was much the same, though significant portions of it still stood. One wing, especially, was livable and structurally sound; this is where Sir Torus Stoutman would stay.

An’zon Graz was waiting for them in the courtyard, furled up against the cold wintry wind in his chequered cape of green and grey-white. Hapthanor was perched nearby on a great heap of rubble, his scales similarly coloured and patterned, rumbling gently as he slept. “It is done?” An’zon asked, in his thick Agarathi accent.

“It’s done,” Lythian said. “Thank you again for bringing him here, An’zon.”

“He was in a wagon,” Graz said. “A prince should not be in a wagon.”

“No,” Lythian agreed. “He shouldn’t.”

Torus had said they’d found Raynald being brought north by some of the men who’d been travelling with him south, to the war. The moonbear Tathranor had ended that particular venture, and Sir Ernold Esterling had instructed that the prince be taken back to Ilithor, as he himself continued to the Bane. Graz and Stoutman, learning of this, had decided to do a good deed by finding these men and carrying Raynald back to Ilithor themselves, rather than risk his body getting taken by some scavenging beast along the way.

“You were in there a long time,” Graz said. “Were there lots of prayers?”

“Aye, too many, if you ask me,” Stoutman complained. “Those acolytes like to drone on, Graz, and in an old tongue too. Some ancient Ilithian language no one speaks anymore. Guess Tukor understands it, though, and that’s the main thing.”

“He is listening, this god?”

“That’s what they say. He’ll go to the Hall of Green now, the prince. That’s where the Emerald Guards go. And he can walk the other halls too, of course. Visit his sister and whomever else he pleases in the Great Forge and wherever else.”

Graz didn’t seem too well-versed in their northern beliefs. He’d been blessed with a robust education during his youth in Eldurath, but little of that seemed to have sunk in. “There are many halls to visit?” he asked.

“Oh, dozens. And they’re not halls either. Some are - Varin’s Table, that’s one you’ll know, Graz. That’s in a hall, I’d think, that table. But the Hall of Green’s some big meadowy place, with mountains and fields and a big castle with gardens and balconies. It’s peaceful there, they say. A place for old knights to rest after their toils.” He smiled. “Speaking of, we’re staying the night, Graz. Lythian’s got a nice featherbed picked out for you. What do you say to that?”

“I say…” the man nodded, smiled handsomely. “I say this is welcome, a featherbed.”

“Thought you would, you fop,” Stoutman laughed. “Well, Lythian, lead on then. We’re wasting good wine drinking time.”

Lythian led them through the palace wing that remained standing, up stairs and along corridors that sat lonely and cold. The two men were to be given rooms next door to one another, grand chambers both with fine views across the city. Or views that would have been fine, before the city was destroyed. Now they had a view of rubble, snow, toppled towers and broken walls, and the mountains to either side. Those at least remained as they were, so too the valley beyond, with its great snowy plain that bled distantly into the Stonehills.

Lythian left Graz in his own room and joined Torus next door. “Satisfactory, Torus?”

“Oh, very nice.” The small knight slumped down into an armchair. “So, where’s Vilmar? I’d hoped to see the old grump. Back in the mountains, is he?”

“Currently, yes, he is away. He seems to think he’s played his part in this war and will interfere with it no further. Interfere, Torus. That was the word he used.”

Stoutman chuckled and pulled his pipe from his belt. “Aye, sounds like him. Always contrary for the sake of it. That man’s so stubborn he could outargue a rock and beat it in a game of surly silences besides.” He lit the pipe. “Well, you see him when you get back up to that forge, tell him to come down and join me.”

“I’ll be sure to do so.” Lythian had no expectation whatsoever of finding that Vilmar the Black had returned. He’d left more or less straight after the council and hadn’t been seen again since. He wondered if he might recruit Stoutman and Graz to fly up into those mountains and find him. When Lythian left - and he surely could not stay here forever - he expected to take the huntsman with him.

But that was the question - when. And not something he could answer just yet. For the time being, besides guarding the Heart Remade, he was helping Walter and Prince Devrin puzzle through the book of visions. There was joy in the task, a sense of purpose, to be sure, but a good deal of frustration too. Mostly, he’d come to see that the visions were opaque, nebulous, incomplete, and subject to interpretation. They gave hints, but those hints could be viewed from different angles, and where one angle might cast them in shadow, another might cast them in light. Little was clear, or direct, or as instructive as he would like. Many times, they had entered long debates over single words within a vision, and what they could mean.

One vision, for example, showed a great armada crossing a bloody sea. They took that to be Amron’s fleet, and the Red Sea, and there was the shape of a dragon in the vision as well, emerging from a coastal shroud. Devrin had said that it might be the statue of Drulgar the Dread at Dragonfall, the great carving in the cliff above the city, and that the king must sail there when he invaded. Walter said it was just a representation of dragons in general, descending from the skies. That the bloody sea wasn’t just the Red Sea, but the blood that would spill during the crossing, if he should try to land there. He saw disaster in the vision; Devrin only saw a destination. Walter said that the vision told them not to sail for Dragonfall; Devrin said it showed them that they must. Both Devrin and Sevrin had seen that vision together…and separately as well. The one where they’d sat together had supplied the bulk of it, the murmured words that Walter had strung together from the incoherence, but their separate visions had nuggets too that supplied additional context.

In his vision, Devrin had murmured of something breaking. He’d said the word several times, and Walter had jotted it down several times, suggesting it was important. Walter said it was the fleet that was breaking, that it would founder and drown. Devrin said it was the sky. That it meant thunder, and stormy weather, and cover to conceal their crossing.

In Sevrin’s vision, meanwhile, the word thunder was uttered several times. Devrin said that backed up his assertion about the storm. Walter said it backed up his assertion about the dragons. A group of dragons, in common parlance, was called a ‘thunder’ of them, he said. So it meant a great host of them - a thunder of dragons - would bear down on the fleet and destroy them. If Amron led his fleet to Dragonfall, they would face disaster…the vision was showing a glimpse of a possible outcome, and one they must avoid at all costs. But Devrin still insisted otherwise; the vision was showing them the way, and they had argued about it often, debating it for hours on end.

It was exhausting, but there were still clues to be found, links and connections between the visions that might yet unveil their true meaning and intent. Lythian looked at Torus Stoutman now, smoking in his chair, and wondered if he might offer any fresh insight, but decided against it. The man seemed determined to get thoroughly drunk this evening, and Lythian would not interfere with it.

“Well, I’ll see about that wine, Torus. Three jugs, was it? Or do you want a whole cask?”

Stoutman grinned and had another puff of his pipe. “I’ll take as much as you can give me. Enough to make me blind. And food as well. I could eat.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

Lythian left him there in his chair and went next door to speak to An’zon Graz. The Fireborn was fluffing up his bed and admiring the blankets and sheets. “Is it acceptable, An’zon?”

“Yes, I am happy. It is a good featherbed. I will sleep for many hours here.”

“Well, before you get too settled in, do you mind flying me back to the plateau?” The Fireborn had flown him down here earlier, when he arrived with Raynald’s body, and Lythian would prefer to be flown back as well. The journey through the mountain tunnels and passages was one he could do without.

Graz agreed to take him, and they set back off through the palace. As they neared the large entrance hall, the sound of sparring reached their ears, and they found that the Butcher and the Baker were engaged in a bit of light training. The tall woman called the Tigress was also present, watching with her silent stare, and Cevi and Del as well. Lythian had been very happy to see Talasha’s handmaiden again, after the time they’d spent together in the Western Neck. She’d come through from the refuge a few days ago, with the boy Del to visit Leshie in her sickbed. Del and Cevi appeared to be an item, and whenever Lythian saw them, they were holding hands. They were doing so now, as they sat on the steps watching the sellswords at their swordplay.

“Hello again, Cevi,” Lythian said, coming down the steps behind her.

She stood at once at his voice, and beamed. “Captain, you are here!”

“Yes, though not for long. I only came down on an important errand.” He smiled at her, and at Del as well. “How are you both settling in?”

“Well. We like it here, even with the rubble. It’s quiet. We like that it’s quiet, don’t we, Del?”

“Yes. We like the quiet.” The boy was rather shy.

“I like it as well,” Lythian said. “It’s also quiet atop the plateau, if ever you want to visit. Though you’d have to be careful on the stairs - it’s very treacherous, that stair.”

“The world is treacherous, Captain, didn’t you know?” Cevi smiled at him again, then climbed up a step to hug him. The girl had wept long and hard into his shoulder when they were reunited, speaking of Talasha. She feared her princess was dead, and that even if she wasn’t, Lythian wouldn’t love her anymore, because of the scars. Lythian had assured her otherwise. “It’s not her face I love, Cevi, it’s her heart. That will never change. I will always love your lady.”

She hugged him tight for a few long moments, then released him and sat back down, taking Del’s hand. “How is Leshie, Del?” Lythian asked him. “Will she be well enough to join in the sparring soon?”

“I’m…not sure,” he said, mumbling. “I think she’ll still be in bed for a while.”

Leshie was here in this wing of the palace; Lythian had visited her a couple of times himself. She had done a very noble thing, trying to save Amilia’s life, and very nearly perished herself. In the end, she’d escaped with several cracked ribs, a light puncture to her lung, moderate brain trauma from her concussion, a broken wrist, fractured pelvis - but no severe breaks to the leg or arm, and nothing that was considered life-threatening. Lythian knew well enough that she would not be sparring for a good while yet, but thought it was a good question to ask the boy, and engage him in the conversation.

“She is strong, the Red Blade,” Cevi said proudly. “I like her, she is fierce. And Del likes her too. He fancies her.” She gave him a little playful poke.

“I don’t,” the boy protested, aghast.

“You do. You like me too, but her as well. That is fine. A person can like two people.”

“I don’t like her, not like that. I…I only like you, Cevi.”

She grinned and patted his head, then seemed to notice An’zon Graz for the first time. “Oh,” she said, smiling at him. “Hello.”

“Hello.” He smiled back at her, a waggish smile. Graz had been a womaniser before the war, and anyone would know it by that smile. Certainly, Del knew it. An’zon gave an easy laugh and then began speaking to Cevi in Agarathi, which she seemed to enjoy greatly, seeing as no one else spoke it around here.

Del’s face reddened to be confronted by this handsome Fireborn rider, as though the man was going to take Cevi away from him. Lythian had to remember that Cevi had once rather liked Sir Pagaloth, too. The girl has a range of tastes, it seems. Del was not much like Sir Pagaloth at all, and certainly nothing like An’zon Graz.

He smiled, observing the boy’s crestfallen reaction. “Chin up, Del,” he said as he walked on by. “It may never happen, you know.” He went down to where the two sellswords were sparring. “You’re looking good, Butcher. Quite ready to return to the war.”

The two men broke off. They were fighting without armour and using only practice swords, which was probably sensible at this stage. The Butcher’s chest was bare, latticed in scars, most of them self-inflicted. He had scars on his legs too, and his arms, and his face. Quite what would possess a man to mutilate himself like that was beyond the understanding of Lythian Lindar, but he appreciated he had his own narrow way of looking at the world, and there was scope for a range of perspectives.

“I always look good,” the Butcher said, with a solid thump of his chest. He was a very big man, powerfully built. “I am the greatest sellsword in all the world. I would look good without arms and legs, yes, I would fight with the sword between my teeth and still kill a hundred men.”

The Tigress hissed from the side.

“I think she might disagree,” Lythian observed.

“No, you do not know her hisses, Misty Knight. This one means she is worried for me.”

The Tigress hissed again.

“And that one?”

“Even more worried. We are to have many children and start a company of our own and she is worried it will not happen if I die. This company will be called the Scarredy Cats. For I am scarred and she is a cat, but neither of us is scared. Do you understand?”

“I suppose I do.”

“That is good. You are a clever man. And a great warrior as well, I have heard. Even back in Matia, we knew the name of the Misty Knight.”

“Well, it’s not my name. It’s the Knight of Mists, or more commonly the Knight of the Vale.” He could see the Butcher wanted more of an explanation, so added, “I’m from Mistvale. It’s a small town tucked up by the Mistwood, far to the north of Vandar. I got the names from there. Mistvale hasn’t produced many famous men, in the past.” He turned back to An’zon Graz. “An’zon, we’d best go.” To the others, he said, “We shall leave you to your sparring,” and strode away through the hall.

The Fireborn wore a happy smile as he followed Lythian back out into the ruined part of the palace, moving through channels between the rubble and sometimes clambering over it too. A light snow was falling, the sky darkening, and there was a bitter chill in the air. “I may not sleep many hours after all,” the rogue rider said, as they walked. “That girl would be good to keep me awake, I think.”

Lythian did not like to hear that. “She is taken, An’zon. Or did you not notice?”

“By that lanky boy?” he said, scoffing. “No, she is too good for him.”

“And how are you to know that, exactly? Do you know this boy?”

“No, I mean to look at. He is not good enough for her to look at. She is quite pretty; he is not. I think he is an ugly boy. He looks like a horse.”

Lythian wasn’t even going to dignify that with a response. He went silent and a little cold, which displayed his feelings well enough. After a while, Graz grew uncomfortable. “Fine, I will not go after her. But if she comes to me, this is different. That is her choice.”

“Comes to you? That would suggest she’ll know where you’ll be.” He turned to look at him. “Did you invite her to your room, An’zon?”

“Yes,” he said, shamelessly. “She is quite pretty, as I said. A bit plain, but good enough. And Agarathi. She is my people, not that boy’s. And it has been so long since I had a woman.”

Lythian looked at him, thoroughly displeased. He knew Cevi to be a sweet and innocent girl, and didn’t want her soiled by a man like Graz. “Consider, if you would, whom Cevi serves, An’zon.”

The Fireborn frowned; he didn’t seem to know. “Who?”

“Princess Talasha Taan. And your Queen of Agarath in waiting. She is most fond of Cevi and most fond of Del. I do not believe she would want this fledgling little romance intruded upon.”

Graz bit down on his lip unhappily. “Oh,” he said. “But…she is missing. She might be dead. I do not think…”

“She isn’t dead.” Lythian said it firmly. Not a snap. But firmly. “She is quite alive and well, An’zon. You should have more faith in your future queen.”

“I…yes, of course,” he said doubtfully.

“Now please, An’zon. Summon Hapthanor. I will be back in a couple of minutes.”

Lythian went off to deliver orders for Stoutman to be served, then returned to find the dragon and rider awaiting him. He climbed up onto the saddle, and they set off to the forge, a journey that took mere minutes by dragonback when, afoot, it would take several hours.

When they landed on the high, windy plateau, with the mountains and the ruin of the city spread out beneath them, Lythian found Sir Storos Pentar sitting dismally on a rock. “Thank god you’re back,” he said, seeing him. “They’ve been arguing for bloody hours.”

Lythian leapt to the ground, thanked Graz for the flight and went over to the embattled knight. He could hear the dragon flapping away behind him, and felt daggery eyes on the back of his skull.

“Jeez, what was that about?” Storos asked him. “Graz gave you a murderous look when you turned, you know.”

“I’m sure. It comes with the territory, Storos, when a man tries to preserve something pure.” He looked to the forge, from which raised voices could be heard in bitter argument. The voices were coming from the library. That was where they did their work. “Hours, did you say?”

“Hours,” Storos said, wearily. “I thought about knocking one of them out, just to shut them up, but I couldn’t decide which. Walter’s too old, and Devrin’s a prince, so I just came out here instead.”

“What are they arguing about?”

“You know what.”

“Which vision, I mean? Are we back on the armada again?”

“No. I think that one’s been done to death. They’ve been disputing a couple today. Hard to be sure which when you’ve got your hands covering your ears.”

Lythian smiled. What he would do without Storos Pentar, he didn’t know. He began through the forge, passing the anvil where the final forging had been performed, the ancient scrolls and texts and weapons on the walls. The volume of the voices rose and fell and reached a crescendo as he arrived at the library door and pushed it open. He found Walter sitting forward, head in his hands, Devrin pacing hard from side to side.

“No, no, no,” Walter was saying. “I tell you, Devrin, it’s wax, not wane. Wax, wax, I know what I heard.”

“And I know what I saw, Walter. I saw a waning moon, I know I did. A waning gibbous. That’s when we attack. The waning gibbous. Not the waxing one.”

Walter let out a breath. He looked utterly exhausted and very old. “I know what I heard. Waxing. Waxing.”

“Waning, waning,” Devrin came back. He arched his back and screamed it. “WANING!”

Lythian Lindar cleared his throat. In the passionate throes of their disagreement, neither had heard him enter. “So, what is it?” he asked. “Waxing or waning?”

Both men glowered at him. Lythian strolled into the room. He poured himself a small cup of wine - he needed it, after the burial - and drank a measured sip. “So?”

“It’s waxing,” Walter said.

“Waning,” said Devrin.

“No, waxing. It’s waxing, I do believe.”

“I hear you and counter you with a waning, sir.”

“Ah, a fine offer, but no, I’m full. I’ve had all I can stomach of waning for the day. I’ll stick to my waxing, thank you.”

“You could use a wax, you hairy bastard,” said Storos Pentar, from the doorway.

“Indeed,” exclaimed Walter, “waxes all round!”

“I’m all waxed out myself,” said Devrin. “Smooth as glass, me, but I’ll take a wane. A nice tasty wane if there’s one going.”

Lythian had heard all he could take of this whimsy. They digressed into it often, and it typically signalled the end of sensible discourse.

“Right, that’ll do,” he said, in a teacherly tone. “Now tell me seriously, what’s all this about?” He held up a hand before anyone could speak. “You’re disagreeing on the phase of the moon, I got that. And I heard Devrin say something about an attack? Which attack are we referring to?”

“Blademelt,” said Storos. “That’d be my guess.”

Both combatants nodded.

“Blademelt,” Lythian repeated. He hadn’t heard anything about a phase of the moon with the Blademelt vision, as yet. “You found new information, then?”

“Yes, from here,” Walter said, picking up the book of visions marked with the name ‘Devrin’. He waved him over, and Lythian went to join him, cup of wine in hand. Walter opened the book on the large desk they worked at and prodded his finger at one of Devrin’s visions. It was nonsense, as most of them were, just scribbles and scrawls that made no sense. A few words were actual words, and those had been circled or underlined. In this one was a single word - waxing - that was circled. There were other words that were underlined as well - gate, night, rain, red - but all else was considered useless.

“You see that,” Walter said, pointing at the circled word. “Waxing. It’s right there. Clear as day. Waxing.”

Lythian looked at it. The word ‘waxing’ was stuck between a great jumble of random letters and squiggles and shapes, which was often the case - as Lythian understood it, Walter had not been entirely conscious when he sat transcribing the visions, rather in a state of semi-consciousness, a sort of trance-like state, where his hand worked almost independently of himself, jotting down all the murmurs and sounds that the king and prince had made, both during their shared sessions, and their solo ones too. In the shared sessions, there was much more clarity - that was where all the ‘source’ visions had come from - while their solo sessions were often just squiggles and shapes and letters and lines so far as Lythian could see it, like some alien language no one knew.

It was hard graft sifting through all that to make sense of anything, but when Walter noted down a word he was certain of, he circled it. The underlined words, he was less certain of. Gate might be late or hate, for example. Night by my light or tight. Walter was usually confident he’d heard correctly, with those underlined words, but was never sure. But waxing, apparently, he was certain of.

“It’s waxing,” he said again, tapping the word with his index finger. “You see, I’ve circled it. Waxing.”

“You only circled that later,” Devrin came back. “I know you did. It wasn’t circled when we examined this vision before.”

Lythian rubbed his chin. “I also do not recall having seen a circled word in this vision,” he said.

“Well…I only found it later,” Walter admitted. “It’s like a puzzle. Sometimes you don’t finish a puzzle in one sitting, and come back to it.” He tapped the word again. “But you see, it’s clearly written as waxing. It’s right there. I’ve circled it. Waxing.”

“Yes, thank you, Walter,” Lythian said. “I think we’re all caught up on your current position.” He looked over the whole page again, with all its random letters and shapes. “How do we even know this connects to the Blademelt source vision?” he asked. He looked at Devrin. “Did you remember something more?”

“Yes, I did, Captain Lythian,” the prince said. “I remember details that connect to the one I shared with my father. These words he’s underlined. Gate. I’m sure that’s the main gate of Blademelt. I saw the fortress, shadowed, with all its spikes and blades. And the rain. It was dark, raining, red.” He pointed at the words scattered across the page, barely legible within the great chaotic jumble. If they weren’t underlined, Lythian wouldn’t see them. That was where Walter’s luck came in. He was very lucky at plucking them out, seeing words where the others did not.

“The red,” Lythian said. “A red rain, do you think?” Those were the words from the source vision. Red rain. Though they’d debated what it meant.

“Yes,” Devrin said. “It’s a red rain, from the Bloodmarshes. The rain can sometimes fall red near Death’s Passage.”

“Or red for blood,” said Walter. “It’s the same as the armada, with the sea. It could signal a warning not to attack.”

“We have to attack,” Lythian said. On this one, he knew it. They could not advance their invasion in the east without taking Blademelt first. “Blood will be spilt, we can be sure,” he told them. “If this red rain represents it, my hope is that it comes from the sky - from dragons.” He looked over at Devrin again. “And you think you saw a waning moon?”

“Yes, I did. A waning gibbous. That’s when the attack has to happen. Just after the full moon, not before it. A stormy black night, red rain, and a waning gibbous.”

“Waxing,” said Walter. “You see, it’s right here.” He tapped the circled word.

Devrin tapped his head. “It’s right here, Walter. I’m the source, not you.”

Lythian had a sip of wine and mulled it over. It felt like a critical clue. The waxing gibbous and waning gibbous were several nights apart, and if they were to attack at the wrong time, it might lead to a slaughter. Tragedy or triumph could hinge on this clue, and Lythian wasn’t certain who he should believe - Walter, with his luck, or Devrin, who had the vision. He decided it was best to put it aside for now. Clearly, the men were not going to agree on it, so perhaps time might illuminate their course.

“What else do you have?” he asked them.

“What else? This isn’t important enough for you?” Walter asked.

“It could be very important. But I doubt we’re going to figure it out tonight. So, what else? Have you made any other connections?”

There were other vague visions they were working on, he knew. A great light blooming from water. A grey shape in a shimmering door. A shadow moving behind a black storm. He wondered if any of those had been developed.

They hadn’t. But another had.

“Yes, actually,” Prince Devrin told him. He looked at Walter, who nodded. For once, they seemed to be aligned on something. “It’s the one about the lantern man. We’ve added a little more to that as well.”

The lantern man referred to a figure, in a shadowed place, bearing a lantern filled with white-green light. The source vision seen by Sevrin and Devrin was just as confusing as most of the others. From the words the two men had uttered, Walter had formed the following sentence: A lantern, green-white, and a shadow man with it. Last of six, too, in a shadowed space. A place with many places to see, follow the lantern man. A marking, uncut, a line like lightning. Follow the lantern man.

Who the lantern man was, no one knew, and the rest of it didn’t make much sense to them either. But it seemed more had been added. “What’s the new part?” Lythian asked.

“This,” Walter told him. He opened the book containing King Sevrin’s solo sessions and found the connected vision. This too was mostly nonsense - they only believed it had been the lantern man vision as well, because the word lantern had been uttered by the king, and circled by Walter, and there were a few other connective words as well. “I found this,” Walter told him. He pointed among the lines and shapes and squiggles; there seemed to be a word beneath them, as though it had been written and then scribbled over by Walter in his state of trance. He looked up at Lythian now. “Do you see it, written underneath?”

Lythian looked closer. Walter’s catastrophically poor handwriting didn’t help; it really didn’t. “I see something. Though I couldn’t rightly say what it is.”

“Well, I can. It says ‘cavern’. And all these squiggles and such on top of it. Can you see anything in them? A shape, perhaps?”

Lythian Lindar did not particularly enjoy being drawn along like this. “No,” he said.

“Try relaxing,” Devrin offered. “Unfocus your eyes a bit. That should help.”

Lythian sighed - “Fine,” - and did as bidden, letting his vision loosen, not expecting much. But, to his surprise, a shape gradually coalesced from all the scribbles and scratches, forming an image. “A dragon,” he said, amazed. “I see the shape of a dragon, facing forward with outstretched wings.” He opened his eyes again, and the image was lost, reverting to its prior chaos of inky marks.

“A dragon indeed,” Walter said, smiling. “Do you know what it could mean?”

Lythian puzzled on it a moment. “A representation of Agarath,” he said. “The land, not the god.”

“Exactly,’ Devrin said excitedly. “We thought the very same, Captain. The word cavern is written underneath the shape. So a cavern beneath the lands of Agarath. That’s where the lantern man will be.”

Lythian nodded; that made a deal of sense. He was thinking of what Sir Torus had told him earlier, about the expedition that Emeric, Jonik, and Ranulf had undertaken. They’d made some progress, he knew, and this…this might be of use to them. “I’ll have to write all this out,” he said, half to himself. “Give it to Torus to take with him when he leaves.” He looked at Walter again. “Is there anything more?”

“Actually, yes.” The man tapped at the page. “Take a good squint at that, Lythian. You go ahead and tell me what you see.”

Lythain did so, letting his eyes loosen up as he had before. And as before, an image formed. “A white shape,” he said. “Surrounded by…by rugged darkness.” He thought he could see something more as well, a faint word, barely visible, written above it. He let his eyes relax some more and the word came into clarity.

Follow, it said.


26


[image: ]


The stranger had not been wrong. The air was much fresher and cooler here, and wetter too, saturated with moisture, like she was breathing in a fine light mist.

Saska supposed that meant this must be the ‘cloud forest’ he spoke of, which was a good name for it, with all this soupy fog. It didn’t make it any easier to navigate, though; to the contrary, all this cloud made it worse. She hadn’t seen the sun for two days now - just a vague sense of its location as it filtered through the mist - and could only hope she was going the right way.

It had been touch-and-go on that front in the days since she met the strange traveller, and more than once, perhaps as many as a dozen or two dozen times, she had doubted that she was on the right course. That jungle had seemed to last forever at times, never really changing much at all. Every time the ground began to slope up into a hill, she would hope it would keep on climbing - the traveller had said the cloud forest was high, after all - but always it would only descend again, and her fledgling hopes would be dashed.

That had happened many times. The lift in elevation, the flared embers of hope, and the gutpunch of disappointment as she realised it was just another small hill. After lots of these gutputches and a nagging sense that she was probably headed in the wrong direction, the jungly hills had at last given way to a consistent climb, which had brought her here, into the clouds.

It was a very mystical place. Much more tranquil than the rainforest, to be sure. The sounds were muted here, which made every bird call and animal cry sound damp and indistinct, and the air itself was constantly shifting and moving with bands of slithery mist. Among the slithers were the trees, ancient trees of many types, some small and stunted, others majestic and grand, soaring beyond her fog-restricted sight. She caught the occasional glimpse of monkeys and such moving about up there, and sometimes birds, but nothing like before, in the jungle. Everything there had been sharp and clear and loud, but here it was duller, like some strange netherworld where everything was half-seen and half-heard.

The moisture made it so that Saska was always wet. Her linen shift had soaked through days ago and refused to dry; by now it was starting to give off an earthy, musky smell from constant dampness. Sometimes, she grew cold, in the evenings and early mornings particularly, and would find the only thing that kept her warm was snuggling right up to Joy. The starcat would purr, but not like she had with the traveller.

“You liked him, didn’t you?” she would tease. “That purr, Joy. Gods, so needy.” It was a defence mechanism, really, teasing her like that. She was jealous of that purr. That was the truth.

She thought of the traveller often and wondered if she’d see him again. Who was he? A god, it sounded, by the things he said, and how else would he know about her dreams? A benevolent one, she hoped, though with these trickster gods it was hard to know. Joy’s frankly whorish behaviour toward him certainly suggested a benevolent spirit, and Saska had the same sense as well.

Call me a traveller, if you please, he had said. One who likes the colour blue.

Apparently, that detail was significant. It made her wonder if he had a name somewhere, like the Traveller in Blue, or the Blue Traveller or something. He had definitely put an emphasis on the colour, and true enough, his cloak was dyed blue as well. He was a very whimsical figure, to be sure. Those starry eyes and the winks and grins and all the things he’d said. She wondered how many worlds he’d seen rise and fall, and how long he’d been alive, and who his father was, this maker of rules.

And he called Eldur a boy, she thought. He laughed at the suggestion that he was serving Aramatia. That made it seem like he was above the gods, or set aside from them at least. She really did hope to meet him again, to try to ask him a few more questions. Not that he’d answer, she told herself. They’re as dangerous as dragons, you know.

It was a lovely morning in the cloud forest. The world rang to the drip-drip-dripping of dew and the birdcalls rang dully through the fog. According to the Blue Traveller, the cloud forest ought to lead toward the higher ranges, where grander peaks soared in their snowcaps, peering over all the rest of the land. Unfortunately, she hadn’t seen them yet. Not even a glimpse ahead. The cloud refused to yield a view much more than a hundred strides, and she’d found no vantage by which she might see a vista back the way she’d come, or ahead to where she must go.

“A tree,” she said, out loud. “I should probably climb a tree, I guess.”

The starcat was walking ahead of her, dappled in tiny little droplets of dew. Eventually, they would build up to the point where she would shake them off like a dog, but right now they made for a pretty effect. The starcat stopped on the trail and turned around to look at her. That look was full of doubt.

“What? You don’t think I can do it?”

Joy’s expression did not change. Joy, Rolly. Why do all the protectors in my life have to be so sullen? “I’ll be fine,” she said confidently. “I’m not going to fall or anything. I’m a good climber, Joy. We just need to find the right tree.”

They wandered on for a while in search of one. In their current location, the trees were mostly small and gnarled, coated in thick moss, and surrounded by dripping carpets of lush forest ferns. The trail ran through these ferns - a predator trail she took it to be - passing these trees, but none were suitable for climbing; they were much too short. It would be like climbing onto the shoulders of a dwarf when trying to get a view over a crowd. No, a tall man was needed for that, and Saska needed a tall tree. And one with branches, too, lots of them. A great tangly monster of a tree was the sort of thing she was after.

She found it about an hour later. Yes, that’s just the thing. It was an oak, or looked like one anyway, and a frankly enormous one as well. With a wagon-wide trunk, massive, twisty limbs, and a sprawling canopy that broke right up through the fog, it dominated the other trees around it.

“This is it,” Saska said. “Stay here and keep watch.”

She gave Joy a stroke to comfort her, but received no purr in payment.

“Will you ever purr for me like you did for him?” she asked, like a jilted lover. She raised her chin and huffed, then started up the trunk.

The climb was not so easy as she had supposed. Joy’s doubt was not misplaced. The reason was the moss, which coated everything like a thick, slippery rug. Algae slimed everywhere, too, and the branches were not lacking nets of vines. Saska weaved her way through them, careful with every step. When she needed to pull herself up with her hands, she tore away the moss first, to make sure she had a grip of the bark. That was the way to do it. Tear, toss, pull. And up she went, little by little, scarring the old oak with her passage.

The fog gradually cleared toward the top, perhaps two hundred feet up. She brushed aside a curtain of vines, stepped carefully along a thicker upper limb, and emerged into what could be considered a moderately passable view. Was the air pristine here? No. Had she exited the soup and entered a bright blue world, with the sun beaming down upon her? Certainly not. But the fog was thinner, the cloud was broken, and through patches she could see the mountains, still very far away.

“What’s with this place?” she wondered, sighing. “Everything seems much closer until you try to reach it. There’s some trickery here to be sure.”

She sat down on the branch, letting her legs dangle on either side. The moss made for decent cushioning. It would probably be wise to use that on the saddle. She rested a while, high up in the canopy, enjoying the sweet smells of nature, watching a family of monkeys bicker and play. It was dense up here, dense and green, and she could see nothing of the ground below. I could probably walk from treetop to treetop, it’s so thick. The cloud moved about lazily, shifting, granting her occasional views of the mountains. So far, she thought wearily. A week or more at least. Her pace had not been fast in the forest, but there wasn’t much she could do about that. She only hoped that her grandmother could hold out long enough - if she was truly here. That was one question she wished she had asked the Blue Traveller, though he probably wouldn’t have answered anyway.

But then again, he sort of did. Make for those, he had said of the mountains, and maybe you’ll find what you’re looking for. I say ‘maybe’, but I’m sure you will. Well, it’s been arranged.

Saska took confidence from that. The thing she was looking for was her grandmother, and the stranger had said she would find it. I’m sure you will. It’s been arranged. She wasn’t certain what he’d meant by ‘arranged’ but had to trust that all would be well. “Just keep going,” she said to herself. “Nice and steady, one step at a time. That’s the way to do it.”

Joy would probably be getting worried. Well, she was - Saska could sense it through their bond, so she decided that was enough monkeying about in this tree, and she began the climb back down.

Halfway, and she was back in the thick of the cloud. The way was worse on the descent, and every foothold seemed doubly slippery. She had made herself a pair of sandals from river-reeds and grass, but they were starting to come apart, which didn’t help. She decided that going barefoot would probably be better, so removed the sandals, looped them around her shoulders, and continued, very careful with every step.

Her toes squelched through moss and algae slime, the bark biting at the soles of her feet. She stayed near the trunk, sometimes sitting on a limb to lower herself down to the next, sometimes just hopping from one branch to another if it was safe. The vines were a comfort; literally, they made a safety net. She entered a thick clot of cloud where she could scarcely see her hand before her eyes. That wasn’t great. It was always preferable to know where you were stepping. Cautiously she went, sitting, lowering herself down to the next limb, trying to follow the same path she’d made on the way up as best she could.

Then, there was a change in Joy. Saska sensed it; a sudden tension in the cat, and with it came a low growling. She heard rustly movement below, coming from several sides, and something that sounded like voices.

“Shit! Shit!” She rushed down, heedless, scrambling now from branch to branch. Stay calm, Joy, stay calm, she thought. The cat was hissing, snarling. She caught faint glimpses beneath her - people coming out from the fog.

“Shit!”

Her foot landed poorly on the top of a limb and slid forward on the soft wet moss. She went flying, landing hard on her arse, felt a painful jarring, floundered for something to cling on, failed, and fell. Down she went, crashing through branches and leaves, whipping, slashing at her as she plummeted. She had a flash of at least a dozen figures staring up as she emerged through the foliage. Then wham! she hit the base, struck a bulging root - gratefully cushioned in moss - and bounced away into the forest floor.

“Arrg,” she groaned, face down in the sopping humus. Her arms and legs were all badly askew, but nothing felt broken, she didn’t think. Maybe a rib or two. Hot breath assailed her, and out came a long purple tongue, as Joy lapped frantically at her face. She raised a hand to ward her off. “It’s fine, I’m all right…I’m all right, Joy, it’s fine.” Her voice was a rasping mess.

Vaguely, she saw feet gathering nearby. There was a curious murmuring, both male and female voices. Saska, with effort, managed to press herself up onto her knees, and the murmuring took on a sudden new pitch, becoming more of an excited chatter. There were even some gasping sounds and the chittering of children.

Then one figure extracted itself from the throng and stepped over. An old man, wearing some sort of robe-like garment made out of plant fibres, lacquered with a resin to make it waterproof. Greenish-white in colour, it blended splendidly with the surroundings and went all the way down to his ankles, where a pair of tan feet poked out in bark slippers.

He smiled at her. He had a thin grey-and-white chin beard of unknown length - it was tucked into his robes, so Saska could only see a portion of it. A necklace of opals and other stones glimmered behind it and he wore a sash of assorted feathers as well.

“Hasalanto, misharanha,” he said, still smiling. He bowed his head; the others bowed as well. Saska looked around. Big round eyes stared at her in wonder. Others gaped with open mouths, as though unable to believe what they were seeing. The men were handsome and the women pretty, and the older ones were beautiful; they all had kind eyes and nice smiles and good teeth and strong jaws.

Saska stood up, smiling back at them. “Hello. I’m Saska.” She pressed at her chest with an open palm and looked around. “Saska,” she repeated, slowly. “Sas-ka.”

The little crowd bristled excitedly to hear her speak, and lowered their heads again. The old man also bowed. On her feet now, Saska found that he was taller than her, even when bowing. They were tall people, too, then. Aramatia’s people, she thought.

“Kelenthar, Sa-sa-ka.” The elder’s voice had a soft and almost breathy quality to it, a serenity in every syllable.

Saska was drawn to him. “Kelenthar?” she repeated. “Does that mean…welcome?”

He only smiled, not understanding her.

“Do you….live here?” Saska pointed around the forest. The eyes followed her fingers, as though she was pointing out danger. “No. I mean…live? Here?” She made a shape with her hands of what a dwelling might be, but realised halfway through that it looked ridiculous. She basically just mimed a square. I’m no good at this, she reflected. This is Ranulf’s wheelhouse, not mine.

The old man smiled his excellent smile. He nodded, which suggested that maybe he was understanding her. Some of what she was saying, at least. Then he reached into his waterproof robes, and his hand emerged holding a white cloth. He held it out to her.

“This…this is for me? Do you want me to have this?”

His eyes drifted to her forehead. She touched herself there and felt the warm wetness and realised she had a cut, just along the hairline, leaking blood. “Right. Thank you.” She took the cloth and held it to her head, wincing a little. The pounding was just coming onto her now, the pain that followed the fall. Her head began to thud, and there was a definite discomfort in her chest, from a broken rib or at least a badly bruised one. Her right ankle also felt a little sore. She winced a little as she tried to flex it.

The old man was looking at it too. He knelt down and reached forward with long nimble fingers, touching at her, looking up, judging her reaction. A few soft prods and he stood again. The others were still crowding and chattering quietly, looking at her with those big, awed eyes. There were more of them than Saska had first realised. Several dozen at least.

Another nod from the old man reassured her that the ankle was all right. Just a sprain, not a break. A silence fell between them, and Saska wasn’t quite sure what else to say. Joy was standing beside her, a very large and fearsome cat, but the people seemed in no way threatened by her at all. In fact, they were just as enamoured by the starcat as they were by Saska, drinking in the image of the pair standing side-by-side in a manner reverential, verging on worship.

“Hisalasha,” said the old man.

“I’m sorry, I…I don’t know what that means.”

He opened a hand out toward his people. “Hisalasha.”

She still wasn’t sure. “That’s the name of your tribe? Or…?”

“Kishatar, hisalasha.” He gave a sort of urging motion. “Hisalasha.”

“This way? Do you mean…you want me to come this way?”

She took an unsure step in that direction and he smiled, confirming that was probably it. Her ankle felt tight, but the pain was only moderate. The crowd parted, bowing away as she drew near. Through them Saska walked with Joy at her side, trying not to limp or hobble. As they drew back, making a corridor, a strange thing happened - the cloud appeared to part as well. Ahead, through an open patch of forest, she saw the mountains once again, distant and grand.

The old man was at her side. Nodding. Smiling. “Hisalasha,” he said.

“Hisalasha,” Saska agreed, and the old man was very pleased.

They walked on together, side by side.
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Ranulf Shackton was telling a story, as he liked to do, when Kamcho turned his head, let out a sudden shriek, and flapped abruptly away from his shoulder.

The men all watched him go, rather perplexed by the eagle’s direction of flight. Kamcho was always flying away, yes, but up the tunnel to scout it, not back the way they’d come.

“What’s he flying that way for?” asked Sir Stafford of the Bane. He gave his broad chin a scratch. “We came from there, didn’t we? Or do I have my lefts and rights mixed up?”

“No, your lefts and rights are well in order, Stafford,” Ranulf told him. “It can be confusing here, I’ll grant you, but we most assuredly came from there.”

“Then what’s he doing flying back that way, then? He senses something, do you think?”

“I suspect he has good cause,” Ranulf said, thinking that the eagle better had, for interfering with his story like that. He was describing in gripping detail Neyruu’s battle with the greatbat, and how it was merely a prelude of what was to come, when Drulgar and Brexatron came to blows. As a seasoned raconteur, Ranulf knew that momentum and emotion were key to good storytelling, that the pauses, dramatic silences, the rhythm and the flow were not easily recaptured following an unplanned intermission. Kamcho’s abrupt flight had positively ruined the tale, he knew. There would be no recovering the magic now.

“Perhaps you’d be so good as to check for us, Ranulf?” asked Emeric. “Or is Kamcho already beyond your range?”

“Not quite,” Ranulf said, knowing it on instinct. He could tell when Kamcho was within range in the same way a man seemed to know when someone was watching him - he just knew. Closing his eyes, he entered Kamcho’s sight. Almost at once the world changed, and he was flapping quickly down the tunnel, past the rock floor and rock ceiling and rock walls and not much else. Kamcho flew about with a glowing moss-torch in his grasp, fit for his size, but the light it gave off was not strong enough to penetrate the darkness particularly well. The bird was flying quickly, too, as though what he’d sensed was still some way off. Just as quickly, Ranulf’s sight weakened at the edges, turning darker and darker yet, then black.

He opened his eyes and shook his head. “I lost connection,” he said. “But we would be wise to get moving, just in case.”

“Get moving?” repeated Ernold Esterling. “But we’ve only just stopped for the night.”

“Do you think there’s danger, Ranulf?” Jonik asked. He had been sitting aside with Jack and Braxton, probably to avoid yet another story - Ranulf could tell his patience with them was growing thin - but came closer at the commotion.

“I say it’s possible,” Ranulf said, standing up from the little rock he’d been using for a seat. “We should wake the others and continue on. Sir Stafford, perhaps you’d do the honours?”

“Me? Why me?”

“Why not you?”

“Because.” The man looked over the sleeping men, arrayed on their bedrolls further up the tunnel. Mooton Blackshaw was among them, and snoring loudly - he did everything loudly, did the Beast of Blackshaw - and most likely accounted for Sir Stafford’s reluctance. Waking such a colossal man was always risky, and one of Mooton’s wild temperaments in particular. “They look so peaceful,” Stafford said, to avoid admitting he was frightened. “I’d hate to be awoken in the middle of a dream myself, so…”

Several of the men laughed at the patheticness of that excuse. “Well, if you’re too much of a wuss, I’ll do it,” declared Brown Mouth Braxton. He exposed the horror of his teeth to Sir Stafford, then marched right over and gave Mooton a solid kick to the gut.

The huge knight woke up with a start. “What the…”

“Something’s coming,” Braxton said. “We need to get moving.”

“Something?” Mooton took a moment longer to come around, then heaved himself up sleepily to his feet. “I can’t hear anything,” he yawned.

“Nor I,” said Esterling. “You sure that bird of yours isn’t just stretching his wings, Shackton?”

Ranulf shook his head. He knew well the bird’s behaviours, and the manner of his departure suggested danger. “Just wake the rest of the men and gather your things. We need to get moving at once.”

It was done. Buck Tannard, Diddums, the man they called Gibbet - he’d been hanged twice before, believe it or not, receiving late reprieves on both occasions - were awoken. The rest - Emeric, Ernold, Sir Bulmar, Sir Stafford, Jonik, Braxton, Jack, Blackhand Walton, and a very ugly, skinny spearman called Gutterwash - had been sitting here and there and listening to Ranulf’s story. All of them began stuffing possessions into bags, rolling up bedrolls, taking swordbelts from the walls, grabbing their glowing moss-torches.

Brown Mouth Braxton peered down the long, dark tunnel that led back north. “You think it could be a greatworm, maybe?”

“The worm that made this tunnel is dead, Braxton,” Emeric told him.

“I know. Jonik saw it. But there might be another one tunnelling about down here, couldn’t there?”

“Ranulf says they’re all dead,” Jonik put in.

“Might be a leak,” offered Sir Bulmar Brown.

“A leak?” repeated Sir Stafford, eyes widening. “You mean, from the roof?” He sounded very panicked all of a sudden, and true, the prospect was alarming. If there was a breach in the tunnel ceiling, it could be a very serious problem.

“We passed lots of drips today,” Jack of the Marsh said, shrugging. “If one of those little holes widens too much…”

“But there’s a whole sea above us,” Stafford fretted. “I don’t want that sea coming down here in this tunnel. I can’t swim.”

“You can’t swim?” Braxton asked him, amused. “Didn’t you come from Lakeheart?”

“Yes, but…my uncle was eaten by a shark, once. So I never went in those lakes. I can’t swim,” he said again, stressing the point.

“Whether you can swim or not will not matter, Stafford,” Emeric said to him. “If there’s a breach and the Red Sea comes gushing down here, we’ll all drown anyway. So I wouldn’t worry about it.”

“Wouldn’t worry? Sounds like I should worry,” said the knight.

Sir Ernold Esterling was growing irritable. That was nothing new; the man always seemed to be irritable. “Stop your carping, Stafford. If there was a river of water coming down this tunnel, we’d have heard it already. I’ve said it before - we’ve got better hearing than that bird.” He paused to listen. “And I hear nothing.”

“Hard to, with you going on,” said Braxton.

Esterling looked at him with a hard frown. “Going on? I spoke about thirty words.”

“Thirty too many, you ask me.”

Ernold was incredulous. “Why are you attacking me?”

Braxton shrugged. He had a pockmarked face and a jaw that sat slightly to the right following a break that never truly set properly. “Guess I don’t like you much. You’re grim-spirited, and this is a good-natured group. You don’t fit in.”

“I don’t fit in? I am a knight, damn you, an Emerald Guard from an old and storied house. You’re not even Bladeborn.”

“So what? You think that makes you better than me? I’ve got both my hands at least.”

Mooton Blackshaw awarded that a healthy laugh. “He’s got you there, Esterling. Braxton does have both his hands.” The Emerald Guard gave a snarl, shook his head, and began up the tunnel. Mooton kept laughing, following behind with Sir Bulmar, Buck Tannard and his men, as Ranulf kept at the rear, to be closer to Kamcho, with Emeric, Jonik, Jack and Braxton for company.

“That man shouldn’t have come,” Braxton said, as he watched Ernold Esterling march away. “He’s a dour bastard, you ask me. Not sure how you ever stomached him, m’lord.”

“He was better before he lost his hand,” Emeric said. “And his prince, more importantly.”

“His prince? Why should that bother him so much?”

“Because he’s a man who has centred his entire life’s purpose on service,” Emeric told him. “Such men are prone to fall into the abyss when they fail in that service, in my experience.”

Ranulf nodded sagely. “A lance to the soul of a man’s purpose can be more damaging than losing a loved one,” he said. “It is akin to losing oneself. It seems to me that Sir Ernold is grieving that loss of self, Brown. Perhaps that explains his churlish manner.”

“And you hardly helped, provoking him like that,” Jack said, smiling. He had the sort of smile that lit up a room (or a tunnel, as the case may be), a way about him that lightened the load on everyone’s shoulders by the mere nature of his charming presence. Certainly, it had done that for Jonik, since the two had been reunited. Ranulf had even seen Jonik smile, he was sure, and once or twice he’d made a sound that might have been considered laughter.

They walked along as a group of five, the light of their torches warming the tunnel in a soft greenish-white glow. Up ahead, the others were spaced out, walking along in twos and threes; the most distant light, growing further and further ahead, belonged to Ernold Esterling.

Every thirty seconds or so, Ranulf peeked into Kamcho’s sight to be presented with only blackness. He wondered how far the bird had gone and why. Perhaps, like a man clasped by a sudden assault of claustrophobia, Kamcho simply could not abide the dark tunnel any longer and needed a dose of fresh air. He doubted it, but could not be sure. They’d been four days in the tunnel since leaving from the northern shore, so by Ranulf’s reckoning, they must be close to the southern shore by now, or even beyond it. He had expected the passage to begin rising when they passed the Red Sea, though conceded that it wasn’t a certainty. It was possible the worm would maintain this deep trajectory beyond the coast, perhaps even hundreds of miles beyond it, and if that were so, they may be beneath the lands of Agarath this very minute.

He was deep in his musings when he paused, stopping dead in his tracks. He turned around at once and looked back into the dark of the tunnel. Emeric stayed beside him; the others had drifted on.

“Is he returning?” the exile asked.

Ranulf nodded, drew a breath and shut his eyes, slipping into the eagle’s sight. The big bird was flying swiftly, the darkness receding against the light of his torch. Up ahead, Ranulf saw a dying orange glow and knew it was the campfire they’d left burning back there.

“He’s close,” he said, still looking through Kamcho’s eyes. “Just coming up toward the campfire now.”

And then, the bird turned his head to look behind him. He knew Ranulf was with him, knew Ranulf was watching, and he wanted him to see. And what he saw made his heart lurch up into his throat.

“Oh…gods…” he murmured.

“Ranulf? Ranulf, what is it?” Emeric asked.

Kamcho showed him only a glimpse, but it was enough. Then he looked forward again, flying quicker, swooping straight past the campfire. He opened his beak and gave out a series of shrill whistles, and a few moments later, Ranulf heard them echoing down the tunnel. He nodded, understanding. I tried to stop him, the bird had said.

“Ranulf?” Emeric’s hand was on his shoulder, shaking. “You’re making me nervous. What is it?”

Ranulf Shackton opened his eyes. He could feel the blood draining from his cheeks as his heart went thud thud thud. He moistened his lips and spoke the name.

“It’s Tathranor,” he said.
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Emeric could feel them now, the faint vibrations in the stone. He could hear the moonbear coming.

He looked at Ranulf Shackton and pulled out the eagle blade. “Go,” he said. “Run.”

“You can’t face him alone, Emeric. Run, yes. We all must run!”

“Never show your back to a predator, Ranulf. Never. You know that.”

The adventurer started speaking. Jonik cut him off. “What’s happening?” he asked, rushing back to join them. “I can feel something coming. Who…”

“Tathranor,” said Emeric, still staring down the tunnel.

There was a short delay. Then, “Oh,” Jonik said.

Emeric almost smiled. That about summed it up. It would almost be better to meet a greatworm down here. “Go, all of you,” he told them. “I’ll delay him for as long as I can.”

“By the gods, you won’t,” Jonik snapped. “He’ll kill you, Emeric, same as he killed Raynald.”

“Then I’ll die giving you a chance to escape.”

Jonik was not going to hear of it. “Jack!” he shouted, turning his head, and the Marshlander came running up as well. “You and Brax take Ranulf and run. Get up the tunnel as fast as you can and alert the others. Mooton. Get Mooton, Jack.”

“Why? What’s happening?”

“Just do it.”

“I can fight, whatever it is.”

“Not this,” Jonik turned to him. “It’s Tathranor, Jack. Tathranor.” That needed no further explanation. “Go. Now.”

The Marshlander nodded, steeling himself. “Come, Ranulf,” he said, reaching out. He grabbed the adventurer’s arm. “We have to go.” He gave a strong tug, and Ranulf relented, moving quickly up the tunnel beside him. Emeric did not turn to look back. He could hear panicked shouting echoing out as the word was spread to the men ahead. The vibrations were thickening in the stone beneath their feet; the bear was getting closer.

“You should go too,” Emeric said to Jonik. “Find a crack, a crevice, anything. Just get yourself to safety.”

“I’m not going anywhere.” Jonik drew out Mother’s Mercy. Swinging his pack from his shoulder, he opened it up and took out his helm, placed it over his head, and threw the pack to one side of the tunnel. He kept his faceplate up for the time being. The colour of his armour drained away into almost total darkness. Emeric took out his helm as well, putting it on. They stood together, side by side, blades drawn, waiting.

There was movement in the darkness. A glow of whitish light blooming suddenly brighter, brighter, and Kamcho came whooshing by overhead, pausing to flap around them several times, whistling and calling. Neither Emeric nor Jonik understood what he was saying, but the tone was one of concern for them. After a couple of quick rotations, he flew off again, in pursuit of Ranulf.

The voices were still shouting out behind them. Emeric listened through it, heard the thud of Tathranor’s weight drumming in the air. The bear was moving briskly, somewhere between a walk and a run. Then he felt another set of pounding, this time coming from behind them, and the huge figure of Mooton Blackshaw arrived, immensely heavy in his godsteel plate.

“Hear that killer bear’s on his way.”

“He’ll be here in a minute or two,” said Emeric.

Mooton drew his misting greataxe, a massive weapon only massive men could bear. “I killed that fire demon with this,” he said. “Why not add a moonbear to the list?” He took his place beside them; now they were three.

A moment later, they became four, then five, then six, as Sir Bulmar Brown, Blackhand Walton, and Sir Stafford of the Bane came up to join them. Emeric was proud of their courage, but didn’t see their presence as a benefit. Only men fully armoured in godsteel would last any length of time against a moonbear, and these men were not appropriately garbed for the fight; they wore godsteel, yes, but not full suits. Blackhand Walton might be very proud of the fine black godsteel gauntlet he wore on his right hand, but it would count for little here.

We cannot fight him in this tunnel, not properly, Emeric thought, as the stone shook harder, harder beneath them, the whole tunnel trembling from the moonbear’s tread. A Bladeborn needed space to battle such a beast, room to dash and duck and move, and this tunnel did not provide it. It was wide, yes, perhaps ten metres from wall to wall, and similar in scale from floor to ceiling, but that wasn’t nearly enough. They needed double that, triple, to fight a moonbear effectively. The method was much as it was with wolves when challenging common bears - to surround their foe, wear him down, snipe and strike from a distance to break him. Here, they could fight from two sides only - in front and behind, if they could get around him. Would that be enough? Emeric wasn’t sure. He wanted all sides, all angles. Two left them hopelessly exposed.

“We should try to avoid conflict if we can,” he said, deciding. It had all run through his head in an instant and this was his conclusion. “He is only trying to get back south, to his homeland. We should stand aside and let him pass.”

“Let him pass?” thundered Mooton, incredulous. “That bear’s a monster, he won’t just pass. You think he’s trying to get back home? I say he’s come down here to kill us.”

Emeric disagreed. In his mind, Tathranor must have sniffed out the tunnel and decided it was better than trying to cross the Bloodmarshes. With so much fighting there, he could well perish in the crossing. That told Emeric he was thinking clearly. It told him the bear wanted to go back home to his mountain, and grieve in peace.

“We need to stand aside,” he said again.

“Go ahead, then,” Mooton told him, puffing up his massive chest. “If you’re afraid, leave him to me. I’m not some boy prince. I’m Mooton Blackshaw.”

Yes, Mooton Blackshaw. And Mooton Blackshaw might just be believing in his own legend, so far as Emeric saw it. He had slain a middling dragon at Rustbridge and been instrumental in killing that fire giant, true, but many others had helped him bring it down, not least Rikkard Amadar and Robbert Lukar. Facing a grieving moonbear in a tight, dark tunnel was another prospect entirely.

Emeric decided to ignore Mooton’s bluster. He’d heard it often enough to know a lot of it was just wind.

“Stafford,” he said, turning to the knight.

Sir Stafford’s eyes were bright with fear. “Y-yes m’lord?”

“Run back down the tunnel and tell everyone to stand right up against the walls. Right up against them, Stafford, as close as they can get. Tell them not to draw their weapons, not to move an inch or make a sound. Show no threat, and he’ll see no threat. Go,” Emeric said. “Now.”

Stafford swallowed, nodded, turned and left.

“If he engages, we’ll fight,” Emeric said to the others. “But we mustn’t stir conflict without good cause.”

“We have good cause,” Mooton snorted. “This is our territory, and he’s intruding on it. I say we kill him.” He gave his breastplate a smash. The clang of steel rang out loudly down the tunnel, echoing.

“Enough,” Emeric snapped at him. “That sort of sound will only provoke him.”

“I know. That’s why I did it.”

“I said enough, Mooton.” The noise was still echoing, clang clang clang, down into the darkness, thinning with every repetition. “Get into position, all of you. Mooton, Bulmar, Blackhand, go to the left and stay still. Jonik and I will go right. Do not move unless he attacks. Sheathe your blades and axes.”

“I’m not sheathing shit,” Mooton Blackshaw told him.

Emeric Manfrey was at the end of his tether. He turned on the man in a cold fury. “Just do what I say, damn you! Stand aside and sheathe that bloody axe!”

The big man looked at him, snorted, nodded. “Fine. We’ll have it your way. But one wrong move and he’s mine.” He swung his greataxe behind him, fixing it to his back. “He deserves to die, that bear, for what he’s done. He deserves it, Emeric, and you damn well know it.” Then he stamped away toward the wall, as Sir Bulmar and Blackhand went to follow.

Emeric let out a breath. Mooton could be hard to handle at the best of times; it was the last thing he needed right now.

Jonik stood his ground in the middle of the tunnel. “If we let him pass, he might kill the others,” he said. “They’re defenceless. It’s a risk, Emeric.”

“One we must take,” Emeric told him. “If he passes us by without engaging, there’s no reason for him to attack the rest.” He looked at him. “Jack will be fine, Jonik. Now come. We must stand aside.”

He went to the right side of the tunnel, hoping that Jonik would follow. He did, though reluctantly. They placed their torches up against the walls. Across the tunnel, Blackhand called, “Shouldn’t we put these out? He might not notice us if it’s dark.” His voice was cracked with fear.

“Moonbears can see in the dark,” Sir Bulmar Brown said. “Better that he sees us and we don’t spring a surprise.”

Emeric nodded. “No sudden movements,” he said. “Just stay still and try to show no fear. If he comes up and sniffs you, stand your ground.”

He hoped it did not come to that. He could not say how the men would react if he did, and Mooton Blackshaw especially. He was fearless, born for battle, but then, he’d never stood before a moonbear before. There was nothing more terrifying to Bladeborn than a moonbear, nothing. Dragons were their bread and butter; they were weaned on them, raised to know how to fight them. They had their forms when duelling men, and they had forms for duelling dragons too.

But not moonbears.

Moonbears were different; they were chaotic, unpredictable, unparalleled in strength. One moment they might seem calm enough, and the next they would unleash an uncontained fury and explode into a frenzied rage. Dragons were savage, and consistent in their savagery; you knew exactly what you’d get from them. There was honour in the duel between Bladeborn and Fireborn; there was glory to be won, etiquette observed. To become a dragonslayer in single combat meant your name would be scrawled in history, a rare feat to inspire story and song. Defeating a moonbear in such conditions was almost unheard of. Very seldom did men dare challenge Moonriders to one-on-one combat, and when they did, they died.

Elton Rammas, Lord of the Marshes, had found that out only recently at the Battle of Bloodriver when he challenged Jahendroth and his rider Risho Ranaartan to a duel. Rammas was a powerful warrior, brilliant, brave, but he’d been summarily defeated, barely landing a blow. In the last war, Lord Gideon Daecar had famously fought in single combat against Agarosh and Justo Nemati during the Siege of Eagle’s Perch. Gideon was First Blade at the time and bore the Sword of Varinar, but the best he could do was fight Agarosh to a stalemate, blinding him in the process and earning him the name Agarosh the One-Eye. That was about as good as it got. Even Sir Oswald, Emeric’s legendary ancestor, knew better than to fight a moonbear.

And now, one was coming for them. He was coming and they had nowhere to go.

Emeric could hear his heart thumping in his ears, feel his hands growing clammy; his mouth was bone-dry. The ground was trembling violently now. Bits of gravel bounced and danced, and gritty pebbles fell from the ceiling. They all stared, silent, into the darkness. And gradually, terrifyingly, the beast emerged.

From the pall of darkness, he came, slowing from a lope to a slow walk as he saw them. Emeric felt the hairs on the nape of his neck stand on end, felt the gooseflesh spread across his skin. Someone was breathing rapidly across the tunnel, either Blackhand or Bulmar Brown; it wasn’t Mooton Blackshaw. Emeric breathed smooth and slow, trying to control the quick beating of his heart. Right behind him, Jonik made not a sound. They all stood stone-still, watching, waiting.

Tathranor approached. His soft white fur was hardening, taking on its crystal, armoured form. The long tufts became rigid, the angles sharp. Spikes and spears formed, pale and deadly, each long enough to skewer a man. From the bulging shoulders they surged, and the neck and the chest, protecting his most vulnerable parts. The thick hair of his lower forelimbs became weaponised with them, and they ran along the ridge of his back as well, spreading either side of the saddle that Timor Ballantris once sat.

Emeric recalled the last time he’d seen the moonbear. It was at the Battle of Bloodriver, when he and Sir Ernold and the rest were trying to get Prince Raynald to safety. The very dragon that had opened up a wound in Raynald’s gut was bearing down upon them, and Emeric had stepped up to face it. Then, suddenly, they were there, Ballantris and his bear, and the way Tathranor had torn that dragon apart was like nothing he’d ever seen.

He swallowed at the memory, trying to moisten his throat.

The moonbear was only eighty feet away now, moving along on all fours in a slow, watchful stride. Twenty-five feet tall at the shoulder he stood, and almost that in width as well. Rearing, his height would double, Emeric knew, but he had no space for that in here. A prowling behemoth of rippling muscle and armoured fur, his bulk spread to fill over half the tunnel. To either side of him was a slim corridor of darkness, and in between all was white.

Pass, Emeric Manfrey willed him. Pass, and go back home.

There was room enough, if he wanted. Not much, but enough for him to walk on by and leave them be. Pass, he thought again. We mean no harm. Go home.

The tension in the tunnel was so thick he could taste it. The bear loomed closer, closer, growing larger all the while. Emeric saw that his long, curved sword-length claws were not yet extended, that his mouth was shut, his fangs still sheathed. Hope lifted in him, but he did not lift his eyes. Meeting the moonbear’s gaze would not be wise; he might see it as a challenge.

Show deference, he thought.

At the other wall, the rapid breathing was growing more panicked. Emeric detected a shift of movement and glanced over in time to see Blackhand Walton collapse to a knee, overwhelmed by fear, panting heavily.

Tathranor’s eyes swung to him in a sudden motion. Blue they were, a clear ice-blue; there were few colours so beautiful in all the world. They observed the kneeling, panting man. Everything stopped, everything stilled, for a time that felt like eternity.

Then slowly, the beast walked on. His head swung to his left, to his right, sizing each one of them up as he went. There was a low rumbling coming from his chest, a warning, no doubt, not to move. The warning grew louder as he approached them, thirty feet, twenty. Emeric flicked his eyes to Mooton Blackshaw; his hand was behind his back, gripping the haft of his axe.

The exile gritted his teeth, anger flaring. “Mooton,” he hissed, daring to speak. “Unhand the bloody axe.”

Mooton’s eyes were trained forward, upward, meeting the gaze of Tathranor. Emeric saw in them perhaps the first glaze of fear ever to cross the big man’s face. A low, threatening sound was rumbling from the moonbear’s chest. Very slowly, the Beast of Blackshaw opened his fingers and unclasped his axe handle, lowered his arm, then turned both hands palm-forward, showing them. A small, apologetic smile tweaked his lips. “Sorry,” he whispered, and lowered his eyes to the floor.

Behind him, Blackhand Walton was still on a knee, head down, shaking all over; a trickle of hot liquid was wetting his leg and running through grooves in the rock.

The moonbear sniffed the air, long and deep, smelling the urine. If such a beast could show contempt, he did by the way he looked at him. Then, slowly, on he went, one great paw swinging out after another in that distinctive, lumbering gait. His head hung low, mouth still closed. The earth was shuddering with every impact of his weight and Emeric was barely breathing. He stood as still as he possibly could, following the bear from the corner of his eyes as he went by him. Stay calm, he thought. Stay calm, Tathranor, walk on. Please, walk on.

The immense bulk of his body moved past, so close that Emeric need only take a long stride forward, and he’d be able to reach out and touch him. His body was a wall of white, shimmering crystal, marked with studs and spikes and spears, and that crystal was almost pristine. Unlike a dragon’s scale, which bore scars when cut, a moonbear’s hair would regrow, in time, and that hair was what formed the crystal armour. Beneath, his flesh would be battle-scarred, no doubt, but almost none of it could be seen. His entire body was armoured; he had no weak points but his eyes. That was the way to slay a moonbear, as Gideon Daecar had known.

Then, just like that, Tathranor was past them all and lumbering away down the tunnel. Emeric let out a long, slow breath to let the tension leave his body. It wasn’t over yet, but almost. The moonbear was swaggering without caution now. The five men had represented a threat, but the others were spaced out, their torchlights floating like orbs in the dark. Emeric saw him pass a man and that man was Buck Tannard. Further on, two men were crouching down, squeezed so tight to the wall they looked like they were trying to press themselves through it. Gibbet and Diddums, Tannard’s men. After that, Emeric caught the faintest glimpse of Gutterwash, the skinny spearman, who was the only man in the company who bore a spear. The spear rested on the wall beside his torch. Gutterwash was facing the wall, hugging it, as the giant beast passed him without a glance.

And that was it. Everything else withered away into shadow and gloom as the white hill of Tathranor faded away into the blackness of the tunnel. Emeric saw no one else, no lights ahead. The rest of the men were too far ahead to see, and it seemed to him the tunnel was turning, veering away to the left.

“We should follow,” he said. “Quickly, but quietly.” If there was any trouble with the others, they must be close on hand. He looked over at Blackhand Walton, still puddled on the floor. “Sir Bulmar, get him up.”

“Mind the piss,” said Mooton.

“None of that,” Emeric scolded him. He could not scorn the man for losing control of his bladder. Walton was no knight; he’d never expected anything like this. “I saw your eyes, Mooton. You were frightened as well.”

The big man snorted, but said nothing. Jonik was staring up the tunnel, concerned. “We have to go,” he said, urgently.

“Jack will be all right,” Emeric started to say, but Jonik shook his head.

“It’s not Jack I’m worried about. It’s…”

A sudden roar cut him off. Startled. Thunderous. It came storming down the tunnel like a fierce winter wind, and the earth shook suddenly in a great convulsion.

Blackhand Walton, back on his feet, collapsed again into a blubbering heap.

Sir Bulmar Brown went to pick him up, but Mooton bellowed, “Leave him, Bulmar!” snatched up his torch, and ran.

Emeric burst into motion, racing along behind the huge knight, and then past him. He was the quicker man; Jonik was quicker still. In a flash they were sprinting past Buck Tannard in a blur as the man-at-arms turned his head, watching, then stirred himself to follow. Gibbet and Diddums stood as though fixed to the floor and Gutterwash was still hugging the wall.

Emeric paid them no mind. He ripped out the eagle blade of House Manfrey as he went. Ahead, the thunder of the moonbear’s rage was shaking the tunnel. They could hear him roaring, clawing, thrashing about. Emeric detected the grind of stone, the patter of falling rocks all about him. A sudden powerful tremble went through the passage, a seismic crash, and a portion of the ceiling came down ahead of them.

“Watch out!” the exile called.

They swerved around it. The passage filled with dust, clouding and eddying in their wake. Emeric glanced back; it was not a full cave-in. If the whole roof came down, the whole enterprise would be doomed. “We have to stop him,” he shouted at the others. “We have to drive him off.”

“It’s that fool Esterling!” Mooton bellowed. “He’s done this, damn him! If he’s not dead already, I’ll kill him.”

Emeric knew it to be true. He’s not in his right mind. This was madness. It was vengeance. It is suicide, he thought.

The whole tunnel was half in ruin ahead of them. Bits of the ceiling were crumbling down as the greatworm’s adhesive gave way. The walls were torn by claw marks, the ground scattered with blocks of rock. Tathranor had his back to them, swinging his massive paws and roaring. The sound was ear-splitting, drum-bursting. Emeric grimaced against it and slapped down his faceplate and saw that Jonik and Mooton were doing the same. Tathranor’s bulk was blocking the way. The bear emptied his lungs in another cacophonous bellow and tried to rear, but his head smashed hard against the ceiling, so hard it seemed to daze him for a moment. The whole world rocked like the deck of a ship. Beyond the bear, Emeric had a quick glimpse of Sir Ernold Esterling, still alive somehow, wild-eyed and backtracking as Tathranor quickly recovered and thundered after him.

“What do we do?” shouted Sir Bulmar Brown. Even at the top of his voice, his words could scarcely be heard.

“Engage,” Emeric shouted back at him. Ernold, damn him, had given them no choice.

He ran, squeezing tight at the hilt of his blade. He leapt a rock, another, ducked and swerved past the crumbling stone. Jonik was right beside him, Mooton pounding behind with Sir Bulmar and Buck Tannard. “Scream,” Emeric shouted as he ran. “All together! Scream!”

And they screamed. Emeric hoped it might startle the bear and have him charging away, but he didn’t. Instead, he swung around to face them, and his icy blue eyes were wild. His entire body heaved and bristled as the crystal spines quivered all along his shoulders and back. He seemed even bigger than before, if that was even possible.

Emeric rushed right ahead of the others. He raised a hand, palm forward, and shouted at Tathranor, “STOP!”

The bear looked at him, hesitating. There was curiosity in the chaos of his eyes.

“Go, Tathranor, go,” Emeric shouted. “We are not your enemy. We are not. Go home.”

The bear lifted his head and bellowed a response.

“I knew your rider,” Emeric called over it. “Timor Ballantris was a friend. We were allies, Tathranor. Allies. We are allies still.” He took another step toward him and resheathed his blade. Jonik was calling for him to stay still, but he didn’t. He took another step, another. “We do not want to fight you, Tathranor. Go, freely, up this tunnel. No one needs to die.”

The bear stared at him, rumbling. He seemed to be calming a little, seeing sense. Emeric hoped for a moment that his words had gotten through to him, but he was wrong. Suddenly, rearing to a half stand, Tathranor swung back around again, lashing out with a savage swipe of his paw. Emeric caught a glimpse of Ernold Esterling’s steel-clad body flying into the wall with a crack. For all the world, he looked dead. Then Emeric saw him move, try to stand, stumble. Another paw swipe sent him into the adjacent wall, and Emeric Manfrey had seen enough.

Ernold Esterling was his friend - a fool, but his friend. They had been through so much together; they were the last of Raynald’s company, and damn it, he couldn’t just watch him die.

“On me,” he said, withdrawing his blade.

He ran toward the moonbear.


29


[image: ]


“We have to help them,” Jack said. “We can’t just hide here while they fight.”

He’s a brave young man, Ranulf thought. But this was folly. No.

“You’d die,” he said, putting it as plainly as he could. “You, Braxton, Stafford, all of you. If you go down that tunnel, you’ll die.”

“Then I’ll die,” Jack told him. “I’ll die at Jonik’s side.”

“No, lad,” Braxton told him. “That’s not what he’d want. He’d want you to live.” He reached out and gripped the Marshlander’s arm. “We’d best stay in here, all of us. We’d best just stay in here and pray.”

They were hiding in a small cavity, no more than a hollow at the base of the rock a few feet high where they could sit, crouching, up against the wall and hope Tathranor passed them unnoticed. That had been the plan, according to Sir Stafford. To let the moonbear walk right by and only engage him if he attacked them first.

Just what had happened, Ranulf couldn’t say, but he sensed Ernold Esterling had a hand in it. When they’d run past the knight, he’d been coming back the other way, and there was a certain glint of vengeance in his eye, a look of unhinged insanity. Ranulf had wanted to stop and talk to him, to make him see sense, but there was no time. Sir Stafford had arrived just then to tell them to press themselves up against the wall, and then they’d spotted this little niche. “There,” Stafford had called. “Hide in there.” He’d bundled them toward it quickly, urgently, and by the time Ranulf looked over again, Sir Ernold Esterling was gone.

“We can’t just do nothing,” Jack of the Marsh insisted. “Maybe if we make a racket here, he’ll come. We could distract him, draw his attention, and…”

“And what? He’d just come up here and kill us, Jack,” said Braxton. “And I doubt he’d even hear us, anyway. That bear’s head is red with rage, and he’ll leave when he wants to. Right, Ranulf?”

Ranulf was barely listening to them. His attention was on the fighting, on the crash and tumble of rock; he was worrying about cave-ins, possibly leaks if they were still beneath the sea; he was thinking that they might still drown, or get trapped, or separated at the very least. The battle was going on some two hundred metres down the tunnel, he judged, but Tathranor made it sound closer. In Ranulf’s experience, big beasts always sounded closer than they were; the bigger, the closer, that was the rule.

“Ranulf?” Braxton said. “He wouldn’t even hear us, would he?”

Ranulf shook his head. “No. I would doubt it.”

He thought of Agarosh, suddenly. Agarosh the One-Eye, whom he’d befriended during his time in the south, with Saska. Agarosh and Tathranor were equals, and once upon a time, they’d been allies, even friends. They were part of a great age of moonbears: Agarosh, Tathranor, Hothror, Matharon, the bonded bears of Justo Nemati, Timor Ballantris, Iziah Hasham, and Tullio Krator, all lords and riders of rare esteem. None were alive now, but for Hasham, and perhaps he was dead as well. Of the bears, Agarosh and Tathranor remained. Friends, Ranulf thought. Allies.

He shuffled out from the hollow and into the open.

“Where are you going?” Sir Stafford asked, startled. “This isn’t the time to take a walk!”

Ranulf ignored him. He shut his eyes and focused. Kamcho had flown on ahead to try to find a safer haven for them, but was having no luck. Come back, Ranulf thought, and he voiced the thought in a ringing whistle in the eagle tongue of the Calacania. When the whistle reached the bird’s ears, he turned his flight at once, flapping back down the tunnel. He hadn’t gone too far. Within a few moments, he was appearing from the darkness once more with his specially made moss-torch in his talons.

Kamcho slowed, swinging around Ranulf’s head in a tight spiral, then came down to land on his shoulder. They engaged in a short conversation of whistles and clicks, then Ranulf turned sharply to the others.

“Stay here,” he said. “Don’t move.”

Sir Stafford gaped at him stupidly. “What? Where are you going?”

“To help,” Ranulf said. He looked at Jack specifically. “Don’t move,” he repeated. “Braxton…”

“I know,” Brown Mouth said. “We’ll stay right here, Ranulf. I’ll keep him here.”

Ranulf nodded, turned, and set off down the tunnel, wondering if he was striding toward his death. To be fair, it was something he’d wondered a good many times before, but it wasn’t something he ever got used to. Fear throbbed heavily in his chest, and his head was feeling rather light. Kamcho was still on his shoulder, upsetting his balance. “Go,” he said, in the eagle tongue, and Kamcho widened his wings and took flight.

He shot off quickly down the tunnel. The crashing there was growing louder and more intense with every step he took, and he could hear the wild shouting of the men. Ranulf took several steadying breaths; he needed his focus and must be calm. Once he’d retained some semblance of composure, he shut his eyes and slipped into Kamcho’s sight.

In an instant, he was a hundred metres or more up the tunnel. The bird was swooping into a shroud of dust and grit, over a floor scattered with great chunks of stone, past walls pitted and punctured by the moonbear’s crystalline spines, and torn up by his curved khopesh claws. There was a figure on the floor, armoured head to heel, the flash of an emerald green cloak. He was lying to one side in a crumpled heap amidst a tumble of rock and rubble.

Then Kamcho was past him, and Tathranor was ahead. The bear was a white shape in the dust, swinging, bellowing. Small figures stood beyond him, dashing and moving. Ranulf glimpsed the biggest of them pulse forward in a blur of speed, saw the swish of an axeblade, the swing of a paw. Mooton was struck, and struck hard. Into the wall he went, the whole tunnel shook, and down from the ceiling came a shower of stone.

Movement, below. A silent killer. Kamcho swung up to the side of the wall and gripped at a nub of rock, watching. It was Jonik, his armour black as night, swishing forward, unseen, past the bear. He was barely an outline, a shape, a phantom. Ranulf was still striding down the tunnel, further back, watching it all through Kamcho’s eyes.

Jonik seemed to be waiting for something. There was shouting from the other side of the moonbear, a blur of words. Ranulf could see through Kamcho’s eyes, but that was it; he could connect to his ocular senses only, not aural. Further down the tunnel, the words were lost to him, but he had a sense it was Emeric Manfrey shouting. A plan, he thought. They have a plan.

Well, Ranulf had one too, but perhaps it wouldn’t be needed. Kamcho was still watching, high toward the roof of the tunnel. Jonik was still waiting…waiting…waiting.

Then, suddenly, Tathranor reared up onto his hind legs, as though startled by something. There was a sharp bellow of pain and his massive head went smashing into the ceiling. Ranulf glimpsed a man beyond the bear, glimpsed the flash of a famous blade. Emeric. The exile had rushed in, slashed at him, forced him to rear. He was so quick, the exile. Quick as a striking snake.

And Jonik, yes, he was quick, perhaps quicker. He darted up from behind the beast, right between the bear’s legs, and attacked. There was the swish of misting godsteel and Mother’s Mercy thrust upward, clean, true, powerful. Ranulf was still walking down the tunnel, eyes closed; must be close now, because the moonbear’s roar was loud. He sounded like he was right there, ahead of him. Ranulf had a fierce urge to open his eyes, but didn’t. He could taste dust in his mouth, feel grit in the air. And through Kamcho’s eyes, he saw it, red. Blood, he knew. There was blood coming from the bear’s underside.

Another roar shook the tunnel, close now, so very close. The earth trembled and bucked. Ranulf’s foot caught on a rock, and he stumbled forward, opening his eyes. The world changed again. He was amidst dust, grit, fallen stone. He took a sharp breath as he steadied himself and a great mouthful of dust surged down into his lungs. He coughed, blinking, spitting it up. All was shrouded around him. The bear was raging, wilder than ever. He was just ahead, a short way down the tunnel. Ranulf’s plan was not going to work.

Friends, allies, he thought, feeling the fool. To think he could reason with a moonbear in this state.

But he had a backup plan. Kamcho knew it; he was ready. Ranulf Shackton rushed to the side of the tunnel and took cover behind some fallen rocks. He glanced up, hoping no more would come crashing down on his head. Frankly, he shouldn’t be here. Reason with a moonbear, he thought again, disgusted. You’re a fool, Ranulf Shackton, a reckless bloody fool.

But he was here now, and might as well make the most of it. Friends, yes, Tathranor had been friends with Agarosh the One-Eye, and it was the story of Agarosh that inspired him. Lord Gideon knew what he was doing in that duel, oh yes. Well, Kamcho’s claws were not exactly the Sword of Varinar, but they were strong, savagely strong, and sharp. And in this dust, he mightn’t see him coming.

Ranulf gave a whistle that rang through the air. Through the shouts, the roars, the smash and rumble it went, piercing the din like an arrow. He closed his eyes and was back with Kamcho. And just in time. The bird took off.

Gods, what a brave bird he was. Never did it fail to astonish Ranulf Shackton just how much courage Kamcho had.

He swept into the maelstrom, pulsing his wings. The dust moved and eddied around him. In a quick burst, he was amidst it all: the moonbear, just below him, Jonik and Emeric Manfrey to either side. Mooton Blackshaw was back on his feet, stumbling around in half a daze. Two other men were nearby, but who they were he could not see.

Go, Kamcho, Ranulf thought. Do it.

And he did.
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He’d heard the whistle first.

Even over all the noise, he’d heard it.

Jonik knew Ranulf’s Calacanian whistles well enough by now, and by the sound of that one, the man was close. Gods, what on earth is he doing here? - was his first thought. He was about to turn, to run back and scold him, but then he saw the flash of gold-blue wings above him and realised Ranulf had a plan.

A moment later, he knew what it was.

The eagle swept right overhead, so close to the top of the tunnel he might have used it for a back-scratcher, then tucked his wings and plunged. It was a thing Jonik had seen a thousand times before. Back during his days at the Shadowfort, he’d liked to watch the eagles hunt in the valleys, wheeling and searching for prey far below before they turned sharp as a lance and dove. Their speed was tremendous, their aim just as good, and rarely did they miss their mark.

And Kamcho didn’t miss his mark.

He did not have far to travel - twelve feet, maybe, and that was all - and though his prey was rather more dangerous than normal, he struck his target all the same.

Jonik knew it by the way Tathranor bucked his head back suddenly and bellowed. He knew it by the way the bear threw himself from one side of the tunnel to the other in a blind, maddened fury. One moment Kamcho was diving down upon him, and the next he was rising, wings flapping wildly, and blood was dripping from his talons. The bear snapped out with his monstrous bite, but Kamcho was gone, swinging around his head once, twice, and away.

Tathranor wheeled about this way and that, not seeming to know where the bird had gone, enraged. Jonik saw in that moment the torn blue eye, the blood oozing down through the white crystal armour. It was a blink-and-miss-it attack, astonishing in accuracy and audacity. Kamcho was fleeing up the tunnel again, but Tatharnor didn’t seem to know where. His head went left, went right, went left and right again and his entire body swung all the way around several times, causing the air to spin and surge along with him, the dust to billow and blow.

Jonik stayed back, watching. Give chase, he thought, willing the moonbear to follow. That was surely the plan - for Kamcho to blind an eye, and flee, and the bear to pursue him up the tunnel. But he hadn’t chased. He didn’t know, couldn’t see, where the eagle had gone. Damn it, Jonik thought, as Tathranor lurched and thundered, turning around a final time to face Emeric and the others once more. Godsdamnit, that’s the wrong bloody way!

But he knew what he must do.

He watched, waited, as the moonbear raged amidst the tunnel, and when he saw his chance, he took it, darting right past his raving bulk. Under a huge swinging forelimb he went, and past a tumble of falling rock, dashing through danger and back to the others; to Emeric, to Mooton, to the rest further away. There, he wheeled around fiercely to face the beast. His armour was lightless, but Tathranor glimpsed movement. A wild swinging paw raked the ground just ahead of him, deadly claws tearing and ripping the rock, but Jonik was gone, darting back and out of range. Moonbears were quick; powerful Bladeborn were quicker. It was one of their few advantages, just the same as when duelling dragons.

Jonik set his feet and stood tall. The others were behind him. Tathranor raised his head in another head-splitting bellow, but that wouldn’t do. Jonik needed his full attention.

So from his lungs he bellowed back - “YOU, BEAR!” with all the volume he could muster. “LOOK AT ME!”

And Tathranor did.

Jonik acted. He could not waste this chance. As soon as he saw the uncut eye look upon him, directly upon him, he unleashed all the power, all the light from his armour, and the tunnel exploded into a white-green blaze. The effect was instantaneous and more dazzling than even he’d expected; it was so bright even the inside of his faceplate lit up. He squinted against the glare, turned his head down. The light was bounding out in increasing waves, intense, blinding, and he heard the moonbear roar.

And then, the crash of movement.

The thump of Tathranor’s tread.

Jonik peeked out through his visor, just as the light receded. To his delight and relief he saw the massive shape receding too, running blindly up the tunnel - truly blind, now - bouncing from wall to wall. Jonik stared, scarcely believing it had worked. He lifted his faceplate, mouth a little ajar. Gradually, the light thinned until all of it was drained from the air. And it was quiet, suddenly quiet. Just the thumping of the beast, running madly away, the crashing as he smashed into the walls.

“Jonik,” said a voice behind him. “You might have warned me.”

He turned his head, saw Emeric coming up behind him, saw other shapes in the shroud beyond him. He did not give answer. There was no time. Tathranor was heading toward the others, he realised. Jack, he thought. Jack.

He turned and ran, pacing through the ruin of the passage; the dust was so thick he could barely see where he was going. Straight, he thought. South. He hurdled the rocks, scrambling, sprinting. Barely thirty metres on, he saw Ranulf peeping from behind a large boulder, and paused only to shout, “The others! Where are the others, Ranulf!”

“Further…further up,” Ranulf said, coughing. “That light…?”

“How far? Ranulf, how far!”

“About…two hundred metres. They were fine…I left them in a hollow…”

Jonik didn’t hear the rest, if there was more to be heard. He was off again, bounding and leaping. He could still hear Tathranor crashing away up the tunnel. Two hundred metres. Two hundred. He sprang onward, covering the ground as quickly as he could. Every ten metres or so, the wall was smashed on one side or the other, broken by the bear’s great weight.

Fear tore through him like a cleaver. A hollow, he thought. What if he crushed them in their hollow? He’d only just been reunited with Jack. Before then, he’d given him up for dead, but now that he was back…

He couldn’t lose him again. Jack was the first true friend he’d ever had; he was as close as a brother to him, a brother chosen, not born. His true brother Elyon would probably always hate him, but Jack never had; he joked with him, laughed with him, teased him, consoled him. Jack never treated him differently because of who he was or what he’d done. Jack made him feel normal in a way no one else did, and maybe…maybe now he was gone.

It all flew through Jonik’s mind in an instant as he ran headlong up the tunnel. Two hundred metres. Two hundred. How far had he gone? Almost that by now, surely. He slowed, breathing hard. The tunnel was not so dusty here, and he could see the walls clearly enough.

Light! Just ahead. His eyes flared wide and he ran for it, another ten metres, twenty. A few torches were lying beside one wall, shattered and broken amidst the fallen rock. The moss had come off the ends to scatter here and there, glowing in bits and pieces. Tathranor had crashed into the wall here. The side of the tunnel was a crater, caved in, wrecked.

No, Jonik thought. Gods, no.

He fell to his knees. The torches. They were here…the hollow was here. He stared at the tumbled rock, the fractured wall. His guts twisted in sudden grief as he thought of them in there, crushed and broken. No, he thought again. No, no. He surged back to his feet, scrambling desperately at the rubble and shouting, “Jack! Jack! Do you hear me, Jack!”

“I hear you, Jonik,” said a voice. “You’re right there. Of course I hear you.”

Jonik spun around so quickly he almost fell. Across the cave, three men were clambering out from a low hollow a few feet high at the base of the opposite wall. Jonik blinked. He felt foolish all of a sudden, for screaming like that. The hollow was very obviously there, if he’d cared to look.

The three men approached. Jack was smiling, Braxton too. Sir Stafford of the Bane was with them as well, looking a little shaken.

“Were you worried about me, Ghost?” Jack asked.

“No. I…”

The Marshman gave a laugh. “You were shouting my name, though. Did you think we were dead?”

Jonik looked at the broken wall, the broken torches. He realised he couldn’t see much that resembled a hollow now, but perhaps he hadn’t been thinking straight. “The torches,” he said. “I just assumed…”

“Oh, we put them on the other side of the tunnel, to be safe,” Jack said. “We thought it would help with the hiding, if we couldn’t be seen, you know.”

“Right. That…makes sense.”

“Is Ranulf all right?” Braxton asked. He looked concerned for the man.

“He’s fine. Kamcho blinded the bear.”

“You think he’s gone, then?” said Sir Stafford, looking up the tunnel. “If he’s blind, he could get turned around and stumble this way again.”

“He’s only half blind,” Jonik told him. “Kamcho cut his left eye. I blinded his right with my light, but that’ll wear off.”

He hoped, when it did, that Tathranor would have calmed sufficiently to keep on going. The prospect of a second engagement with the moonbear was not appealing to Jonik, and it might not be appealing to the bear either. If they were lucky, he would consider it a draw and keep moving southwards in search of an exit, as had probably been his first intention. It made Jonik think of his paternal grandfather, Gideon Daecar, and how he’d cut the eye of the legendary Agarosh. That was a draw as well, he thought. Maybe we’ll get lucky.

And that luck might extend further, Jack was saying. “He could lead us out,” he proposed. “These moonbears have senses we don’t, you know, a different way of seeing the world. When he came down here, he must have known there was a way out on the other side. And if not, maybe he’ll make one for us. Those claws of his cut rock better than any godsteel I’ve seen.”

“You haven’t seen the Sword of Varinar, then,” said Braxton.

“No, true. But he’s got, what, five claws on each paw, and two paws. I say ten swords are better than one, Brax, no matter what sword we’re talking about. He’ll make short work of the rock when he sniffs a good way out, and he’s big enough to make us a nice easy passage too.”

“So you’re saying we’re lucky he came down here, Jack?” Braxton asked him mildly.

“Maybe. If it turns out that way.”

Jonik wasn’t just going to stand here chatting. “We should go back,” he said. “Regather and decide what to do. Stafford, hold here a moment. If you hear Tathranor returning, shout.”

The man looked horrified by the command, but Emeric had said he was good at taking orders, so he did not disobey.

Jonik moved back with Braxton and Jack, striding quickly ahead of them. Mooton Blackshaw had said earlier that he’d kill Ernold Esterling if he wasn’t already dead, and if that were so, Jonik didn’t want to miss it. This was all that man’s fault, damn him. They could have all been killed because of his thirst for vengeance, and the entire expedition would have failed. Emeric’s friend or not, Jonik could not abide such a man in his company. It would be better for him just to die.

But when he saw him, all those hard feelings softened over, and a sense of deep pity replaced them.

Sir Ernold Esterling was lying propped up against the wall, Emeric kneeling beside him. The Emerald Guard’s helm had been removed, his gauntlet as well, and the exile held his remaining hand. He was speaking to him, murmuring words for them alone to hear. Esterling’s armour was in ruin, so too the body beneath. Claw marks had rent open his breastplate; blood seeped out down his misting steel. His right shoulder pauldron was caved in from where he’d struck the wall, and that same arm was savagely broken, bone and flesh twisted within a godsteel mesh. The dying man’s eyes were closed, his chest moving weakly, almost imperceptibly, up and down.

“Go, be at peace,” Jonik heard Emeric whisper. “And thank you, Ernold. Thank you.”

The others were watching silently. Mooton sat aside on a rock, his helm on the ground, blood trickling from a gash on the side of his head. He looked dazed, subdued. It was the first time Jonik had seen him like that. Sir Bulmar and Buck Tannard were nearby. The men Diddums, Gibbet, Gutterwash and Blackhand Walton kept their distance. None had participated in the fighting.

It did not take long for Ernold Esterling to pass. Emeric knelt by him all the while, holding his hand, until he did so. He took a long private moment to compose himself, murmuring a prayer of passing, then reached up and placed his hand on Ernold’s head. He held it there for a short time, then stood again, and turned.

He strode right up to Jonik. “He was a good man,” he said, in a steady voice. “And brave. I don’t want you to judge him for his actions today.”

“I won’t,” Jonik promised. “None of us will.”

Emeric nodded, looked over at him again; his eyes were pained. “He saved my life,” he said. “In the stormhag lair. She was tearing young Willard apart and would have done the same to me. I was chained to the wall, and I had no way out. And then Ernold came, with the hatchet. He saved my life that day.”

Jonik knew the tale. It was why Emeric was saying ‘thank you’. “You told me,” he said.

Emeric nodded slowly. “It’s just me now,” he murmured. “Everyone else is dead.”

“Everyone?”

“Of Prince Raynald’s company. We were the last, but now it’s just me.” He looked up the tunnel, the way Tathranor had gone. “Maybe he’ll get me later. First Raynald, now Ernold. He’s picking us off.”

“He won’t get you,” Jonik said. I won’t let him, he almost added, but felt that was a baseless statement, and too sentimental. “He’s gone, Emeric. We won’t be seeing him again.”

Emeric nodded slowly. Jonik looked at the body of Ernold Esterling. “What do you want to do with him?” he asked. “We could take him back north, if you want.”

“We can’t spare the men. Or the time. No, we’ll bury him here.”

There were rocks enough, at least, to cover him over. Still, it didn’t seem a suitable place to bury a man, not permanently.

“We can have him moved north later,” Jonik said, knowing Emeric would want it. “If all of this works and we march men down this tunnel, we’ll have to clear the rubble away anyway. He can be moved north then. Or when we return, if all this fails.”

Emeric agreed with a nod, saying nothing. He seemed more cut by the death than Jonik had thought. The exile looked around at the other men, sitting and standing around here and there. “I can’t see Sir Stafford,” he said, realising the knight was absent. “Is he…”

“Fine. He’s fine, Emeric. I left him up the tunnel to keep watch until we return.”

Emeric was looking at the body of Ernold Esterling again.

“Do you want to be alone when you bury him? I can lead the others on.”

Emeric took a moment to answer. “Yes, I think…I think I’d prefer to be alone. Thank you.”

Jonik bowed his head and left him, granting that wish. “Come,” he said to the others. “We’ll make camp a little further along.” He went over to Mooton, still sitting on his rock. Ranulf was with him, and Sir Bulmar, trying to check him over for injuries. “How is he?” Jonik asked.

“He’s concussed,” Ranulf said. “Hopefully it’s nothing worse. We’ll know later if he starts spitting up blood.”

Mooton huffed. When he spoke, his voice carried about a quarter of its usual volume. “I’ve got a headache, that’s all. Feels like my brain’s grown twice as big. Doesn’t seem to fit in my skull anymore.”

“To the size of a grape, then,” japed Braxton, who was one of very few men who would dare mock the man right now.

Mooton stood up, ready to retort, then sat back down again, dizzy. Jonik shared a concerned look with Sir Bulmar. “We’ll have to help him along,” he said. “Mooton, we’re going to help you.”

“I don’t need help,” the Beast of Blackshaw said, and he stood up again, defiantly, and very unsteadily. He began up the tunnel, Sir Bulmar and Jonik keeping close to his sides should he fall, and dearly hoping he didn’t. He was a huge man, Mooton Blackshaw.

Jack, Braxton, Ranulf, and Buck Tannard walked ahead. Behind followed the other men - Gibbet, Diddums, Gutterwash, Blackhand - and by the manner of their slow and enervated stride, they were seriously doubting in the wisdom of being here.

As they set camp later, those doubts were raised. “Not sure we should be going on with that bear up ahead,” said Gibbet, scratching at his neck. He did that often, fingering those rope scars. Jonik found the habit quite unpleasant.

“The bear is gone,” Braxton told him. “Fear thee the bear no more, Gallows.”

“It’s Gibbet,” said Gibbet.

“Same difference,” returned Brown Mouth. “A man who’s come so close to death not once, but twice, ought to be braver.”

“I’m brave,” Gibbet insisted. He was a small man, a yappy sort and fairly young, like Diddums - both were good scouts, Buck Tannard had claimed. “I faced both my hangings with courage, I’ll have you know. Didn’t cry out or whimper once as they set the noose.” He looked over at Blackhand Walton, a much bigger man, sitting silent and brooding. “I didn’t piss myself, anyway, when that bear walked by. I held my water, unlike some.”

Jonik knew it was a diversionary comment to deflect attention away from his questionable courage. Blackhand, thankfully, was too deep in thought to have heard it. Or maybe he did hear, but just chose not to show it. He was quite clearly shamed by what had happened.

“We’re not going back,” Jonik said, putting an end to any such notion. “You signed up to this expedition, and if you desert it, you’ll be hanged a third time. And this one will stick. I’ll make sure of it myself.”

That set the man in his place, and if anyone else had a thought to raise the same topic, they decided to hold their tongues. The men ate after that, mostly in silence and after a short while, they went off one by one to try to sleep. Emeric still had not returned, and Jonik wondered if he might spend the entire night at Esterling’s grave.

Jonik took the watch himself, sitting on a rock further along the tunnel with Jack and Ranulf for company. A little earlier, Ranulf had sent Kamcho ahead to scout and see if he could track how far Tathranor had gone, or even find a way out, if they were lucky. It was possible that the moonbear would stop to rest at some point, Ranulf had told them. He’d taken several wounds, not least the cut to his eye, and might want to rest and heal. If so, he could be ahead, blocking the tunnel, for days or even weeks. The prospect of having to creep past him as he slept appealed to no one. If they were to run into him again, Jonik imagined they’d have to awaken him, rather than creep by, and hope he could be reasoned with.

We’ll put on a show of strength, he thought. All of us, standing there with our blades drawn. He decided he would let his armour throb with light again as well, to remind the bear what he could do. That should be enough to get the moonbear moving, he hoped, if such a situation transpired. But he hoped it didn’t, and the longer Kamcho was gone, the more hopeful he became that the moonbear had kept on going, on and on, and that was the last they’d see of him.

“He’s been gone a while now,” Jack said, as they sat staring into the darkness ahead. “I don’t really want to ask this, Ranulf, but do you think something could have happened to him?”

Ranulf looked like he didn’t want to answer, either. “I would hope not, Jack. Kamcho knows how to steer clear of danger.”

“He’s a brave bird,” Jonik said.

“A bit like you, Ranulf,” Jack added. “You didn’t look frightened at all when you strode toward the fighting. Reckon you two are made for each other.”

Jonik reckoned the same. He saw the divine hand of the gods in the pairing of Ranulf and Kamcho, and all the good they’d done. It was Aramatia’s work, as he saw it, the goddess who gave shape to Calacan and granted the Elders their power of sight. Ranulf, through an old ancestor, shared in that Elder blood and had told Jonik that drinking from the Spring of Aramatia, her gift of holy water, had bound him to Kamcho and let him peer through the eagle’s eyes. The gods always seemed to be at work, for good and for evil, influencing events through the last of their power, the artefacts they’d left behind. Jonik wondered if they’d also taken their power elsewhere, as some believed, to raise up other lands of beauty and bloodshed, peace and war, whether there were many more gods and lands and people and places out there that went unknown. He’d wondered, when in the depths, if the gods had once lived down there, walking through those colossal chambers and sitting their colossal thrones. Perhaps they lived there as they made the world above? Perhaps there were ways to reach other worlds from that deep dark forgotten netherworld?

He was very deep in thought, mulling over all that, when a small light at last bloomed ahead in the gloom, and Kamcho came flying back toward them. Ranulf smiled and breathed out. He had been more worried, perhaps, than he’d let on. “You see, Jack,” the adventurer said. “He’s come to no harm at all.”

The eagle gave a small shriek of weary joy to see them again, flapped around them a few times, and came down to land on Ranulf’s shoulder. It never looked comfortable to Jonik. Ranulf was a small man, Kamcho a large bird, and those claws…well, he’d seen what they did to Tathranor. But that was where the bird tended to perch, nestled right beside Ranulf’s head, nipping and nuzzling. They shared a moment of affection, and then Kamcho gave his whistle-and-click report. Jonik could not understand it, but was starting to get a feel for the eagle’s tone. He’s found something, he thought. He could tell by the excited chirping.

“What’s he saying, Ranulf?” Jack asked, unable to restrain himself. “He must have gone a long way to take so long. Did he find Tathranor ahead?”

Ranulf held a finger up to quiet him. He listened to the last of the eagle’s report, frowning thoughtfully, then spoke. “Tathranor, no. He did not find Tathranor. He says he must have fled down another passage.”

“Another passage?” Jonik asked, unsure. “Then, there’s another tunnel down here?”

“Another, no,” Ranulf told him. “There are over a hundred,” he said.
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Elyon Daecar lay on his back on the hard rock floor, laughing.

It was not a nice laugh, the sort of joyful chuckle that a man makes when he hears a very amusing anecdote, or observes a comical incident. No, this laugh was rasping, bitter. It was the sort of laugh that belonged in the phrase - if you don’t laugh, you’ll cry.

Ulrik Marak was sitting nearby, enrobed in the glow of the Fireblade. “What is funny?” he demanded. “Why are you making that noise?”

“It’s called laughter. It’s not a noise.”

“It is not laughter. I have heard laughter; I know what it sounds like. Graz and Stoutman laugh. You sound like you are in pain. What is wrong?”

To be fair, Elyon had just started laughing out of nowhere, so he understood the man’s surprise. “I’m just contemplating the whims of fate, Ulrik,” he said. “Fate has been painful of late.”

“It is a mad laugh,” the dragonlord remarked. He paused for an extended, slightly concerned moment. “Are you mad?”

“I’m getting close,” Elyon said, dryly. “If I don’t see daylight soon, then yes, I’ll probably go mad.”

It was the reason he was laughing like that - the lack of daylight, the lack of escape, the fact that the pair of them were trapped down here and had been for days and could not seem to find their way out.

Elyon had feared that might be so, and so it had turned out. Ever since they’d fled from the Banquet of Brexatron, as he liked to call it, with all those thousands of creatures feasting on his power and glowing with explosive light, they’d been lost. At the time, they’d had no option but to fly and fly quickly into the vastness of the cave, and before very long at all, they were surrounded by darkness in a cavern without walls that seemed to go on forever. It was so dark, so light-killingly dark that even Garlath the Grand struggled to see.

“This is a place where light has never been,” Ulrik Marak had said, in the voice of doom, and he was right. No light, no sound, no life, nothing. It was an empty chamber, a void within this dreaded, barren underrealm, and for all they knew, it went on forever, stretching on and on and on beyond the very fabric of the world.

Elyon had imagined a blank canvas, of the sort a painter might stand before as he contemplated his latest work of art. This place was just that - a blank canvas that the gods had not seen fit to fill with form or feature. And after that flight from the Banquet of Brexatron, they’d found themselves lost in it for days, not knowing which way to turn. Now Elyon was wondering if they’d ever get out. It might be a place beyond space and time, some other realm entirely, and they could be trapped here forever. So he was laughing, because if he didn’t…well, he might just cry.

He heard Ulrik Marak stand up from the rock floor and walk over to him. “Come, we must continue.” He reached down with a hand and Elyon, after a pause, took it. Marak pulled him easily to his feet, despite the weight of his armour. The Fireblade made him tremendously strong. “We are close to an exit,” he said. “Do not lose heart.”

“It’s my mind I’m losing, not my heart,” Elyon said, with a twist of his lips. He turned around, all the way around, looking in all directions. “So, which way?” he asked, pointing into the oppressive gloom. “Into that blackness, or that blackness, or that blackness, or…”

“We will go this way,” Marak said, gesturing into one of the bits of blackness that Elyon hadn’t yet pointed at. “Will you ride or not?”

“Not,” Elyon said. The little joy he got down here involved leaping and gliding with his wind-powered gauntlets and sabatons. Flying by dragonback was not nearly as fun. “I’ll stay afoot for a while.”

“Fine. We go.”

They set off once Ulrik Marak had stirred Garlath awake. The great dragon had been dreaming, it seemed to Elyon, because he was twitching a little like a dog might twitch as he slept, kicking out with a foot. Sometimes puffs of smoky flame came out from between his teeth, or swirled up from his nostrils, and he made big rumbling sounds as well that made Elyon wonder if he was replaying his favourite fights. He wondered which his favourite was. Maybe killing my grandfather, and King Storris, it could be that one, he thought.

They went for hours without stopping, searching through the endless dark. By now, Elyon was an expert with his new boots and gauntlets and could propel himself considerable distances in each wind-assisted leap. He could say one thing for this boundless cavern - it made for a good training ground, at least. He practised moves along the way, twisting and turning in the air, pulling out and resheathing his blade, swinging it as though he were in combat. Once, he was so in the throes of his spinning acrobatics that he came too close to Garlath, and very nearly cut him with a whirling sideslash. As it was, the tip of his sword had only raked along the dragon’s blue-grey scales, and the beast hadn’t even noticed.

But Lord Marak did. “You should be more careful,” he warned, later. “If Garlath turns on you, I may not be able to stop him.”

Elyon had to remember who he was dealing with. Garlath may be his ally now, but once he’d been the north’s greatest enemy and had slain dozens of Bladeborn knights during the last war, as well as a First Blade and king. It would not do to stir those old instincts in the beast. “If you would only give me more light, I wouldn’t have to stay so close,” Elyon had said.

“You have a torch. Use your own light.”

“I can’t, not while I’m gliding. I need both hands free to use the wind.”

Marak grunted, saying nothing. He typically kept the Fireblade unsheathed so that its light could spill out through the void, lighting the way, and Elyon knew full well that he could emit a more powerful glow if he wished to. After a while, he muttered, “Fine. I will give you more light,” and from that point on, he’d done so, shining a stronger glow on whatever side Elyon happened to be on, so he could practice more freely along the way.

The rest of the time, he spent in the saddle behind the dragonlord, where he would rest from his exertions and even sleep. When they were hungry, they would stop, eating the food stashed in Garlath’s saddlebags, and sipping on the water Marak had mercifully brought. That was plentiful, though much less plentiful than it had been. By now they were rationing it as best as they could, and Marak, in charge, was being very miserly with his stocks, permitting only sips of his waterskin and always watching closely when Elyon had his turn.

The man was unremitting. He was hard, harder than anyone Elyon had ever known, and he kept his emotions shackled and secured, never letting them wriggle free. He was constant as the flow of time and as reliable as the tides, and very odd in certain habits. Sleep was one. When he slept, he would typically do so at the same time as his dragon - the two were in sync in almost everything they did. “Keep watch,” he would say to Elyon. “We must rest.” Then Garlath would slump down somewhere and curl himself up like a giant cat, and Marak would lie flat on his back, close his eyes, and drift quickly and silently away. He slept like a dead man, Elyon had come to see, and didn’t turn to his side or shift his position at all. Nor did he make a sound. He just shut his eyes and lay there, like a slab of stone, and after two or three hours, his eyes would open suddenly and he’d stand up and say, “We go.”

They continued into the blackness all through the day, barely saying a single word to one another. That was fairly normal - rarely did they speak, and when they did, it was usually a short exchange.

Mostly, Elyon thought. He thought of past regrets and griefs, and he thought of hopes and dreams, and he thought of those he’d loved and lost. Reflecting so much was not healthy, he didn’t think, but with almost nothing to distract him, he didn’t have much of a choice. His mind took him this way and that, down alleys unexplored in years, into memories half forgotten. He thought of the dead and he thought of the living and he thought of those lost and far away. And more than he’d like, he thought of his bastard brother, and he wondered now with increasing insistence if he should just let go of his hate and forgive him.

That day was no different. His thoughts twisted and surged and calmed and surged again, and all the while, the world didn’t change. He drove himself harder, harder, wanting to exhaust himself so he could sleep. When he could barely keep up, or even keep going, he hailed Marak down. “I’m emptied out,” Elyon said.

“Very well. Climb on.”

Elyon Daecar gave one last effort, leaping and propelling himself up onto the dragon’s back, slumped into the saddle, sheathed his sword, and strapped himself into his harness. They continued into the blackness, and very quickly, the blackness took Elyon as well. Into the haven of sleep he went, where he could be anywhere else but here.

When he awoke, how long later he could not say, he was surprised to see that he was alone atop the dragon. Garlath was walking in a slow, lumbering gait; Lord Ulrik Marak was walking beside him. That was the first thing Elyon noticed. The second was that the world had changed. There were features around them once again - pillars of rock, a soaring wall away to their right, some cracks and steaming fissures in the floor. It seemed they’d escaped the void at last, the blank canvas ignored by the gods. This place was only a sketch, yes, but it was progress all the same.

“How long have I been sleeping?” Elyon asked.

“Between six and seven hours,” answered Ulrik Marak, without looking up.

Elyon did look up, though - and up above him he could see the ceiling of the cavern, still high but visible, and much lower than it had been before. “It’s different,” he said, still a little slow from sleep. “How long has it been different?”

“Half of your sleeping time.”

“And you didn’t think to wake me?”

“You looked peaceful. I saw no need.”

Elyon saw the logic in that. In fact, he considered it thoughtful. “Do you think there’s a way out, up ahead?”

He was becoming more excited now, as the sleep wore off. He unfastened his harness and sat up in the saddle, looking around at the other features. To his left, he saw a great archway of stone, and scattered stone pillars and broken blocks that might have been structures once, before falling into ruin. Sometimes, there were small suggestions that an ancient race of people had lived down here, but they were too scattered to be reliable, and they never stopped to study them.

“There is a way,” Marak said, in a voice that sounded certain. “Garlath has sensed it.”

Elyon’s lips flickered into a smile. “Is he sure?”

“He is sure.”

Elyon asked no further questions - that was enough for him. He sat back, letting his body and mind fully awaken, and looked around to his left and right as the dragon lumbered through the cavern. There was a directness about the way the beast was moving, marching into the gloom, passing the pillars and columns and spires of rock, never deviating in his path unless he had to. When they met a wall, he turned them left and through a great opening like the entrance to a colossal cave; beyond was another open chamber, cracked and pitted, and Garlath lumbered through it like a bloodhound following a scent.

As they crossed the cavern, Elyon started to feel what Garlath had probably sensed. “The air’s colder,” he said. “And there’s a breeze coming from ahead.”

Marak nodded. “We are close.”

“You like your three-word answers, don’t you? He is sure. We are close. Ever thought of being a bit more greedy with your tongue, Ulrik? There are lots of words to choose from, you know.”

Marak didn’t honour that with a response, though if he had, it would have probably been three words long.

“It could just be a vent up ahead,” Elyon said. “Or a rift that’s too small to fly through. How does Garlath know it’s big enough for him?”

“Because he knows.”

“Damn you, Ulrik Marak.”

They continued in silence for a short while. In Elyon’s experience, he was the one who ended the silences, and Marak was the one who started them. The prince peered upward, hoping to see a great rift opening up in the ceiling high above them, but there was nothing, just the same shroud of darkness they’d been looking at for days. “Is it far, this exit?”

“Not so far.”

“Gods above. You’re doing this on purpose now, just to annoy me.”

Despite that, Elyon chuckled. If he was doing it on purpose, then that showed a playful side that Elyon hadn’t yet seen. That meant the man was human, at least. He sat back in his saddle, waiting and wondering what they’d find if and when they finally escaped. Where they were, he could not say, but that didn’t matter to him - he only wanted to escape. Well, unless we’re in another world, he thought. The thought was flippant, hardly serious, but when he pondered it a little more, he began to grow concerned.

“Do you think we’ve crossed to another realm?” he asked, as Marak continued to plod below him.

The man took several more steps before answering. “I doubt it.”

“Look, enough of the three-word thing, I’m serious.” Elyon swung a leg over the saddle and floated down to join him. “That void, Ulrik. Maybe it’s just empty space between worlds that no one’s supposed to cross. We could come up on another continent. We might just fly up into someone else’s war.”

“Whose war?”

“I don’t know. Just a war, oppressing some other land. The gods made other worlds for their war games, people say. I doubt any of them can be as bad as ours, but that’s not the point. It’s ours. We’ve got to fight our own war, Ulrik, not someone else’s.”

The big dragonlord gave him a hard frown. “Who is speaking of fighting another war?”

“Me. Don’t you hear me? I’m speaking of it.”

“You are speaking nonsense.”

“Better nonsense than nothing,” Elyon said, without really thinking that through. It wasn’t, really - nothing was much better than nonsense, mostly, but the man’s damnable silences brought it out of him. “We’ll talk about something else, then. I’ve got a question I want to ask you.”

The man walked on as though he hadn’t heard him.

“I want you to fly me to Dragon’s Bane when we get out. That’s if you can fly me to Dragon’s Bane, and we’re not in some alien world.”

“Why?”

“To fight. Why else? I want to go where the fighting is thickest, and I doubt there’s much fighting going on elsewhere right now. But it’ll be thick out on the Bloodmarshes, I know that much.” He assumed Death’s Passage was still a centrepoint of the conflict. “So, will you?”

“If it is convenient.”

“You ride a dragon. Anywhere’s convenient.” Elyon knew what it was to soar the skies - the world had been opened to him once, though no longer. He feared Marak was just going to dump him back in Ilithor and be done with it, and the prospect of making his own way back to the war, hundreds of miles away, didn’t much appeal to him. “So…”

“Fine. I will take you, if I must. Or have another take you. You will go where you wish to go.”

Elyon nodded, satisfied. “My thanks, Ulrik. I appreciate it.”

The man grunted, jaw grinding side to side. He did not seem happy about the prospect of leaving; certainly not as happy as Elyon was. The prince suspected he knew why. They’d come down to find Drulgar’s body, and instead, they’d found his brother’s. Where Drulgar was, and whether he was alive or not, they hadn’t been able to determine. The mission had therefore failed in its original intention, though the trip was not entirely wasted. They had confirmed, at least, that Brexatron was dead. And that line of lights...Elyon thought.

He still got a shiver to think of them, the glowing creatures all marching like ants into the darkness. He’d asked Marak where they might be going, but the old dragonlord had only fastened his jaw and given a grim shake of the head. Presumably, that meant he did not know, or else wasn’t willing to say. It looked to Elyon like they were being controlled, compelled by some higher power, and if that was so, it must be Eldur, or Agarath, drawing them all to the Ashmount. Brexatron had been born in the fires of that mountain, and perhaps these creatures, feasted and filled with his power, were returning there now that he was dead. It seemed the most likely explanation to Elyon Daecar, though the why of it still made him wonder. Was this simply some ancient ritual being observed - the power of the great titan, being returned to its source? More likely, these explosive creatures were going to be deployed against them later, and if so, they must be warned and ready to repel them.

He was mulling on that when Garlath gave out a sudden roar. It was so unexpected that Elyon’s heart lurched up into his throat. He gripped his blade and spun around, searching for whatever threat the dragon had sensed. But it was no threat. “Calm, boy,” Ulrik Marak said. “That roar was joy. There is a way out, above us.”

Elyon looked up at once. Thinly now, he could see it, a scar of grey daylight far above them. It was barely a glimpse, but Elyon could almost cry. He didn’t - not in front of a man like Marak - but he might have were he alone. “That’s good,” he said, holding himself together. “I suppose we ought to get saddled up, then.”

“No. He will go first, to make sure.”

Elyon found a suitable rock to sit on and watched as Garlath plunged into the darkness, running and beating his mighty wings, rising through the capacious cavern, turning around a great stone pillar, flapping and rising and gaining speed as he whooshed around in a great wide arc. Elyon thought of Neyruu. She would just fly straight up from a standing start, and he’d fought and killed many other smaller dragons - crow-killers, as he’d called them - that were even more nimble. But not Garlath. He was a massive brute, and all that weight worked against him.

Elyon watched, fearing the worst. The rift looked thin to his eyes, much narrower than the one they’d come down outside the refuge. He won’t be able to flap his wings in there, he thought. Garlath had a wingspan of a hundred and fifty feet, and there was no way this rift was that wide, not even close; it looked more like thirty or forty at most. Could he gain enough speed to shoot him through it, tucking his wings to his sides? Elyon didn’t think so. The surface looked much too far away. It was a grey scratch in the blackness and no more. There’s no way. There’s just no way…

And then, just like that, the great dragon swung upward toward the roof of the chamber.

Elyon sucked a breath at the sound he made, the roaring rush of air as his wings crashed down in a final powerful thrust, and he shot up into the crack in the rock. Elyon sat almost directly underneath, watching the shape vanish into the darkness. His mouth hung stupidly open. Was he really going to shoot himself all the way up in a single thrust?

“Be careful of the stone,” Ulrik Marak warned.

Elyon didn’t understand. “The stone? What stone?”

“Just wait.”

And Elyon waited. A moment passed, another, another, and then he heard the scrambling, the sound of claws on rock, ripping and tearing. Then the rocks came tumbling down, falling through the rift like rain to clatter and smash against the floor nearby.

“Step back,” the dragonlord suggested.

Elyon rushed away. The rocks were coming thick and fast, big and small, bouncing and pinging as they landed. One fragment came spinning into Elyon’s leg, ricocheting harmlessly off his armour. Ulrik Marak insouciantly flicked another aside with the Fireblade. A pile began to build as the rock kept on coming.

“A hard climb,” the dragonlord observed.

Elyon was amazed - he had never heard of a dragon climbing. “Will he make it?” he asked.

Marak did not answer at once. He seemed to be focusing, communicating with his bonded dragon. Elyon knew that all Fireborn and dragon pairs tethered by the Bondstone could communicate telepathically, but the distance was dependent on the strength of the bond. No bond was stronger than that between Marak and Garlath. They can probably talk from halfway across the world, Elyon thought.

The dragonlord spoke at last. “He has made it,” he said. “He has reached the surface safely.” For the first time, Elyon saw the man smile. He blinked, astonished. He was not aware such a thing was possible.

“What does he see?” he asked, eager.

“Mountains,” the dragonlord answered. “Forested and frozen.” He waited again; perhaps the dragon was flying higher now, to get a better view. “And a shore,” he added. “Garlath says there is a shore, with a rough sea beyond it.”

A shore, Elyon thought. “We must be near the refuge, then. There’s a shore north of the Hammersongs.”

“It is not the Hammersongs. These mountains are not so high.”

“Then…” Elyon frowned, trying to figure it out. “We may be further west, in Vandar. The mountains run along the coast, north of the Ironmoors. They’re smaller there.”

Marak said, “He is returning. You will tell us where we are when we reach the surface.”

The dragon took a while to get back. The rift was too thin for him to dive straight down, wings tucked, Marak said. He would pick up too much speed and exit into the cavern much too fast to land safely, so he must climb instead. All the while, the rocks and stones kept falling down to land in the pile he’d made earlier. Marak drew his waterskin and handed it to Elyon. “You may drink freely now.”

Elyon took it gladly and drank deep. It was warm, stale, but after days of sipping and a constant dry mouth, it was nice to refresh himself properly. He handed it back and began pacing, kicking at loose stones as Marak stood there, still as the noonday sun, staring upward.

Low mountains, Elyon thought. Forested and frozen. The mountains to the north of the Ironmoors weren’t forested, that he knew. They were barren, the same as those flinty moors, so perhaps they weren’t there after all. He paced, pondering, kicking at stones. He wished he could kick away this feeling too, but he couldn’t. The feeling that the land above them was unexplored, unknown, part of some foreign realm they did not know…

He pushed those thoughts to the back of his mind and waited for Garlath to return. Eventually, he did, emerging suddenly into the cavern in a frantic plunge, widening his wings as soon as he cleared the rift, curving and pulling up just in time before his bulk went crashing into the ground. Elyon felt the whoosh of air dragging at him, stirring his cloak and dirty hair as the dragon swung up and around, slowing and then landing nearby with a great weary thump that shuddered the earth beneath him.

The beast was breathing heavily. Elyon could almost feel the airflow in and out of his lungs. Smoke rose and spiralled in fingers and there were snaps of flame as well. “We will give him a moment,” Marak said.

“That sounds fair. When did he start flying?”

“Only the last two hundred meters. Any further and he would have been going too fast.”

“He judged it well, then. I swear I saw his belly graze the floor as he pulled up.”

“Do not speak of his belly. He will be offended.”

There was some humour to this man, after all. Elyon only wished he’d shown it sooner; it might have made the ordeal more bearable.

“Come. He is ready.”

Marak was a hard taskmaster, even with Garlath. The dragon did not seem ready to Elyon, but what did he know? They climbed up and into their saddles. Elyon could feel the motion of Garlath’s chest, heaving up and down, the thrumming deep within him. At Marak’s command, the prince strapped into his harness and made certain he was tightly bound. “Secure your weapons,” the dragonlord advised, and Elyon made sure his dagger and sword were not going to slide from their sheaths in flight. “It will be harder, with us on his back.”

“Should we not let him rest a little longer, then?”

“No. He has the fire in him. It must be now.”

There was an urgency to the man’s voice. Elyon knew that Garlath had barely eaten here, and his hunger was surely telling.

“Are you ready?” the man asked.

“Yes. Ready.”

“Then hold on.” And off they went.

The dragon flew as he’d flown before, taking off at a running start, rising, wheeling around the stone columns, thrashing his wings to build up speed. Elyon was very used to aerial acrobatics, so the speed and rush of air did not perturb him. There was a fierce desperation to the dragon’s motion, as though this was his one shot, and he must put all his strength and power into it.

“Stay low,” Marak bellowed, over the rushing air. They spun around the chamber, around and around, then lined up with the rift above them. “It will be tight.”

Elyon hunkered down. Ulrik Marak did the same. Garlath flew low to the ground, dipping just a bit, then rising. His wide wings beat at the air in a flurry of ferocious flaps, and he surged upward in a steep, vertical ascent, tucking his wings at the very last moment as they went whooshing into the confines of the chasm.

The walls were tight; they rushed by, blurring. Elyon felt his weight pressing hard on the back of his saddle, so hard he felt it might break. Then very quickly, Garlath’s momentum slowed, and abruptly he came to a stop. At that very moment, he reached forward, scrambling at the rock with his wingarms, kicking with his legs, claws ripping and tearing as he climbed. Elyon felt himself thrown from side to side as the dragon swung his bulk. His motion was frantic. Great rumbling grunts thundered from his maw, and the world was loud with the crash and clatter of breaking rock. Elyon wondered if there was anything he could do to help him. His weight was considerable in his armour, and they were a long way from the surface still.

He decided what he must do. Facing skyward in his saddle, he reached out with his arms and legs, pointing down with his palms and the soles of his sabatons. He summoned the wind and blasted from his gauntlets and godsteel boots a stream of air, relieving Garlath the Grand of his weight. The dragon seemed to know it, too. Suddenly, he was moving more quickly, scrambling upward with a renewed energy.

The scar of light began to widen. It was shaped almost like an eye, Elyon saw, wider in the middle and thinner at the edges, and perhaps only a hundred metres long. The air was rushing down that channel, growing colder by the second. It created a wind funnel, buffeting Garlath as he climbed. Beyond, Elyon saw a slate sky thick with cloud. As they grew nearer, he spied what must be the mountains Marak had mentioned, glimpsed on one side of the rift. He could see trees along the slopes, armoured in ice, see what looked like a bird of prey wheeling up there, dark against the grey, bleak skies.

As they neared the top, Garlath began to slow. He was rumbling heavily, barely able to cling on. Marak was speaking words to him in Agarathi, urging him upward. Elyon, staring up at the features of the world, had stopped pulsing with his wind, he realised. He fired again, and harder than ever, and when his weight came off Garlath’s back once more, the dragon continued upward.

By the time the beast crawled out over the lip, he was exhausted from his toil. He dragged himself away from the edge and slumped down, detonating the snow into a great white cloud.

Elyon quickly unharnessed and leapt from the dragon’s back, gliding to the ground. When he landed, he looked around. The rift opened into the wooded mountains; to his right, they rose up higher, but they were not craggy and sharp and grand like those of the High Hammersongs. These were softer, a lower range, and the trees grew almost to the top, growing on the slopes until the peaks finally emerged without them. On his left, the world fell away below him. The trees were sparse, pine and ancient sentinels. Elyon could not get much of a look through them, so began into the woods to see if he could find a good vantage. He wanted to look at the shore, see how far it was, how high they were. Marak was standing with Garlath, right by his massive head. He had a hand on the dragon’s face, a soft touch, and seemed to be sharing in his exhaustion, sharing in his pain.

Elyon plunged through the trees in a quick stride, marching past the army of boles. The forest floor was largely covered over with snow, but here and there patches of brown earth and accumulated humus showed where the canopy had formed a shield. It was cold, bitter cold, and Elyon had left his fur cloaks in Garlath’s saddlebags, but he didn’t care. His feet crunched through the ice-filmed snow and crackled over the litter beneath, carving deep tracks. He heard a small animal scurry through the brush, saw birds peeking at him from the branches. The trees thinned, opening, and distantly now, he could hear it - the crash and roar of the open sea.

When he reached the edge of the wood, he found himself standing at the top of a steep cliff, overlooking a broad forested hillscape below. Further off, he saw the sea, largely frozen and filled with floes, which knocked against one another in a great melee. He had a good look from here of the shape of the coast, which curved away both ways in a gentle inward slant. Much of the shore was rocky, treacherous, but distantly to his left he saw a wide beach emerging from the trees where the icy waves rolled in relentlessly, crashing and sweeping up the strand.

There was a sound behind him, and Lord Marak appeared. “He is resting,” he said. “We may sleep the night here.” He cast his eyes along the coast, checking the position of the sun, hidden behind the clouds. It was late afternoon, and the sun was sinking away to their right. That meant they must be looking south. “This is not Vandar,” the dragonlord said. “The coast of Vandar faces north.”

Elyon had already drawn that conclusion. “No, it isn’t Vandar. Nor is it Tukor. Or Rasalan, before you ask.”

The big dragonlord looked at him through those hard black eyes. “Then where? Are we in another realm, as you feared?”

“It’s you who fears it now, Ulrik. I can tell from the tone of your voice.”

“No games, boy. Just tell me where we are.”

“The Lonely Isle,” Elyon Daecar declared. “At least, that’s where I think we are.”

Marak frowned; the name seemed only vaguely familiar to him. “The Lonely Isle,” he repeated. “The island west of Rasalan?”

“And steeped in mystery,” Elyon said. “I won’t pretend to be an expert on the island, but I do recall that it is at least partly mountainous, forested, and is known to have a coast surrounded by rocks.” He gestured to sea, where many rocky spires spurred up through the frozen surf, and many shallow reefs lurked, unseen, to snag and rip the guts from passing ships. “There is a legend of this isle, Ulrik, about a group of settlers who came here, long ago, only for one of their number to go mad and murder them all, from the youngest child to the oldest crone. It’s said he went off searching the island and came back inhabited by some unknown malice, a spirit of death, some say. He still walks from coast to coast, through the mountains and the woods and across the crystal rivers, stalking constantly with his wood-axe, killing every bird and beast he can find.” He smiled. “What do you say to that, Ulrik? Should we reconsider staying the night?”

The big man snorted. “I say it is a silly children’s tale,” he grunted. “And if it is real, it is this demon who should be afraid, not us.” He withdrew the Fireblade. “This is better than a wood-axe.”

Elyon laughed. “How true that is. Certainly, more true than the tale. It’s just a story, as you say, though one that was put to good use. When people fear an island or consider it cursed, they don’t tend to want to visit it. And that worked very nicely when the heir of Varin was brought up here.”

Marak was confused by that statement, as Elyon knew he would be. “This girl Saska - she was raised here?”

“No. Saska was raised in various places across Tukor - Broadway, Ethior, a little village called Willow’s Rise. I’m talking of her father - his name was Thalavar, the son of King Lorin and Princess Atia of Rasalan, though he never knew it.” Saska had told him the story herself, and Elyon relayed it now. “It was foreseen that Thalava’s life would be in danger, so he was brought here as a babe, to be raised in secret. Of course, he had King Lorin’s adventurous spirit, so as he grew up, he got curious about who he was and what lay in the world beyond. One day, when he was just sixteen, he escaped alone to sea, only to founder off the coast of Rasalan during a storm and be picked up by southern slavers. They brought him to Aram, where he was bought at market by servants of Safina Nemati, who had been expecting him. King Godrin had foreseen all this, you see, and instructed the Grand Duchess that the young king, because that’s what he was - the rightful King of Vandar - be protected and watched over, so he could fulfil his purpose. Do you know what that purpose was, my lord?”

“Do not ask stupid questions, boy.”

Elyon laughed and went on. “Love,” he said. “That was the purpose. To fall in love with Safina’s daughter, Princess Leila, and by the union of this love, sire a child.” And he thought of her, smiling, the girl in silver and blue. “Saska was born in secret as well - you know, of course, the rumours of Princess Leila’s death - and brought to the north, where her own trials began. But before she was born, and before Thalavar was killed by Elio Krator, he was technically Varin’s heir. So, yes. Varin’s heir was brought up here.”

Ulrik Marak seemed unimpressed by the length of the story. Probably, he had already known certain of those details, if not the whole tale. “You speak too much.”

“You don’t speak at all. I’m just trying to balance things out.”

The dragonlord looked over the lands before them. His eyes landed on the beach that stood out, far away down the coast. “The boy Thalavar. Did he escape from that beach?”

“Ah, so you are interested.” Elyon had a good laugh about that, then said, “I guess it’s possible. Unlike the tale of the settlers and the madman, this one’s actually true. I suppose there must be some structures down there, somewhere. Thalavar didn’t live here alone, after all - he had a staff on hand, I would think, and they’d all have needed somewhere to live. Maybe someone’s still there to this day.” The idea excited him, now that he thought of it. “Should we take a look, do you think? We might find shelter, at least.”

Lord Marak seemed to be fighting between his interest in the story and his habit of telling Elyon ‘no’. Eventually, after much brooding, his broad stubbly jaw dipped into a nod. “I will have Garlath fly us down to the beach,” he decided. “And we can look for this heir’s abode.”

Elyon smiled - he was glad to hear it. If Marak had said no, he’d have gone anyway, and going on foot would have taken much longer.

They returned to Garlath to find him sprawled out like a drunkard in a pose Elyon didn’t think possible with dragons, flat on his stomach with arms and legs all askew. “Forgive him,” Marak said. “He is very tired.” He seemed almost embarrassed by the dragon’s posture. The dragonlord marched up to Garlath, rousing him and wheedling at him to give it one final push as Elyon watched, chuckling at the spectacle. He felt like he was peering behind the curtain of life between the riders and their dragons, something a man like him should never see.

When Marak at last got the famous dragon to yield, they saddled up and set off once more. Garlath looked around for a good place for a running start, then decided to just lumber exhaustedly through the trees they’d gone through earlier, crashing them aside until he reached the cliff. There, he placed his feet on the edge, crouched, and leapt right off. Wearily, his wings opened out, though he needed only a lazy flap or two to steady them, and down the coast they went, gliding away to the east.

Elyon was starting to feel a sense of significance to their being here. If nothing else, this was where Saska’s father had been raised, and he could not wait to tell her all about it. He was thinking of her constantly now, wondering again where she was, whether Walter and Devrin and Lythian had found anything more of her whereabouts from the visions. She might have even returned by now, while he’d been missing.

Or maybe…maybe she is here, he wondered, suddenly. Maybe the High Priest didn’t fly her south, after all…maybe that was just a ruse to trick us… and he flew her here instead.

The thought burrowed into his mind, taking root, and his heart began to thump. When Garlath landed on the beach, Elyon threw himself from the saddle at once, leaping down onto the sand-and-pebble strand and striding quickly toward the trees.

“Do not get lost,” Marak called after him. “We leave in the morning. Do not get lost.”

Elyon was already away. He saw a boat up the beach, no, two boats; a skiff and a small sailboat, lying half rotted at the edge of the trees. Leaning up against them were fishing spears and tridents, and old tangled nets lay beneath a blanket of snow. He paced past them, beyond the frozen shore, hurrying up and into the woodland that stretched away from the coast. He saw ahead of him a clearing, not so far in, and raced toward it; he was running hard.

He saw a building at the rear of the clearing, a simple single-story shack. There was another to the right, a third to the left, a trio of little woodland huts set around the glade. In the snow-draped space between them, he glimpsed stones, set in a circle, as though there had been a training yard here. An outhouse he saw, a shed with tools, and a small open stable bereft of animals. There was a pig pen further back, a coop for chickens. He saw along one wall of the central hut a rack of rusted weapons and beside them trunks that maybe contained armour.

Gods, this was it. The place where King Thalavar had been raised.

He rushed right up to the main house and pulled open the wooden door. Rusted hinges shrieked their high pained cry and a gust of dust flew at him, fleeing from within. His heart dropped. It was obvious at once that no one had been here in years - the whole place was layered in a thin film of grime, there were no tracks, no markings, no footprints on the floor.

And no Saska. No Joy.

He turned, rushing to the other huts, wondering if one had a basement, maybe, if Saska had been locked and chained down in the dark. He found a cellar in one, but found within it only wine bottles and barrels and old boxes of rotten food. She wasn’t here. He had thought, feared, it might be Eldur’s final cruelty. To bring her to where her father had lived, to trap her here where it all began, with no means of escape, to die alone.

But no. She wasn’t here. Likely, Eldur never even knew this place existed or cared where King Thalavar had come from. King, yes, Elyon thought. The king who never was. The king who knew not that he was a king, who lived only so his daughter could be born.

Elyon returned to the main house and slumped down into a chair. It shattered beneath him, a common chair not built to host his weight. He found himself laughing again, almost like he’d been laughing earlier, in the void. Now he was here, on the Lonely Isle, sitting on the floor surrounded by the shattered shards of an old wooden chair, a chair that Saska’s father, once heir of Varin, might have sat in himself many times before.

That was where Ulrik Marak found him - lying on the floor in the cabin. He ducked through the door and looked down at him. “You said daylight would halt your madness.”

“This is madness of another form.”

Marak seemed to know what he was talking about. “You thought she might be here?” His voice was understanding.

“I…wasn’t thinking,” Elyon said. He sat up, stood, brushed himself down. “I guess I’ve found us a place to sleep the night, at least. I’m not sure Garlath can fit inside, but…” He shrugged. A smile came and went. “We can sleep in separate cabins. There’s plenty of room.” He knew Ulrik Marak would prefer to rest in his own, private space.

The dragonlord was looking at him. “You care for this girl,” he said.

“I…” He was about to deny it, though he did not know why. Maybe he thought the old dragonlord would judge him poorly for it, for some reason. But he chose the truth instead. “I love her,” he admitted. And looking up - “Do you…know how that feels, Ulrik? Have you ever…”

“Once,” the man said, shortly. “Yes, I loved someone once.” He did not say anymore, but the pain came clearly to his face for a moment, before he drove it back aside. “I will leave you, then.” Marak turned and walked toward the door, pausing. “It might be wise for us to split the watch, to be safe. If you are rested…”

“Yes, of course. Sleep, my lord. I’m rested enough.”

Marak nodded, glanced at him once more, and left. Elyon didn’t think he would sleep at all, in truth, after resting in the saddle for so long. Maybe he would wander the woods and try to hunt - find something for Garlath, perhaps, a well-deserved breakfast for the beast after all his toil - but the prospect did not appeal to him. It was cold out there and getting colder as the sky went dark, and a black night was in prospect.

Instead, he gathered up the little shards of broken chair and placed them in the old stone hearth, setting a fire with flint and blade. The cabin was spacious enough, and all in one room. There was a small bed beside one wall, a table with benches beside another. A kitchen provided surfaces for cutting and cooking, and he saw old pots and hooks and shelves with jars. Old candles rested in little niches cut into the timber walls; Elyon lit these as well, and the dusty old cabin sprang to life in the firelight.

He imagined how life must have been here for the boy who never knew he was a king. It was a simple life, he did not doubt, though perhaps that wasn’t such a bad thing. Fishing the rivers, hunting the woods, raising animals. The boy had been trained, as was clear by the weapons and the circle of stones outside. It made him wonder why. Did the others here think he would become something more? That he would set sail from this far-flung island and claim his rightful place as king? It seemed that way to Elyon Daecar - that they were teaching him, tutoring him, training him to one day meet his destiny. Only, they never knew what his destiny was. They thought it was a throne and glory, when really, it was love and death.

He sat for a while, thinking of Saska, enjoying the warming breath of the fire. He had a sense he could feel her, almost, feel her presence in this place. Strange, he thought. The way our hearts behave. He smiled and threw in a few more bits of chair to feed the fire, then went over to the nearest bed. The bedframe was made of wood. Like that chair, it wouldn’t bear him, so he pulled the lumpy mattress off and shook out all the dust and dirt, intending to lay it down on the floor to rest on.

As he shook it, however, he felt something inside. Lumpy mattress though it was, this was something else. He examined it, saw an internal pocket sewn along one edge. Curious, he reached in. His fingers clasped what felt like a book.

He drew it out, blew off the dust, opened up the cover. The writing was scrawled in a handwritten script, detailed in passages broken down by days. A diary, Elyon realised. But not just that.

It was the diary of Saska’s father.
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Elyon, she thought, suddenly. And she whispered it, too: “Elyon.”

She stopped in the midst of her training, the Nightblade falling to her side. Her form materialised through a void of black smoke, quickly dispersing in the soft coastal breeze.

Ahead of her, her grandfather stood ready for her next attack, but it never came. He relaxed in his pose. “Something the matter, child? Why have you stopped?”

She shook her head. She could not explain it. One moment, she was in the throes of the duel, and then the next, she’d felt it - Elyon’s presence, right here on this beach. She looked around, half hoping to see him, but there was no sign of him at all. Everything was as usual. The waves lapping at the shore, the gulls cawing, the wind sighing, the distant roar of the sea.

“It’s nothing,” she answered. “I just thought…I thought I felt someone here with us. Someone from back home.”

“This Elyon, yes. Who is he?”

“Well…he’s a Daecar,” she said. “The son of Amron Daecar. He’s the current king.”

“Amron, yes,” her grandfather said. He lifted fingers to his black beard, stroking in thought. “Gideon’s son. A fine young boy.”

Amron would have been only a child when her grandfather died, Saska supposed. Presumably, he’d known Lord Gideon much better.

“I knew Gideon very well, yes,” he said, when she asked him, “though his father Balion I knew even better. A great man, Balion Daecar. And a good friend of mine.” He went over to sit on a rock, lowering his bulk down with a reminiscing smile upon his lips. “He was my First Blade, you know. We shared many adventures together, once upon a time. Hard man. Fiercely protective of his family. Brilliant swordsman - well of course he was, being First Blade - though perhaps Gideon was even better.” He looked over at her. “Do they say the same of Amron, child?”

“That he’s better than his father?” Saska gave a nod. “So I’ve heard. The Daecars seem to get better with every generation as far as I can tell.”

The king gave a hearty chuckle. “And Elyon? Could they say the same of him?”

“Well, he’d never admit to it.” She knew that much about Elyon - it didn’t matter how many enemies he killed, how many dragons he slew, he would never consider himself equal to his father. “His brother was the one everyone thought would become the next First Blade,” she said. “Aleron. They called him Aleron the Immovable for his dominance of the duelling circuit. And his mastery of Blockform.”

“Blockform, of course. With a name like the ‘Immovable’…” He looked at her with a cheeky grin. “You do know my thoughts about Blockform, don’t you?”

Yes, she knew them. She knew them very well. “You say it’s a necessary evil. That it should always form the foundation of a swordsman’s training, but should not be overrelied upon or overused - which it often is, you say. You say it makes for drab and interesting duels and can make fighters overly negative, waiting for an opening rather than cutting one open themselves. You say attack is the best form of defence and the more aggressive and flamboyant forms should always be prioritised, especially during tourneys, to captivate the crowd.”

He opened his mouth to speak, but she went right on.

“You also admit that your opinion is only one and not to be taken as anything more than that - the opinion of a king, yes, but a rather wayward and swashbuckly king who never actually fought a proper war - not a Renewal, anyway - and was oft as not away on adventure rather than minding the needs of his kingdom.” He had indeed said all of that, so she felt no shame in saying it back to him. She rather enjoyed it, in actual fact.

He waited to make sure she was done. “Is that all, child?”

“You want more? Oh, there’s more if you want it.”

He laughed musically. “I daresay my fragile ego couldn’t take it, Saska. No, spare me. And tell me of Amron Daecar.”

She shrugged. “What do you want to know about him?”

“What sort of king is he? What is it that people say about him?”

She chewed on that a moment. “They say he’s the best swordsman the north has seen for generations. Sorry, grandfather, but that includes you. You’re imperious with the Nightblade, but I suppose dying never having fought a proper war does rob you of that wider acclaim.”

“Fair,” he admitted. “I did consider starting a war once or twice just to burnish my legend, but I was too busy with all the swashbuckling to bother. And the bedding, child, don’t forget the bedding.”

“I’d rather not hear about your bedding habits.” It was very inappropriate, him being her grandfather and all. She laughed, though. “You started a war with that kraken, that’s for sure. You’re probably regretting that now.”

“By no means. A man must die doing the thing he loves most, and for me, that was always hunting. A good hunt is better than a good bedding, I always say. Except with Atia, perhaps. Oh, my sweet Atia…”

“Please, don’t start on that.” He could wax very lyrical about his secret love for Princess Atia. A love that had produced Thalavar, her father, who had, in turn, had a secret love of his own with another princess, Leila Nemati, that had produced her. A lot of secrets to bring me into this world. And her life had been shrouded in secrecy, too.

She returned to the topic at hand. “People say Amron Daecar won the last war almost single-handed. He killed the great dragon Vallath and crippled his rider, Prince Dulian, at the Battle of Burning Rock. The war ended pretty quickly after that, so people take it as the seminal moment.”

“The bards do love a good seminal moment,” Lorin said. “So, they sang Amron into legend, did they? Made the man into a myth?”

“Something like that. Though the myth might be true, in his case. He won names that day at the Burning Rock - the Hero of the North, the Crippler of Kings, Dauntless Daecar. The favourite these days is Varin Reborn. That’s what people say of him. That he’s the Steel Father risen again, the only one who can defeat Eldur and end the war.”

“Oh, but isn’t that you, child?”

She snorted a little, sensing mockery, even if he was being quite sincere. It still wasn’t something she liked to think about much. Certainly, she hated the idea of putting herself on a pedestal beside Amron Daecar. If someone like Elyon refused to let himself be compared to his father, what right did she have to do it? Blood? Was that it? Some prophesy. So far, she hadn’t done anything to prove it, while Elyon was out there, proving it over and over again.

She took a deep breath and looked toward the woods, where the beach gave way to the trees. Elyon’s presence was still lingering, somewhere back there. Should I go and try to find him? Could he be in there somewhere? Isn’t this all just a dream?

If it was a dream, then she could conjure anyone to this beach, in theory, but it didn’t seem to work like that. It was only ever her and her grandfather. Always on the same beach, training on the wet sand and sometimes in the surf, sitting on rocks, talking, often laughing and sharing stories, just the two of them and no one else. Every night he was here, waiting for her, and every night they trained. If it was all just a dream, it really was quite the dream. Just do as I say, and keep dreaming at night, the Blue Traveller had said. Dreaming, yes, that’s all it is.

But the way he’d said it, with that little wink and smile, suggested it wasn’t just a dream at all.

“Let’s train,” she said briskly, turning away from the woods. If Elyon was there, let him come out and join them. That should be the way - he should come to her. Or better yet…let me have a different dream about him. That one down in the cellar. That’s the dream I want. She looked at her grandfather and concealed her impure thoughts. “If you can keep up with me, old man.”

He smiled. Lorin always preferred it when she showed a bit of gumption, a bit of arrogance, even, rather than doubt. He stood from his rock, a false grimace on his face as he clutched at his tired old knees. “I’ll try,” he said, “but I’m making no promises. You come here every night, running rings around me? An old man. It’s hardly fair.”

She grinned and pulled the Nightblade from the sand, a blade that no longer existed. Only here, in her head. “I’m sure you’ll cope.” She put herself into Blockform, and pointedly so, which caused King Lorin to bark out laughter. Then with a ripple and a puff, her form began to fade. And forward into Strikeform, she flew.

Later, following several hours of further training, Saska awoke into the calm of the forest. As always, it took her a moment to come around, to realise where she was. The rainforest, she thought. And no longer alone.

She could hear the natives moving around her, already at their morning errands: gathering water from some spring or river, cooking food on the open fire, saying their morning prayers in a little huddle in a sunlit glade. She sat up, aching, still in pain from her fall from the tree. Her right ankle was swollen, she had a bump on the head where she’d been cut, and there was some bad grazing on her upper left forearm and elbow where she’d skinned herself striking that root. It also hurt to breathe deeply, though the elder assured her that her ribs were only bruised, not broken. Well, he’d made hand signals to that effect, anyway. They still couldn’t talk to one another properly, so a good deal of guesswork was going on.

Joy had slept beside her. The starcat rose, stretching, curving her long, lithe back as Saska caught a whiff of soup and turned. An old woman was shuffling over from the cookfire with a steaming wood bowl in her palms. She approached, bowing, and held the bowl out for her to take.

“My thanks,” Saska said. “It smells delicious.” She took the bowl with a smile.

The woman smiled back, that lovely smile that everyone here seemed to have, and presented her with another excellent bow before returning to her pot.

Saska remained quite bemused by the constant bowing. Everyone did it, from thigh-high child to crookbacked crone, upon whom the custom must have been quite a strain, but they gritted their excellent teeth and did it anyway. Saska could barely take a step without being confronted by a bowing native; it seemed almost to be a reflex action as soon as she came near, triggered by proximity, and not just to her. Joy received plenty of special bows from the natives as well, which amused Saska no end, she had to admit.

She chuckled at the thought and dug into her soup. It was indeed delicious, as all the food was here. The woman was watching from her pot, stirring and smiling, and seemed very happy with her reaction. Saska gave a big thumbs up, though the woman seemed unsure of the meaning. “It’s great,” she called over. “Really tasty.” She rubbed her belly, which seemed more of a universal sign of good food, and the old woman grinned ever more broadly, almost teary-eyed by Saska’s praise.

As Saska was just about finishing her bowl, the tribal elder came over. “Kalathal tehenso, sithandor el?” he asked.

She looked up, nodding. “Good morning to you, too. Yes, I slept very nicely, thank you.” She was never quite sure what he was saying, so she just guessed at his meaning and answered based on those guesses. He was bidding her a good morning and asking if she’d slept well.

“Hastalo shana?” How is the soup?

“Yes, it’s very tasty.” She licked her lips and rubbed her belly again. “The best soup so far, I think. Compliments to the chef.” She raised her spoon in the direction of the pot woman.

The old man seemed happy. “Tistano al tasa?” Are you ready to go?

Saska nodded. “I just need to make my water and saddle Joy. I’ll be about five minutes. Is that okay?”

He smiled at her, bowed, and turned away, calling out orders to his people to break camp and prepare to leave. We seem to be making progress, Saska thought, as the people began packing up to go. She stood, went off into the bushes to squat, then returned to set Joy’s saddle. It was a much improved version from the one she’d made herself - that first night she’d spent with the natives, she’d awoken in the morning to find a brand new saddle awaiting her, made of snake-leather and animal pelts and cushioned with fur, so fine a saddle that it must have taken them all night to build it. They had given her new clothes as well, to keep her warm and dry, and taken care of her every need. She felt guilty, sometimes, doing nothing to help, but the elder - so far as she could gather, anyway - assured her that she was not expected to lift a finger. That it was their honour to guide her across these lands and show her the beauty of their world.

And beautiful it was. They had left the cloud forest by now, descending from those misty hills into a land of jungly woods and wetlands, where the grass grew up higher than her head. Big creatures lived here: huge elephants with tusks as long as a man; bulky bull-like beasts with a huge horn that speared up from their snouts; massive flightless birds with savage three-toed feet; big jungle cats that made Joy look like a kitten; pythons that could swallow a man whole; lazy crocodiles the size of small dragons.

It was a dangerous land, the old man said. He said it with his wary eyes, and how he would put his finger to his lips for her to be quiet, and how they would follow the trails through the grass cautiously, quietly, fearful of spooking an elephant or disturbing a sleeping cat. Joy spent a lot of her day on edge as well, eyes watchful, fur bristling. West of the cloud forest, nothing had troubled them, and Saska and Joy had been routinely ignored, but perhaps on this side of those hills, it was different? Maybe that’s why the Blue Traveller sent these people to guide us? To see us safe across these lands.

She believed that was the case, anyway. It was no coincidence that these people had found her when they did, no coincidence at all. She was about to enter a more dangerous land and needed expert guidance to help her, and so they had appeared. That the Blue Traveller had a hand in that, she had little doubt at all.

It was another long day. Saska spent much of it riding in her saddle to take the weight off her injured ankle, listening to the sounds of the world. The old man wandered alongside her for much of the time, pointing out this plant and that insect, sometimes mimicking the sounds of the birds, while the hunters and warriors walked a protective cordon, often moving into the grasses to check on some danger, or stepping away into the jungly thickets to make sure the coast was clear.

They passed through several such thickets that day and waded through a large waterlogged section where the grasses were not so high. Here, Saska had a fabulous view of all sorts of birds, pecking and preening among the water, saw a frankly massive crocodile lurking on one bank, stopped a while to observe a family of elephants frolicking and bathing themselves as the old matriarch watched on for danger.

That evening, as dusk fell, the old man guided them toward a very pleasant spot - a hill, with a flattened top, that rose high above the wetlands. It seemed to Saska to be a good place to camp, and so it was; as soon as they had arrived, the people began into their evening routine, starting a big fire, setting the watch, laying down pallet beds made from skins and furs. Saska found a little horn of rock on the northern side of the hill where she could get the very best view. She climbed to the top and sat down, Joy leaping up to sit beside her.

She could see the cloud forest far behind them now and the great looming mountains ahead. The wetlands seemed to sit within a great basin between them, patched with its thickets of jungle and swamp and giant swaying grass and little lakes. The sunset was making everything achingly pretty, painting the land russet red and gold, gilding the walls of the eastern mountains. Saska was close enough now that she could see individual peaks in fine detail, not just a blurred wall of rock soaring up from the horizon. She wasn’t certain if she’d ever seen mountains so high before. They made her think of her days in Willow’s Rise, watching the sun rise up to colour the High Hammersongs gold as she went out to work in the fields. She missed those days, those simple summer days with Del and Llana and kind old Master Orryn. Not for the first time, nor the hundredth or the thousandth, she wondered if they were still alive. Del was, yes, unless something terrible had happened, but Llana, Orryn? What of them?

She was sitting and remembering a dozen dreamy memories when the old man came up behind her.

“Sa-sa-ka,” he said, from the bottom of the rock. “Hisalasha.” He held his arm out to the east. This way.

She looked out in that direction. The hillside fell off into a thicker spread of rainforest there. “You want me to go that way with you?”

He smiled at her. “Hisalasha, Sa-sa-ka.”

“It’s Sas-ka,” she said. “Two syllables.”

He smiled and nodded. “Hisalasha.”

Hisalasha. He said that word a lot. She had thought that it probably meant ‘this way’, but another part of her had come to wonder if it meant something else. Grandmother. Is that what he was saying? Had the Blue Traveller sent them to lead her to her grandmother?

“Is she…down there, then?” she found herself asking. She grew hopeful now. Perhaps this was where that light from the falling star had been pointing? The wood at the base of this hill.

The elder smiled. “Hisalasha.” He gestured that way once more.

“Right, I’m coming, I’m coming.” She wasn’t going to get an answer out of him, so she climbed down the rock, easing herself to the ground on her weakened ankle. She fished into her pocket to make sure she still had the tonic Eldur had given her, just in case. It was still there, unopened and unused. The old man urged her onward, and she started off across with him. The rest of the tribe were pausing in their duties to watch her, bowing and smiling as she went. There was a bit of excited chatter again, as when she’d first tumbled down from the tree to land in a heap before them. She wasn’t sure what to make of that, but that was hardly new.

“How far is it?” she asked the old man.

He looked over at her with that excellent smile. If it wasn’t so excellent, Saska might find herself annoyed by its near-constant presence. Maybe even unnerved. He answered her in his own tongue, though of course, she didn’t understand. He’s probably doing the same as me, she thought. Just guessing at what I’m saying, and answering based on those guesses.

There was a stony path that led down the hill to the east, where the rainforest was already falling away into gloom. Saska looked over at the tribe again, wondering if they would follow, but they appeared to be returning to their duties.

“Is it safe down there, just us?”

The old man must have read the concern in her eyes, because his smile was comforting. “Hisalasha,” he said.

If it’s the last thing I do, I’ll find out what that word means.

The stony path was a tad slippery underfoot, so she took her time going down. It started steep, with several sections where she had to clamber a little to get down, before levelling off nearer to the trees. The old man had no trouble at all, descending with his long confident stride. I must look so weak to these people, she reflected. If only they could see me with godsteel in my grasp. If only they could see me in my dreams.

It was a humbling experience living without godsteel. How long had it been since she’d first touched it, first felt the little fires of her blood bond ignite? She racked her brain, trying to think, but couldn’t come up with a satisfactory answer. A couple of years was her best guess, though it might have been longer or shorter than that. She remembered the occasion well enough, though. With Marian and Ranulf. Remembered how Ranulf had already worked it out, and how alive she felt, like she’d been half-asleep all her life, and now she was fully awake.

When they reached the trees and stepped inside, the gloom swallowed them up all at once. Saska slowed down to let her eyes adjust. The old man went by her side, patient. His eyes seemed pre-adjusted to a range of lights; in fact, Saska had come to suspect that these people had heightened senses. Not anything like a Bladeborn, maybe, but certainly more than a regular person. Tall, comely, kind, great teeth, strong jaws and straight spines, excellent sight and sense of smell and hearing - they certainly seemed like Aramatia’s chosen people, perfectly fitted to this fabulous land.

When Saska’s eyes had at last adjusted to the light, she found herself in what seemed to be a corridor of trees, with the trunks spaced out, the foliage trimmed back, forming a way through the jungle. The path was well-trodden, not paved but stamped with hard-packed earth, and here and there broken by a root. Saska almost tripped on one, not seeing it well enough in the gloom, but managed to retain her footing without needing help from the old man. She pressed on, a single pace ahead of him; not once did he overtake her. Am I becoming their leader? a part of her wondered. Every day, they had her take the first step before they set off in the morning. They’re not grooming me for some purpose, are they? It’s them I need help from, not the other way around.

The corridor of trees went on for a good while before eventually opening out. She saw the end, where the space spread into what appeared to be a glade within the jungle, manmade or otherwise she could not yet say, the last of the sunlight still shining down through the open canopy. As she drew nearer, she saw that a pair of stone monoliths stood within the heart of the glade, etched in carvings. A bar of shadow was rising up from the base as the sun descended into the west.

Saska stepped out into the glade. Besides those two monoliths, there was nothing much to speak of here. No village, as she might have hoped, no signs of life, and no grandmother. That was the most disappointing part. Safina Nemati was not here.

“So…you came to show me these?” She pointed to the twin monoliths, turning to the old man, but found that his head was bowed lower than ever. He was staring down at his toes. “Should I…are you expecting me to do something, or…”

She wasn’t going to get an answer from him. He kept his head bowed low in reverence. She turned back to the twin stones and stepped closer to observe the etchings. Both monoliths were identical in shape and form, perhaps three metres across, eight metres tall, and half a metre thick. They were grey in colour, growing with moss at the base, and the etchings were old and worn. Very old, she thought. It looked like they’d been here for hundreds of years, maybe more.

She looked at the one on the left. Looked at it fully for the first time, and her heart climbed at once into her throat. “Gods,” she whispered, seeing it.

It was her. Her and Joy. Or it looked very like them, anyway. The carving showed a figure standing beside a large spotted cat, which sat on its haunches, looking toward the other monolith. The figure wore a dress that appeared to be silver and blue, though the colours were badly faded, with flowing hair, and a blade at her hip that had little lines coming off it, as though to represent some power. Around the pair were carved many details of this land - trees, animals, mountains, rivers, and in the top left corner, as though following behind, she saw little drawings of people, led along by an old man, his teeth exposed in a smile. The elder, she thought. With his people.

Saska looked at the other monolith, a couple of metres to the right of the first. Upon it was carved a land of fire and death. A great shadowed figure loomed above a burning, broken world where figures writhed and squirmed, where cities were swallowed and forests felled and turned to ash. A sun rose above all, red and orange, or a sun it seemed to be. On second look, Saska saw it for what it truly was. It was Agarath, embodied in his orb. The Bondstone, his Soul. And in the sky, a dragon. A great dragon, red and black.

“I have to get back,” she said suddenly, taking a sharp, urgent breath. Joy was sitting beside her, back on her haunches. They were posing as they were in the carving, staring out at their burning world from this one, so far away. She could see her friends in those writhing figures, see Elyon and Leshie and Del and Rolly and Ranulf and everyone else she cared about, twisting and squirming in pain as the flames devoured them all. She saw in those cities Aram being swallowed, and Ilithor, and Thalan. She saw her world being ripped and sundered by Agarath the All-Father, by Eldur and the Dread; she saw a battleground unending, a world of terror, and darkness, and pain, where everyone must scrap in the blood-soaked dust in a cauldron of desperation, despair, survival.

She snatched another breath. Turned to the old man. “You have to help me,” she blurted. “You have to help me get home.”

He was still bowing his head to her. A goddess, she thought. Is that how they see me? Some goddess from a faraway world? “Look at me, please.” She took a pace toward him, eyes afeared. “Look at me.” And she clutched his shoulder, the sudden touch causing his eyes to rise. “I need to get home. Home,” she said, pointing at the burning world. “That’s my home. I have to get back there.”

She could feel the early strains of panic inside her. The full weight of it all was crushing at her chest. “Please, you have to help me. I don’t have anyone else. Only you.”

He looked at her, trying desperately to understand. He’s carved on that stone as well. It was him, leading his tribe to her. Leading them to me so they can help.

“Will you help me?” she pleaded. “Please. I need your help.”

He smiled a soft smile and put his hand on her arm. Then, looking away across the glade, he said, “Hisalasha,” and gave a nod.
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“Holy mother of all that is mercy,” said Brown Mouth Braxton, as he saw the chamber for the first time. “It’s…gargantuan, Ranulf! You might have bloody said.”

“I did say,” Ranulf told him. “I thought I was perfectly clear.”

“You didn’t. You never said anything about its size.”

“He’s right, Ranulf, you didn’t,” Jonik told him, not sounding particularly happy. “You said there were a hundred passages. There are more than that here. A lot more.”

That was true, there were. But when Ranulf had first spoken of the hundred passages, he was trying to be dramatic. “I’ll perform a proper count now that we’ve arrived,” he said, to help smooth the matter over.

The three of them were the first to arrive, but the others were coming up behind them. They lined up, gaping.

Ahead, beyond the tunnel through which they’d been walking for many long days, opened a vast and astonishing cavern, a colossal subterranean chamber pocked with dozens, no scores, no hundreds of tunnels and passages. They marked the walls, high and low, holes that led into darkness in almost every conceivable direction. Many were huge, like the tunnel they’d been walking down, burrowed by some ancient greatworm or another. Others were much smaller, enough to accommodate a few men walking abreast, perhaps, and more still would require a man to crouch to enter, or even crawl through on his hands and knees. Those were made by lesser worms, Ranulf supposed, of varying size and form.

From where they stood, the cavern curved down like a crater before levelling out into a floor of scattered rocks and soaring stalagmites, bleeding away toward the edge of sight. The luminescent moss grew here, but in sparser quantity than King’s Crown Cavern. It made the chamber dim, eerier, and barren, and if there were pools of water here, Ranulf Shackton had not yet seen them.

What he had seen, however, were the bones. On their final approach, Ranulf had studied the chamber through Kamcho’s eyes, so he already knew what to expect. The others didn’t. As they came to line up, looking down into the chamber, every single one of them just stopped, and stared.

At last, Sir Stafford spoke. “It’s a graveyard you’ve led us to. A…a greatworm graveyard.”

Ranulf Shackton took umbrage with that - he had not led them anywhere. They’d been following the tunnel, that was all, and it had brought them to this chamber.

But the comment about the graveyard was true. It did appear to be a communal site of mass greatworm death, a place, perhaps, where they came when they felt the end was near. Across the cavern floor lay at least a dozen colossal skeletons, twisting and turning away into the gloom with many smaller skeletons between them. The biggest of them looked to be several hundred metres long, some lying stretched out, others coiled around and around in spiralling tunnels of ribs. The skulls were enormous, of course they were; they’d burrowed these tunnels after all and the tunnels were very large.

A long silence had taken root as the men contemplated what they were looking at. The skeletons were one thing; a staggering sight, but not really relevant to their task. Truly, it was the sheer number of passages and paths that troubled them. They’d followed one, only to find hundreds more. And where they led, no one knew.

“We need more men,” Sir Bulmar said, finally voicing what all of them were thinking. “It’ll take months for us to search all these. We need to send for help.”

The young scout Diddums put his hand up. “I’ll go,” he said, too eager. “I’ll leave right now. Happy to be of service”

“Me too. I’ll go too,” said Gibbet, nodding at Diddums. “We’ll go together. It’ll be safer, with two.”

“You two are pathetic,” Mooton Blackshaw told them, in his big rumbly voice. “Always looking for a reason to flee.”

“Flee? No, we wouldn’t flee,” Gibbet said. “We’d just get more men and come right back. Wouldn’t we, Diddums. We’d come right back.”

“Right back,” Diddums said, nodding. “We’d come right back. Absolutely.”

Buck Tannard shook his head at them. “You’ll be going nowhere, you two, but into some of these here passages. You’re scouts, aren’t you? And what are scouts meant to do?”

Neither of the men answered.

“Scout,” said Tannard, “so that’s what you’ll do. You leave, and we’ll never see you again. I know you two well enough for that.”

“I’ll go,” Emeric Manfrey announced, and when he said it, Ranulf knew it would happen. Emeric didn’t make decisions without thinking them through, and he’d clearly concluded himself to be the best candidate. “And alone,” he added, giving Jonik a look. Jonik was almost certainly going to object; he always seemed to want to volunteer himself ahead of Emeric during these sorts of tasks. “The rest of you, stay here, build a camp, and begin searching the tunnels. I’ll be as quick as I can.”

He turned to leave.

“What? Now?” said Sir Stafford. “You’re leaving right now?”

“Is there a better time?”

“You might want to rest,” Buck Tannard offered. “Just a thought, my lord. I know you know best.”

Emeric did know best - everyone appeared to agree with that. “I’ll be as quick as I can,” he said again, and with a nod to Jonik, he began right back down the tunnel the way they’d come, moving from a brisk walk into a jog as he went. Very quickly, the torch he carried was all they could see of him, bobbing up and down in the darkness.

“I don’t envy him,” Blackhand Walton said. “That’s a long way back home.”

“Shorter when running,” Ranulf told him. “He’ll probably keep that pace up for two days.”

The other men seemed exhausted just thinking about it. Ranulf estimated that King Crown Cavern was at least a hundred and fifty miles away, perhaps closer to two hundred. A normal man could never hope to cover that distance in two days, but Emeric Manfrey was no normal man. He was rare, even among Bladeborn, and could go astonishing lengths of time, at speed, without resting. Jonik could accomplish the task in a similar span, Ranulf was sure, but the rest of them would take much longer.

“Well, are we just going to stand here until he gets back?” Ranulf asked, looking over the boundless cavern. “We should start by choosing a good basecamp. Perhaps one of these skeletons can provide us with a sanctuary.”

He smiled and started down the slope. It was steep, very steep in places and required a spot of climbing, but Ranulf Shackton was a seasoned mountaineer. He heard the others coming down behind him or choosing other places to descend. Jonik was quickly past him, scrambling by like a panther. He was waiting at the bottom, looking around, when Ranulf caught up.

“You should send Kamcho off to scout, Ranulf,” he said. “Make sure we’re all alone.”

“Tathranor?” Ranulf asked.

Jonik nodded. “He entered here, we know that much. I’d like to know if he stayed or not.”

Ranulf was eager to know that too. The cavern was vast, quite able to accommodate them all, but he doubted anyone wanted to share it with the moonbear.

“I’d also like to know where he went, if he’s gone,” Jonik added. “He may have sniffed a way out. It could save us some time.”

Ranulf agreed with that as well. He gave a whistle which echoed through the gloom, and the eagle came soaring toward him. Search for Tathranor, Ranulf told him, in his eagle tongue, as the bird swung around him. Make sure he isn’t here. Kamcho whistled his response and was off again, into the vastness of the cave. “He might take a while,” Ranulf said. “There are probably lots of places to hide in here, even for a creature as big as Tathranor.”

“The skulls, for one,” Jonik said.

There was one fairly close to them, a great white skull, lying slightly elevated on a platform of rock. It was almost as though the greatworm had chosen to use that rock for a pillow, as he lay down and died. It had a tube-like shape with a thick, heavily reinforced cranium and the circular jaws of a lamprey. Thousands of teeth and bony plates were fixed within those jaws, layers of them made for grinding and crushing stone as it bored and tunnelled through the earth. The outer rings were widest, shrinking as they receded, and those rings made a sort of gruesome doorway that led into the interior of the skull.

“Well, shall we?” Ranulf said.

Jonik gave a grim smile. “Please, after you.”

They walked toward the skull, climbing the ten-foot rocky platform and then through the toothy doorway. The interior cavity of the skull was large, certainly large enough to house the company, and would provide some protection should they find themselves unwelcome guests of whatever else might be lurking down here. Ranulf moved about, touching the skull walls, looking at the sensory pits where the worm’s primaeval eyes and ears had been. At the rear, the skull opened into the long spinal column, with its rows of ribs, twisting around a massive stalagmite at least forty metres in height. Several others had grown up among the bones as well, indicating the length of time this colossal worm had been lying dead down here. Probably at least four thousand years, Ranulf thought. Long before the age of man.

Some of the other men were clambering in to join them, looking gingerly at the massive jaws and rows of teeth as they picked carefully across them. The outer teeth were sharp, for cutting and hewing, the inner ones flat for grinding. The spaces between them would make for good places to place their torches, Ranulf thought, and their weapons. “You can use those teeth for racks,” he said to them, smiling. “Gutterwash, slot your spear in. See how it fits.”

The skinny spearman did so; it fit rather nicely. Blackhand Walton removed his sword and slotted that in too, to test it, nodded appreciatively and sheathed it again at his hip. Buck Tannard was putting his torch-staff in and found that it stood up nicely as well.

Mooton Blackshaw entered heavily. “Mooton, how’s your head?” Ranulf asked him.

“The same,” said Blackshaw. He’d had dizzy spells since the fight with Tathranor, and a persistent headache that wasn’t going away. “I still feel off.”

“Well, if you’re feeling up to it, perhaps you’d like to carve us a firepit, right here.” He pointed to the centre of the skull. “I believe we’ll be setting our basecamp in here.”

“Here?” said Stafford of the Bane, aghast. “In this skull?”

“This very one, yes,” Ranulf said. “Though if you prefer to build your own private accommodation, there are other skulls to choose from.”

“I don’t want to live inside a skull,” the man said. “Things like this shouldn’t even exist.”

“But they do exist, or did. Whether you believe that is right or wrong isn’t adding much to the conversation.”

The lowborn knight seemed most displeased. “There’s too much that shouldn’t exist,” he grumbled in a low and rather grumpy voice. “All these old creatures should just go away and leave our world alone.”

“Our world?” said Buck Tannard. “Now what other worlds are there, Sir Stafford? So far as I know, there’s just the one.”

“Not if you believe that old crone,” Stafford told him. “She said there are a thousand worlds and she’s lived a thousand lives. Worn a thousand skins too, maybe this worm was one of them.” He looked around at the skull prison in which he found himself. “If she hadn’t died, I’d go and ask her. But she did die, in Lakeheart, so I can’t.”

“He’s off his rocker,” Gutterwash said. “You’re mad, you are. What the hell are you talking about?”

“The crone,” Stafford told him. “The Blue Traveller, or whatever she said she was.”

That didn’t much help Gutterwash’s understanding. “Blue Traveller? That’s Palaphan’s name, the leviathan. Not a crone. You’ve got it all backward, you big fool.”

“I know who Palaphan is,” Stafford came right back, growing angry. “I saw his statue every time I went to the fish market. I loved that statue same as everyone else. I’m just telling you what the crone said. She said she had the name Blue Traveller first, in some other land, from her blue hair or something. And she was the one who gave it to Palaphan.”

Blackhand Walton gave a laugh. He had a very heavy voice, did Blackhand, and it filled the skull right to the brim. “You’re a funny one, Stafford. Palaphan lived a thousand years ago.”

“I know! That’s what I said. But the crone…the crone said she was here, a thousand years ago, in another skin, and she gave Palaphan that name. I’m just telling you what she said.”

Blackhand laughed again and began removing his cloak, hanging it on a little nub on the skull’s inner wall. “We could hang hammocks, if we had any. How long do you think we’ll be here, anyway?”

“As long as it takes,” Ranulf said.

“For what? We can’t search every tunnel. Can we?”

“We can certainly try, Walton. And the sooner we get started, the better.” Ranulf looked around, searching for Jonik, but it seemed the young man had already left. He walked around Mooton, hacking them out a firepit with the aid of Sir Bulmar, and peered back through the maw. Jonik was outside with Jack and Braxton, looking out across the cavern. Ranulf clambered through the teeth to join them.

“Hey, look at this, it’s spat up a Rasalanian,” Braxton said, grinning his brown smile.

Ranulf enjoyed the man’s silly sense of humour and awarded it an appropriate chuckle.

“Jonik says we’re making camp here,” Jack said.

“That’s right,” confirmed Ranulf. “It’s best we stay near the source tunnel, I think, so Emeric can easily find us. We can begin searching the nearest passages. The highest ones, I would suggest.”

“You think they’ll be more likely to lead to the surface?” Jack of the Marsh asked him.

“Don’t think it works like that,” Braxton said. “These worms go up and down at will. Might start high and plunge low. Or start low and go high.”

There were lots of mights and maybes in that, a lot that would remain unknown until they tried. “We’ll know more when we get started,” Ranulf said. “And I’d also suggest we begin with some of the smaller tunnels, those made by lesser worms. The big ones tend to burrow deeper, as we’ve seen. Perhaps there is some social hierarchy among them that determines where they are permitted to dig.”

“Was, you mean. There was a social hierarchy. They’re all dead now,” Braxton said. He looked up to the tunnel they’d emerged from; on the walls to the left and right of it were smaller passages burrowed into the rock, all of them higher up and not so simple to reach. “Not easy to get to those,” he said. “Best assign them to the best climbers, I’d say.”

Ranulf agreed. The way the cavern curved meant the walls grew steeper the higher they went, and by the top, they were more or less sheer. There, they met the roof of the cavern, which was hard to see in the gloom. It looked flat to Ranulf’s eyes, as though a giant cork had been thrust down atop this cavern, sealing it off. The crater aspect was also curious to him. It was the sort of shape you would find atop a volcano, which made him wonder if there was indeed such a structure beneath them - a subterranean volcano of sorts that hadn’t yet erupted or emerged into the world above. Perhaps that’s what drew the greatworms here, the heat of the lava that ran beneath them. Not that he could feel any particular heat right now - the cavern was mild enough, but certainly not hot, and if it was indeed an unborn volcano once, it had likely gone dormant thousands of years ago.

Still, Ranulf had to wonder. The distance they’d travelled, and the general direction, as he saw it, suggested they might be getting close to the Ashmount now. That would explain the graveyard as well. If these worms were born beneath the Ashmount, they might have selected a suitable place to die near it as well.

Ranulf brought up from his mind a detailed map of the region - he had many maps to call upon, from his mental repositories - and gave it a good inspection. He maintained that they had gone up to two hundred miles from King’s Crown Cavern now, and so far as he could tell, the tunnel had been going straight all the way - yes, it did curve sometimes, to avoid hazards and particularly difficult terrain to burrow through - but always came back to its original course. That meant they could very well be somewhere on the Smokeplains - the vast lands that surrounded the Ashmount - northeast of the mountain. A hundred miles away or so, he would guess, and east of the Grey River, which ran down from the Scales to spill into the Red Sea.

Having concluded that, he put his mental map away and returned to the task at hand. “We know that the tunnel we exited from heads north,” he told the men. “This cavern now proves, beyond a doubt, that we are beneath the lands of Agarath. I suspect the Ashmount lies to our southwest, in that direction.” He waved across the cave. “I do not see merit in exploring that way.”

“You don’t?” said Braxton. “Thought that’s where Eldur is, and all his minions? That black storm’s there, with all the red lightning. They were always talking about that at the Bane, the black storm. Say it’s Agarath himself. In his spirit form.”

“That is true,” Ranulf told him. “The storm rises from the Soul of Agarath, as an essence of him. It empowers Eldur - in fact, it uses him. Eldur is himself a slave to his master’s will, corrupted and condemned like the countless subjects he has himself enslaved. It all stems from Agarath the All-Father, who must be stopped. But reaching the mountain from here will not be possible.”

“Why not? Be safer than up there, wouldn’t it? The dragons are up there, Ranulf, and all the rest.”

“He’s talking about the heat,” Jonik said, cutting to the meat of the matter. “Maybe fully armoured Bladeborn could get close, but that’s it. Everyone else would cook before they got within ten miles of it.”

Ranulf nodded. “Rivers of lava run beneath the Ashmount - it is the lifeblood of Agarath, they say. No one knows how far - certainly, no northman - but if you imagine the roots of a tree, it may give you an idea. For miles these rivers may spread, miles deep and miles broad, in all directions, connected by a great network of smaller channels and tributaries. If there’s a way through all that, it could take a hundred years to find. And as Jonik says, only a man fully armoured in godsteel could ever make it, and he must be a very hardy man indeed.”

A few of the other men were coming back out of the skull now, perhaps wondering what the plan was. Buck Tannard was one of them, and he came out grinning. “Stafford’s still going on about that crone,” he said. “He’s like a dog with a bone, that dimwit. Can’t seem to get it out of his head now that it’s there.”

Ranulf found the whole topic of the crone fascinating and had discussed it at length with Emeric, but now wasn’t the time. “We’re going to begin the search, Buck,” he said. “Call the rest of the men out here.”

Soon all of them were gathering around outside the skull, except Mooton Blackshaw, who was taking a rest. He was having another dizzy spell, Sir Bulmar said. It was also relayed to Ranulf and the others that their base had been given a name.

“Skullhold,” Blackhand told them. “That’s mine. I thought of it.”

And aren’t you proud, Ranulf thought. Diddums piped up, however, with Skullhaven instead, and the men agreed that they preferred Skullhaven to Skullhold, much to Blackhand’s annoyance. “You’re just piggybacking on my idea, you little worm,” the bigger man said.

“Yeah, well, you pissed yourself when the bear came,” Diddums shot back. “Wetpants Walton, they should call you.”

A fight began, but a very short one. Buck Tannard and Sir Bulmar pulled the two men apart, and calm was once more restored. Jonik watched on passively, then said, “You’re to split into pairs. We’re going to start searching the tunnels, high ones. Look for passages that seem to climb upward; we’ll start with those. You can mark the entrance with your blades, like so.” He withdrew Mother’s Mercy and cut a cross at his feet. “Any questions?”

“Yeah,” said Blackhand. “Who goes with who?”

“With whom,” said Ranulf.

“Yeah, that’s what I said.”

Not quite, but sure.

“And which tunnels?” asked Gutterwash.

“Any you please, so long as they’re high,” Jonik instructed. “Avoid the big ones - you might find a moonbear down there and I reckon you’d prefer not to.”

“Wetpants will, that’s for sure.”

The second round of the fight began between Blackhand and Diddums. During it, Jonik walked away. Ranulf didn’t notice until the man was already fading into the darkness. “He said he’s going to search the floor for tracks,” Jack told him. “Tathranor’s. See if he can find which way he went.”

“Fine.” Ranulf had no objection, though would have preferred Jonik to tell him first. Once the two brawling men were pulled apart - Diddums had easily the worst of it, with a bloody nose and cut cheek, but that didn’t seem to faze him because he was laughing all the same - Ranulf assigned the pairs and suggested certain tunnels to search, and the men went off.

To be safe, he made sure that Jack and Braxton were paired up with the best of the Bladeborn, so Braxton went with Sir Stafford and Jack with Sir Bulmar Brown. Soon enough, they were all climbing up the steepening walls near the source tunnel, looking for ways up to the surface.

Ranulf didn’t join them. Call him lazy, but he had Kamcho to do the work for him, and being a man of limited skill with a blade, thought it prudent to wait a while to see if they were truly alone down here. He returned to Skullhaven to check on Mooton, who was sat up against one sloped white wall, staring between his feet. “Still dizzy?” he asked.

“That or the whole world’s spinning.”

“It isn’t, I’m sorry to say.”

“Just my head, then.” He breathed out and then looked up; his eyes were bloodshot and a little concerned. “Tell me this’ll pass, Ranulf. I can’t fight like this. Not properly.”

“It’ll pass,” Ranulf told him, as he had several times already. He’d checked the man over thoroughly and concluded it was just a bad concussion. “If you’re still having symptoms when Emeric returns, I’m sure he’ll have something to give you.” The exile would be gathering more than men, but supplies as well, Ranulf knew. Regrettably, the bag carrying their medicine had been crushed during the incident with Tathranor, but Emeric would no doubt bring more.

“Two days,” Mooton murmured, resting his massive arms on his knees. “You really think he can make it there in two days?”

“Certainly, if he decides to push himself. And I suspect he will. Emeric is a man of urgency, Mooton, as you well know. Once he gets there, he will need to rest, gather men and supplies, and come back. That may require another trip to Dragon’s Bane, which would delay him. Or he may pass on the order, and return to us sooner.”

“So…”

“It could be five days, or more than a week,” Ranulf said.

“A week,” Mooton groaned. He seemed convinced now that he needed medical help. “I can’t live like this for a week.”

“You’ll be fine, Mooton, just fine. Rest up as much as you please. I’m sure the symptoms would have passed anyway by the time that Emeric returns.”

He left the man to his misery, sensing that Kamcho was nearing the skull. Stepping out, he saw the bird flapping in from the darkness; the men were still scrambling up into their tunnels, or just entering them now, cutting their crosses as they did, then stepping into the unknown to search. Kamcho came down to land on top of the skull, where he gave Ranulf Shackton his click-and-whistle report.

No Tathranor. That was the first thing. He had not been found in the cavern so far. He had seen no tracks, either, though had not been looking for them closely.

According to Kamcho, there were dozens of large tunnels made by greatworms, going in all directions. The eagle did not have the capacity to perform an accurate count; Ranulf would have to do that himself. Tathranor could have gone down any of them, but Ranulf had a good idea which general direction he would go.

And then, Kamcho told him of the fire.

Ranulf frowned at the whistled word, not sure if he had heard him correctly. “Fire?” he asked.

The bird whistled ‘yes’, then flapped his wings and raised his beak. Ranulf knew that meant there was more. He listened carefully as Kamcho made some other sounds, clicking and whistling, and then said, “Home? Are you saying home, Kamcho?”

The bird flapped his wings energetically.

“Home fire?”

More energetic flapping of the wings.

Ranulf puzzled on it, but not for long. It quickly came to him what Kamcho meant.

Home fire - campfire. There was a campfire down here, somewhere in this cavern.

Someone had been here before.
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The giant was down on a knee, bedecked head to toe in godsteel plate.

Scorched, scratched, dented it was, the armour marred by a hundred foes, laquered in bloodstains and burns. In a couple of places, it had even been breached, at the right shoulder pauldron and down the left side of the breastplate, where the plate had finally begun to yield after weeks of sustained assault. In his hand, he bore a greatsword that misted frantically, and it seemed in fear. The crowd was screaming in an ugly, inhuman din, a din Sotel Dar did not join.

He only watched, silent, sitting unnoticed in the uppermost tier. Stand, he was thinking - a dangerous thought. Stand, Sir Ralston. Do not give up.

Slowly, the Whaleheart got back up to his feet. His armour was sizzling from the heat of his foe - a fire giant, many-armed, loomed across the pit ahead of him. For a moment, it had seemed like the man had reached his limit. That he might throw down his blade and die, right there, overwhelmed by the heat, by the hate, by his toil. He had been brought here every day since his arrival, this pit, making entertainment for Eldur’s armies, testing the might of his minions. Fire giants he had faced, and hordes of men, and wingless dragons with enormous heads, and strangling worms dug out from the depths. A dozen different terrors had stood snarling and snapping and squealing before him, but still, somehow, he lived on. Still, he stood and fought.

This time was no different. Exhaustedly, the Bladeborn stepped forward, and from across the pit the fire giant charged. It was not the largest of them, just fifteen feet tall, a dwarf among its kind, but still almost double the Bladeborn’s height. A flaming roar that sounded like a furnace fire rattled out from his open maw. The long upper arms swung out to grab him, but the Whaleheart found his strength again, and rolled, and swung, and an arm came off.

The creature writhed madly, fiery lava pouring from the stump. The din in the crowd erupted to a higher pitch. Sir Ralston Whaleheart saw his chance. Astonishingly quick for such a brute, he flew forward, roaring out a battlecry that went unheard in the tumult, but sounded to Sotel like - “Saska!” The greatsword swung again. The steel struck at the side of the fire giant’s neck with a crack. Halfway in, the knight wrenched it out. Lava shot out in a bright steaming spray, but Sir Ralston ducked it, then rose, and struck again. And again. And again. And again.

When he was done, the fire giant lay quivering on the ground, headless, molten blood spreading out to steam and solidify on the ground, bubbling from bright orange to black. The crowd had gone silent. They watched as the Whaleheart turned around from his defeated foe and walked back over to the side of the pit, where he shoved his greatsword down into the earth, then sat, leaning against the high wall that contained him. Gradually, the shock broke back into violent screaming, but the Whaleheart paid it no mind. He seemed to enter a sort of trance. Massive, he sat there, in his blackened, half-broken armour, ignoring the noises around him. And Sotel Dar raised a smile.

It was dangerous too, that smile. Dangerous and rare, because he did not always feel this way. Most of the time, the old scholar walked around like all the rest, seeing only what he was meant to see. The mountain was bright and brilliant. Eldur sat shining and divine on his crown-like throne. The air sang with the song of hope against a terrible barbarian foe coming from the north. They were the good ones, the righteous ones, the brave ones. They were gathering here for the last stand when the dreaded hordes poured upon them. Sotel would see the Ashmount as a haven, a holy sanctuary where noble creatures emerged to help them in their fight. He would sit here and watch the Whaleheart fight them, these noble creatures, hating him like all the rest, shouting and spitting as he murdered the poor brave souls.

But sometimes…sometimes the veil slipped away, and Sotel Dar saw the world very differently. He saw men, blank-faced, walking about like slaves. He saw terrible forms of dragons and beasts, twisted and warped by Agarath’s will. He saw the colossal hordes camping outside the mountain, the endless cookfires and pavilions and tents, saw the red-black storm in the sky thundering all day and night. He would blink awake into this world, suddenly and sharply, and hear the screaming all around him, the terrible sounds, see the hellfires and the terrors come up from the deep. And he would see Eldur, too, sitting in shadow on his throne. See the monstrous form he had become. A devil bringing the world to its knees.

He was seeing the world like that right now.

Seeing it for what it truly was.

He didn’t know why he had these moments of lucidity, or whether others did as well. It was too dangerous to talk about it, too perilous to admit. But he suspected. He suspected from the way he saw men blink, sometimes, and look confused, as though they’d just awoken from a dream and into a hideous nightmare. He suspected from the terror he saw etched into eyes as he wandered through the mountain halls. In these moments, he came to see that even the power of Eldur had its limits. Even with the Bondstone, the Soul of Agarath in his grasp, even filled with the All-Father’s might and will, his control was incomplete. Sometimes, the corruptive spell would fracture, and a few men would peek through the shroud. And Sotel Dar was one of them. The longer he spent away from Eldur’s side, the weaker the binding became.

The High Priest of Fire was present in the pits, as always, presiding over all. Sotel Dar watched, hoping to go unseen by him, as the man stood from his raised platform and raised a hand to call for calm. “A fine match,” he called, in a clear, ringing voice. “The barbarian fights with Vandar’s relentless will. Look at him and know what will be coming here. Look at him and know what you will face.”

Hissing in the crowd. Stones were thrown, pelting the Whaleheart as he sat there, silent and unmoving. Most missed, but many hit, pinging and rattling away.

The priest spoke again. “Who will test themselves against him next? Are there a dozen men and women here who will dare to stand against him?”

Roars came from every corner of the thousand-strong throng. The pits were built down in the deep of the mountain, ringed with rugged seating hewn from rock. Every day, thousands swarmed from every part of the camp in the hope of seeing the Whaleheart die, though that was not the intention, Sotel knew. The knight might have slain this smaller fire giant, but he’d faced others before and failed. Sometimes, he fought his fiercer foes to a stalemate before the bout was called to a close. At others, the Whaleheart was overwhelmed and defeated, only for his conqueror to be called off at the final moment, before it might land the killing blow. The knight was here to test them. He was here so they could train. If some creatures were killed by him, it only proved them unworthy. And many had died. Many creatures. Many men.

The roars were still going up. Hundreds of hands were raised. Sotel watched from his high distant seat as the High Priest pointed here and there, fiery robes fluttering, selecting men and women to die. And die they would. Common men were nothing to the Whaleheart, but they went willingly to the slaughter all the same.

The chosen combatants quickly fought their way to the exits, descending to the bottom of the arena where they could enter through the doors. Moments later, they emerged, in ones and twos and from different sides, bearing all sorts of weapons, armoured crudely. The Whaleheart didn’t move. He just sat there, still, as though sleeping.

“He is finally spent,” the High Priest called out. “Who will be the one to kill him? Who?”

The dozen all screamed out that it would be them. They were of different ages, nine men and three women. One looked very young, a boy of barely sixteen. Some bore blades, others axes, there was here and there a spear or two.

“Then kill him,” the High Priest called. “Kill him, or die trying.”

The dozen attacked, screaming. For a moment, the Whaleheart didn’t stir. The first were on him quickly, running around the fire giant corpse, avoiding the steaming blood. They surged up to the knight and started hacking and thwacking. The sounds rang out through the hot, close air. The crowd were cheering wildly.

Sotel Dar couldn’t see much from where he sat. Only a little huddle of figures thrashing and swinging, and then, slowly, the Whaleheart rose. They were pressed back, dwarfed by the giant but unafraid, still swinging their blades and axes even as he climbed to his feet. They were chaotic, often getting in each other’s way, their blades striking as they swung, pushing, shoving.

One man with a spear had the sense to aim a thrust at the thin tear in the Whaleheart’s breastplate, but missed. He pulled back and tried again, and missed. And again. And missed. On the fourth attempt, the Whaleheart reached out, caught the speartip in his grasp, and crushed it. With a shove, the man flew backward. A big arm swung out, as a man might when lazily swatting a fly. His opponents were sent sprawling. One landed badly and broke a leg, but still he stood up, hobbling forward with all the rest as they launched themselves back into the fight.

They won’t stop, Sotel Dar knew. Not ever. They will keep coming until they’re dead.

That was the reason, he knew. If common men and women such as these could face certain death, and not quell, then so could all the others, all the tens of thousands, the hundreds of thousands under the dark wing of Eldur’s will.

The High Priest was smiling broadly, pleased. At his throat, the red diamond throbbed with power and Sotel wondered if Eldur the Eternal was watching too, watching through the High Priest’s eyes. His red prong beard was long and curved, glistening in the light of the hundreds of torches that burned all across the pits. Below, the Whaleheart was reluctantly taking up his greatsword. Eventually, one of his attackers might shove a blade through that breach in his armour. He seemed unwilling to die that way. So he killed them all instead.

The crowd darkened at the spectacle; it did not make for pleasant viewing. The greatsword slid easily through body and bone, parting all with frightening ease. Sotel turned his head so he did not have to watch, but he could still hear the hate around him. It was thick, violent, a crazed thrumming to shake the stands.

“You see! You see! He is a coward at heart!” the High Priest shouted out in condemnation. “There is a child there, just a child of fourteen! He is a child-killer! Child-killer! Child-killer!” he roared.

The energy was febrile and savage, a pot of hate and anger just coming to the boil. At any moment, the entire crowd might rush the battlefield and overwhelm the knight, and it was just what the High Priest wanted. He was summoning their hate, harnessing it. He would keep this pot simmering for his master’s pleasure, and when the time was right, he would bring it to the boil.

And the stones came again. Hundreds of them flying down from every part of the stands. The Whaleheart stood there, over the slain, his head low as the rain came down. They pinged and rattled and bounced all around him, but not once did he move a muscle. He was just staring down at the dead. At the child, Sotel thought. At the child.

“Enough! The day is done,” the High Priest shrieked. “Take him! Remove him from our sight!”

The doors swung open at once. Two dozen dragonknights came pouring from the tunnels, armoured in dragonscale and bearing their long dragonsteel spears. The King’s Wall made no move to confront them. He continued to stare down through his misting greathelm as they circled him like wolves around a bear, spears pointed inward. The captain shouted something at him - in the din, Sotel couldn’t hear it. The Whaleheart ignored him. He looked like a broken man. More shouts from the captain and the knights closed in. Eventually, in his own time, the giant turned and left.

“A coward!” cried the High Priest. “Look at the coward run!”

Jeers rang out as Sir Ralston Whaleheart stepped away into the bowels of the mountain. The dragonknights walked with him on either side until he’d vanished into the darkness, then followed him down to his cell. Sotel Dar glanced furtively around, wondering if he was the only man here who felt any pity. So many hateful eyes. So many savage tongues. Already, the cleanup was going on. Men came out to gather the body parts, heaping them into carts, throwing buckets of water to clear out the blood. The head of the fire giant was hauled off by two men while its corpse was picked up and removed by one of its fellows, and a much bigger one at that.

When Sotel Dar next looked over, he saw that the High Priest had already left. The crowd was thinning, drifting away into the corridors, and the energy was stable again, subdued, even calm. The old man sat a while until the flow had eased up around the exits, then took up his walking stick and stood, pressing himself up on his rickety old knees. He shuffled into the nearest tunnel, using his walking stick for support. Some other stragglers were wandering along with him, but more quickly - Sotel was very slow. By the time he reached the main branching chamber where many ways led up and down through the mountain, he was all alone. He stepped into the chamber and froze.

The High Priest was there, awaiting him.

“Sotel Dar,” he said, smiling. “I thought that was you in the crowd.”

It took the old man a second to position his thoughts. “Yes,” he said. “I enjoy the show.”

“Do you? Then why turn away?” The priest’s eyes bored into him. “I saw you flinch and turn your head, Sotel. Do not tell me you pity the man.”

“I pity the child,” the scholar said. “I pity the men and women who went out there to die.”

“Why? Why pity them? They all had a good death. They died for Great Eldur, Sotel - for the cause. Do you not think?”

The scholar did not fear this priest. Others did - most, in fact - but not the scholar Sotel Dar. What was there to fear? Death? Torture? He did not fear these things. At his age, death was a constant companion, a shadow at his back just waiting to tap him on the shoulder and say, ‘it is time’. Torture would be worse, yes, but why would it come to that? He had been loyal; he had served. I have served more than anyone here.

“Does Great Eldur have need of me?” he asked, ignoring the High Priest’s question.

The priest gave a scornful laugh. “You? Your need is spent, old man. No, it is I who wish to speak to you. I have a question to ask.”

Sotel waited, unafraid. “Speak it, then.”

“Will you give yourself to the Eternal Flame?”

“Yes,” Sotel said, without hesitation. Even as he said the word, the veil was falling back into place. The harsh sounds of the mountain softened in his ears. The harsh visage of the priest became saintly, divine. “I will do as Great Eldur wills. I am but a humble servant of Agarath the All-Father.”

The priest moved closer. So close the curving tip of his red prong beard floated inches from Sotel Dar’s face. The priest was no tall man, but the scholar was tiny, just five feet tall. “Then go,” he said, in a pleasant whisper. “Walk up to the holy chamber, Sotel Dar. Give yourself to Agarath’s lifeblood. By Great Eldur’s will.”

“By his will.”

Sotel Dar turned and left. Through the mountain he went, shuffling with his stick, walking on through the dream. The way was far, and he could not move fast. Through long slanting corridors he climbed, and up great flights of stairs. He paused here and there to catch his breath and rest his knees, but always did he continue on, smiling in anticipation of what was to come. He had seen so many people throw themselves into the flame. He had heard their exulting cries as they fell. It was something that all of them wanted, a great honour to touch the divine.

An hour passed, maybe two. Soft music played in his head as he went, and the sights were beautiful to behold. The colours, the warmth, the smiling men who passed him along the way. Behind, he sensed the High Priest following, but not once did he stop and turn. Steam vented and clouded, misting everywhere, bathing him in its sweet caress.

When he came at last to the great chamber, he looked down the long wide road that led to the Fire Father’s throne, and found him absent. His heart sank in disappointment. “Do not be concerned, Sotel Dar. He is watching. He is here.”

The scholar looked at the priest.

“By Great Eldur’s will,” he said, gesturing him on.

“By his will,” echoed Sotel, turning to totter down the road.

The central chamber was vast. High and low, bridges crossed the open space like the spokes of a giant wheel. There was a mild gnawing in the back of his head - something seemed wrong, off - but he ignored it. The pull was stronger, the urge to leap. To be whisked away into the eternal afterlife beyond the harsh borders of this world. To nourish the All-Father. Feed him. To be touched by the divine.

It was quiet in the great chamber today - that was common when Eldur was absent. A few dragons circled in the air above, but none so many as when the Fire Father was here. The old man cast his eyes above him and saw some people standing on the bridges. They were not here for him, he knew, but waiting for the chance to leap. Some stood there for days, showing their faith. Sotel recognised a man who had not moved for more than a week, his eyes pleading as he saw the High Priest enter, desperate for a look, for a nod to say ‘go’.

But the priest did not look or even acknowledge him. He followed behind the frail old scholar as he made for the central platform, where Eldur had his throne. It was his right, Sotel knew, to leap from there. He had been part of this from the very beginning, when they found Eldur asleep in his tomb. He had helped raise him from his stasis, had helped him understand the world. I was with him before this priest, he thought. I spent my life preaching of his return. Without me, it would never have happened.

He felt a sudden spur of indignation. No one had done more to bring the Fire Father back to life than him, yet for a while now, he’d been cast aside. He was not called upon anymore. He was not needed, or wanted, or seen. The last time he had been here in the holy chamber was when the imposter of Ilith was brought here. Oh, the rage that day. The thundering wrath of Agarath above, the blaring of Eldur below. The dragons had screamed and flown and fled and the whole chamber had fallen to chaos. Sotel remembered seeing the creature Fhanrir crumble and fall apart, remembered his final mocking words - “Ilith’s got a better one. A better one, aye, a better one.” He was referring to the Hammer of Tukor, which had now been used to reforge the Heart. The trick had worked, and the deed was done. The stage is set for the final showing…

He reached the platform at last and stepped toward the edge. The throne soared behind him. He paused a moment to reflect on his long life, but a moment only - he could not wait long. To delay was to show a lack of faith. Below, he could see the veins of fire raging. He took a deep breath and prepared himself. “I give myself to Agarath,” he murmured…and tipped himself forward over the edge.

A hand caught him by the shoulder. For a moment, he stood suspended, leaning forward above the abyss. “Well done, Sotel. Well done,” hummed a voice. The hand pulled him back.

The old scholar steadied himself, confused. He looked at the High Priest. The priest was smiling. “Why?” he asked. “Why do you deny me?”

“Deny? No. You have proven your faith, Sotel Dar. You passed the test.”

“Test?” The word irritated him. That indignation again, fiercer, sharper. “What have I done to make you doubt me? I have served loyally. All my life, I have served.”

The High Priest of Fire did not bother to answer him. “You are not to nourish the flame today, Sotel Dar. Great Eldur may yet have need of you. You may go back to your chambers.”

Sotel stared at him. He was old, tired; he had lived far too long already. “I ask your permission, High Priest,” he said. “I wish to nourish the All-Father. Let me touch the divine.”

The man looked at him with lazy contempt. “No.” That was all he said - no. Then he turned and walked away from him, his fiery robes swishing and swaying with each step.

Sotel had no choice - he could not jump without permission. The umbrage in him was hot, a churning in the cavity of his chest. He stared as the High Priest sauntered haughtily away, and he felt what so many others felt here - hate. He watched him in hate.

That night, in his little room in the mountain, Sotel Dar had a vivid dream.

In it, he saw the High Priest of Fire soaring above a battlefield on his dragon Draknarak. The priest was exulting in his borrowed power, firing beams of flaming light from his holy sceptre. Laughter sprang from his lips, echoing across the fighting below that stirred, turbulent and vast as the sea, rolling out to the edge of sight.

And then, in the midst of it, stood a giant all in steel. From his grasp flew a spear and it struck Draknarak mid-flight. The dragon screamed, and twisted, and trailing smoke, he plunged. And through the press of men, across the battlefield, he came. Thundering, roaring, hunting him down. And the name on his lips was Saska.

Sotel Dar awoke to the sound of screaming, to the terrible echoes that rang out through the mountain.

The veil had slipped, and his eyes were clear. He was awake again in a world of sleepers, seeing the nightmare they saw as a dream. He sat up, taking a drink of water from a little cup on his side table. The details of his dream reformed in his head, and he reflected on them, reflected on it all. He knew what he must do.

Nodding, he put on his old frayed robes and shuffled to the door. It was late outside, and the mountain was quiet. He returned quickly to his little desk, pulled a parchment, and started scribbling. Once done, he rolled it, pocketed it, and stood. Walking stick in hand, he tottered out into the mountain.

Quickly, he went, before the nightmare returned.
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Emeric Manfrey was displeased.

He was exhausted, yes, that as well - and utterly so - but he was also displeased.

“You’ve barely made any progress at all,” he said, looking around as they walked along. “You’ve had days, man. What on earth have you been doing?”

The man Butterarse was the target for this scolding - he was the first man whom Emeric had run into, as he reached the end of the tunnel; the exile had found him dozing on a rock, keeping watch for the expedition’s return, apparently. He made a very poor watchman, if so.

“Well? Have you lost the use of your tongue? Come, man, speak. Have you made more progress further on?”

The man spluttered a little, fighting for words. He was a very gormless-looking man, Butterarse, red-cheeked and hairless, sort of like a very large, overgrown child. “We…we were doing well, at the start, m’lord. It’s only…only…”

“Only what? Come on, spit it out.”

“The bear, m’lord,” he said, chins quivering. “That moonbear. After he came, well…”

“Tathranor,” Emeric said. In his exhausted state, he had half forgotten about Tathranor. “What happened? Did he hurt anyone?”

“Aye, m’lord. Men were killed.”

Emeric sighed - of course men were killed. “Who?” he asked, already fearing the worst.

“Sir Arnold, m’lord, and…and some others too. They tried to stop him entering through the cliff, up by the beach, but…well, he killed them and entered anyway. Ripped his way down.”

Well, there it was - that was the worst. Suddenly, it all made a good deal of sense. Sir Arnold Claw had been left behind precisely because he was a hard old master-at-arms who would see the job done, done quickly, and done well. If he’d been killed soon after the works began, that would explain the drop in efficiency. “How many were killed?” he asked. “And what’s your real name? I refuse to use the other.”

“It’s Gubbert, m’lord. They only call me Butterarse because…”

“I know why they call you that.”

“Aye, m’lord. It’s the butter. I reckon it works better than…”

“How many were killed?” Emeric repeated, losing his patience.

“Four, m’lord,” the man squeaked. “And two injured.”

“All Blackshaws?” Emeric assumed the only men brave enough to face Tathranor would be the few Blackshaw men serving here under Sir Arnold.

Gubbert - that name suited him, actually - nodded his round fleshy face. “The dead, aye. They were them Blackshaws, with the beards. The injured were just unlucky.”

“Unlucky? Explain what you mean.”

“I just mean…they weren’t trying to fight him. The bear. They got caught when he came scrambling down here into the tunnel. Sir Arnold and the others - they were. Trying to fight him, I mean. They were screaming like wild men, m’lord. Trying to scare him off, maybe, but it didn’t work. Maybe it was a battlecry.”

“I would guess it was,” Emeric said. The Blackshaws were never going to back down from a fight, even one they couldn’t hope to win. Mooton was going to be wounded by this news, he knew - Sir Arnold Claw had been master-at-arms at Elmhall all of Mooton’s life and had trained him up from a boy, the same as dozens of other knights. He sighed. These were poor tidings, and the last thing he needed. “Who’s in charge now?” he asked.

“Rankin, m’lord. He’s one of ours.”

By ours, he meant Buck Tannard’s men. Emeric had spoken with the man Rankin only once or twice when travelling here from Dragon’s Bane, through that storm. He’d not gotten much of a read on him in that time, so could not speak to his abilities as a leader. Mostly, he’d spent those days riding with Mooton, Jack, Braxton, Stafford, Ernold Esterling, and the men he actually knew. He’d never supposed a man like Rankin was going to end up in charge.

He continued up into King’s Crown Cavern, clambering into the large, moss-lit cave where a few more men were at work. At a glance, Emeric could see that their efforts were listless, lacking energy and urgency. One man was swinging an axe with barely enough strength to chip the stone. Another was striking ineffectually with hammer and chisel, carving a handhold into the wall. A third sat on a rock, lounging against the wall. He had a glowing vine in his hands and was swinging it about, enjoying the show of light it made with a witless look on his face.

Emeric Manfrey looked at them, appalled. This is it. This is what we’re left with. “Oh, don’t strain yourselves,” he called out to them. “We only have a war to win.”

The men looked over at him stupidly. The one with the vine was called Ratlips, a youth who’d travelled with Ernold and Stafford. The other two were more of Buck Tannard’s men, though their names escaped him. One was called Stones, or something. All three just gaped a while, saying nothing.

Emeric turned back to Gubbert. “Send for Rankin. Now. I’ll hear the rest from him.”

He walked through the cavern. Curiously, the sound of work seemed to quicken as he went, and Ratlips set aside his vine, taking up a more appropriate tool. It was possible that more progress had been made further up toward the surface, in the passages and caves that led out through the cliff and onto the beach. Most of the remaining men must be working up there, Emeric supposed, and when he paused a moment to listen, he could hear it, the clang and clatter of tools on stone ringing out from above him.

He found a nice cold pool of water, removed his gauntlets, crouched down, and washed his face. The water was clear and refreshing. He cupped his palms and drank several mouthfuls, then splashed some water on the top of his head. A shudder and then a sigh went through him as he felt the cold fingers trickle down his neck and back, carving tracks down his hot dirty skin.

He spent a few more moments washing and refreshing himself, then found a comfortable rock to sit on and waited, watching the glowing white fish dart and dash beneath the surface. He felt calmer, watching them. The world was too unnatural now, but not these fish. These fish were just fish, living as they’d always lived. Perhaps they wondered why there were these strange bipedal creatures wandering around their cave, but that was it. They had no notion of what else was happening above them, no notion of the war, of the weather, of the chaos engulfing the world. Emeric Manfrey had never thought he would envy a glowing fish that lived in a little pool beneath the earth, but he did, right now, he envied the simplicity of how they lived.

Gods, I need to sleep, he thought. A man should not envy a fish; that suggested he was off kilter a little, and Emeric was certainly off kilter. He’d been running almost non-stop for two days, barely pausing to piss, and knew he was only halfway - he had to get back, after all. He also feared he might need to travel again to Dragon’s Bane to recruit more men and gather supplies. Sir Arnold’s death was a double blow, in that regard - the old knight was known and respected, and were Emeric to have passed orders onto him to see it done, he would have. But Claw was dead, and others too, and a man called Rankin now commanded here.

He must have dozed off, thinking about all that, because one moment he was sitting alone on his rock, and the next, the man himself was standing before him. “My lord,” Rankin said. “Welcome back.”

Emeric blinked and shifted up. He had slumped down against a block of stone behind him, a part of what was once King’s Crown, the fortress that never was. His head felt tremendously heavy, and took a moment to clear.

“I’m told you wanted to see me,” Rankin said.

“Yes.” Emeric took a further second or two to collect his thoughts. “I hear you’re in charge now, Rankin. Your report. I’ll hear it.”

The man stood to attention before him; he was very clearly trying to put on a good front. That was something, at least. He was tall, maybe thirty, rather pale-looking and very lean, with thinning hair and eyes that were a little too close together to look completely normal. Why he was called Rankin, Emeric didn’t know. It could be a nickname - perhaps he didn’t smell very pleasant, or had fallen into a pig pen once, or something, and the name got stuck - or his real name. Rankin sounded more like a real name than Butterarse, certainly.

The man spoke reasonably well, Emeric judged, and gave a decent impression of himself. He explained that he had been Buck Tannard’s second-in-command during their scouting assignments and was used to managing men, so took easily to the role of leader after Sir Arnold’s death. He also said that they’d lost more than just Sir Arnold and the Blackshaws when Tathranor came. There were the two injured men, yes, but several others had fled as well, refusing to work anywhere near this cavern with a moonbear lurking around.

“They fled that night while we were dealing with the dead,” Rankin reported. “We had to bury those men, my lord. And the injured…it took a while to carry them up to the beach.”

“Was that needed?” Emeric asked. “If they were injured, could they not have been left in here?”

“Yes, my lord, that would have saved us some time. But…well, Sagfrey thought he was going to die that night, and begged that we bring him up to the top, so he could die looking at the sea. It was his dying wish, so we couldn’t rightly deny him. I felt compelled to honour it, my lord.”

Emeric nodded - he could understand that well enough. Sagfrey was fairly young, as he remembered it, and that would have made denying him even harder. “I take it he did not die, in the end?”

“No. Not yet, anyway. We have him in a small shelter at the base of the cliff. He looks intently at the sea, all day, waiting to die. But death hasn’t come for him yet, as I say.”

“And the other injured man? You took him to the beach as well?”

“We did, my lord. Maddin is his name, if you recall him. When he saw that we were taking Sagfrey up, he asked that we do the same for him. He must have observed how we honoured the boy’s wish, my lord, so claimed to be dying as well. He is a tricky fellow, Maddin,” he said, with half a smile. “He is up there as well, with Sagfrey.”

“And when all this was happening, men deserted? Is that what you’re telling me?”

“That’s right, my lord. A further six of them came together and decided to sneak off when we were distracted with these tasks. I knew some of them, I’m ashamed to say - we’ve been short-handed ever since.”

Emeric nodded - he had not known of those additional six deserters. It took the total to twelve who could no longer work, and effectively halved the workforce in a single stroke.

“It sounds like you’ve dealt with a lot,” he said.

“Yes, my lord. But most of the remaining men have been working hard. Not everyone - there are some feckless men here, I fear to say - but most. If you’d care to join me above, I’ll show you our progress. I’ll admit, it doesn’t look great down here, but we’ve been prioritising the upper sections first, widening the tunnels and setting down plank flooring, building scaffolds where we must. I know that you wanted it so that wagons and horses could get down here, if they were needed. Well, that takes time. If it was just men then rough-hewn stairs and ladders might suffice, but for wagons we need to bridge certain sections, and we’ll need to build a ramp to get down here, and into the tunnel proper as well.”

It was as they’d agreed; the man was not wrong in that. “I’ll visit once I’ve rested,” Emeric said. Much as he wanted to see these works and take a breath of fresh air, he needed to sleep more. It was quiet in this cavern, quiet and tranquil, and the pull of slumber was becoming very insistent. He was starting to miss some of the things the man was telling him, and that wouldn’t serve.

“Of course, my lord,” Rankin said. “You do seem…very weary. I’m quite surprised that you came alone.”

“It was quicker that way,” Emeric said.

Rankin nodded. “I should tell you, Lord Manfrey - a messenger came, several days ago, while you were away. A short knight called Sir Torus Stoutman. He left a note to give to you or another of your party. Said it came from Ilithor. From the Knight of the Vale, he said.” The man opened his cloak and drew the letter out, handing it over.

Emeric wondered if he might leave it for after he’d slept. But if this was from Lythian Lindar, it could very well be important. He checked the seal and made sure it hadn’t been tampered with, prepared to break it, then stopped. He looked up at Rankin, frowning. “Why wasn’t this brought to us sooner? Did Sir Torus say what it was about?”

“No, my lord. He only said it was important.”

“Important. But not important enough to deliver?”

The man Rankin squirmed a little under Emeric’s gaze. “We did discuss it, my lord. But…well, the moonbear went that way. We feared it might have killed you all. And…”

“You were afraid to follow, should you encounter him.” Emeric nodded - that was the true reason, and one he could understand. “Well, I’m here now.”

He broke the seal and opened the letter, reading the words. Lythian had a lovely flowing hand, which did not surprise him. He had written of a vision they’d been working on back in Ilithor, one they called the ‘lantern man’. Emeric read it through once, quickly, and then a second time, more slowly. Some of the details made sense to him; others were much more puzzling. Rankin was watching all the while, trying to peer over and get a look.

“What’s it about, my lord? Is it important?”

“I suspect it’s very important,” Emeric said, and he folded the letter back up, stashing it in the pocket of his cloak. He had a sudden urge to get back to the others; an urgency that battled with his exhaustion. Madly, he thought about leaving right now, but that would be folly. He had to rest, wash, eat, and gather what supplies they had with them here to take with him. If he could get a horse down here, that would be even better. Perhaps a platform could be rigged up, he wondered, to lower one down.

Rankin was still staring at him, hopeful for information. Emeric looked back at him and considered the man’s report - both the detail of it and the way it had been delivered. This man is more reliable than I supposed. He had explained their troubles and seemed diligent as a leader. Emeric felt like he could trust him.

“I need you to perform an important task for me, Rankin,” he said.

The man stood up tall. “Yes, my lord? What do you need?”

“First, I’ll need quill and parchment. Do you have them?”

“I believe we do.”

“Fetch them.”

The man did not hesitate, which Emeric found pleasing, fetching them at once. Emeric located a flat stone and quickly scrawled out what he needed. Once he was done, he wrote his signature at the bottom of the parchment, folded it once, twice, and handed it over.

Rankin frowned. “For me?”

“Yes. You’re to take this to Dragon’s Bane at once. There are instructions inside - requests for more men, food, medicine. Choose a good horse and ride with all haste. It shouldn’t take you long - is the weather fine?”

“It’s grey, my lord. Cold.”

“But not stormy?”

“No.”

“Then it shouldn’t take you long. Have the letter delivered to Borrus Kanabar or Rikkard Amadar or whichever commander is present when you arrive. Make sure they receive it, Rankin - do not hand it to anyone else - and make sure they know it’s from me. I want you to do it personally. This is important. Do you understand?”

“Yes, my lord. I understand.”

“Good. Then go.”

“Go? Right…right now, Lord Manfrey?”

“Right now,” Emeric confirmed. “I would go myself, but I must rest and then return to the others. See it done for me, Rankin. I’m counting on you to see it done.”

The man lifted himself higher, raising his chin, then dipping it into a single firm nod. “I’ll do it,” he said, and he swung and marched away. He didn’t look back, which Emeric liked, or answer any of the questions from the other men as he went to the cavern wall and clambered up the stone ladder they’d carved, disappearing at once into the passage beyond.

Emeric breathed out, long and slow, then withdrew Lythian’s letter from his pocket and read it over, one more time. He sat for a short while, puzzling over the mysterious details, before the finger of exhaustion tapped expectantly on his shoulder, and he gave in to it at last.

He found a nice place to sleep, and almost instantly, sleep ensnared him. Into his dreams he went.

And he dreamed of the lantern man.
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“He’s just through here, m’lord,” the Amadar spearman said, leading him through the tower.

It was one of the few towers left standing in the great sprawling ruin of Dragon’s Bane, up near the wreck of the south-facing barbican. Elyon still remembered with more clarity than he’d like how he’d watched the barbican tumble, watched the ancient towers fall. He’d been in the sky in a standoff with Vargo Ven and his dragon, Malathar the Mighty, at the time. Moments later, he was calling the retreat.

And now we’re back. The Bane is ours.

He felt a stirring at that thought, to win back what they’d lost, as the spearman reached a door, knocked, waited for the voice calling him to enter, and pushed the door open. The soldier was about to announce Elyon’s arrival when Elyon walked right past him to announce his arrival himself. He wanted to see his uncle’s reaction, and it was just as he’d hoped.

Lord Rikkard Amadar was sitting at a desk, armoured, ungroomed, scratching with a quill pen at a parchment. He glanced up casually, probably expecting a common report. When he saw that it was Elyon, his mouth split into a jubilant smile, and he stood up so quickly that his chair fell over behind him. “By the gods. Elyon. You’re here.”

“And very glad to be, Uncle. It’s been too long.”

“Too damn long, you have that right.” Rikkard tossed his quill pen aside and came marching around his desk, dismissing the spearman as he came. The man retired, closing the door behind him. Rikkard snapped Elyon up into an avuncular embrace, gripping tight, steel cracking on steel. He held him a moment, fiercely, then let him go, taking his face in his hands to get a proper look at him. The study was long and stern, then he said, “You look pale, Elyon. You haven’t seen much sun of late, have you?”

“You know where I was?”

Rikkard nodded, “Torus Stoutman told us,” and withdrew his hands from Elyon’s dirty, bearded face. “He comes here every now and then to check in. Said you’d left with Ulrik Marak in search of the Dread. But that was a while ago. You haven’t been heard from since.”

“Hence the lack of sun,” Elyon said. “I was trapped underground, Uncle, and it was a sunless place. There’s a vast underworld beneath us. We had a hard time getting out.”

“That can’t have been much fun.”

“It wasn’t, especially. Though I had Marak to amuse me. He and Garlath are quite the pair.”

“I never took them for a comedy duo.”

“Oh, they might surprise you. The moments are rare, but when you spend enough time with them, you see things others never get to see.” He was remembering, specifically, Marak’s embarrassment at Garlath’s sprawled-out posture of exhaustion, which was a comical image that would live with him for a while. He smiled at it again, as it passed his mind, and looked around the little solar. “Is there wine? I could murder a drink.”

“Then slay away, Elyon. I’ll fetch you one.” Rikkard returned around his desk, disappeared into a duck, and came up with a clay bottle and two pewter cups. He uncorked the bottle and poured. “It’s one of the few decent vintages left here,” his uncle told him, as Elyon went over to the narrow south-facing window. He could just about get a look over the wreckage of the high triple walls, which were not as high as they used to be, and out toward the Bloodmarshes. It was a wet, foggy afternoon, and he couldn’t see far; certainly not as far as the Bloodmarshes themselves, where the war was raging, and the fighting was fierce. “I’ve been saving it for occasions like this,” Rikkard went on. “The return of my beloved nephew is a reason enough to celebrate.”

He came around his desk again and handed Elyon his cup. “To your return, and much overdue,” he toasted.

They raised their cups and clacked, then drank. It was good stuff, as Rikkard had promised, rich and full with a pleasant oaky aftertaste. Elyon smiled relaxedly, indulging in the small pleasure for a few slow moments. “I’ve been sipping on stale water for what feels like weeks,” he said. “This makes for a nice change, Uncle. My thanks.”

“My pleasure,” his uncle returned, and they clacked cups again, drank again, and basked in the pleasurable moment for a few seconds longer. Then Rikkard got right down into it. “Now tell me, Elyon, how did you get here? Did Lord Marak fly you? I’ve heard no reports.”

“He dropped me off a good distance from the fort,” Elyon said, twirling the cup between his fingers. “I had to walk the rest of the way.” Well, he’d leapt and glided and propelled himself along with his wind-powered gauntlets, but didn’t want to get into that just now. “Ulrik was wary of causing a stir, and Garlath is a dragon to cause a stir.”

“I suppose that’s fair. Stoutman doesn’t exactly land in the middle of the fortress either when he comes here.”

“He’d have to find the space first,” Elyon said to that. From what he’d seen, the fortress was absolutely brimming with soldiers, and room was hard to come by. There must be over a hundred thousand men within and without of the walls, hailing from a hundred lands and serving beneath a thousand knights and lords. No doubt there were many thousands more engaged in the fighting right now, of which Elyon was keen to learn. “How’s the conflict going on the Bloodmarshes?” he asked. “I’m surprised to find you here skiving, Uncle. Have you finally had your fill of this war?”

“I had my fill of it a while ago, if you want the truth. But I’m resigned to the fact that I’ll be force-fed until I die.” He smiled, but it was a tired smile this time. “I lost a lot of men winning a major crossing out there, Elyon. It was a triumphant night, but a costly one, and we paid for it in blood. I led the rest of my men back two days ago to recover and refill our ranks. We plan to return tomorrow. Perhaps you’d want to join us?”

Elyon had come here for that very reason - to put himself back on the front lines of this war, however chaotic, however dangerous. “That’s why I’m here,” he said. “I’d be delighted to fight with you, Uncle. And take charge of your men.”

The man laughed. “Oh, will you? Pressing your case as prince, I see.”

Elyon had no real intention of pressing that case, in fact. He was plain old Prince of Vandar now, not Prince of the Skies and Lord of Storms as he had been when he’d borne the Windblade. Being a champion and a prince had given him a rare authority, but he suspected some of that had been stripped away now. “You’re a greatlord, Uncle. The only man who can command you is the king.” He paused and then added. “I’m sorry for your father. He was a great man.”

“Indeed,” Rikkard Amadar said, nodding solemnly. “Great in many ways, flawed in many others, but that is the balance of a man, Elyon. We are all imperfect souls, are we not? Well, all except you, of course.” He grinned to lighten the mood and even attempted to ruffle Elyon’s long, dark, dirty hair, as he had done when he was a boy.

And having experienced it much as a boy, Elyon was used to evading it. He did so now, pulling away just in time. “If you think I’m perfect, I say your perception of perfection requires repair. Only my mother was perfect, everyone knows.”

“Yes,” Rikkard said, nodding, remembering his beloved sister. “I don’t think many would disagree with you there.” He lifted his cup again and made a toast to her. “Long gone, but never forgotten. Dear Kessia, who watches over us still.”

“To Mother,” Elyon said, simply, raising his cup to the air.

The men clacked once more, drank once more, and by then their cups were almost empty. Rikkard took them back over to the table to refill them and returned. Elyon had another good look outside as he did. He could see the wagon-mounted ballistas out there, faintly in the fog, see the soldiers manning them, ever watching the skies. He glimpsed the construction of a bridge, heard the crack and pound of iron and timber. The bridges would be carried out, when complete, to help with the crossings, and he knew plank roads and pathways would be hastily laid down to speed the movement of the men. When Death’s Passage was won, they would use them to ease the wagons and supplies across as well, and to bring the horses south. Elyon knew well enough that the Bloodmarshes were a place to fight afoot, not ahorse, and that brought a question to mind.

“Is Snowmane here?” he asked, just as Rikkard was handing him his cup. He hadn’t ridden his faithful steed since he’d taken up the Windblade and started soaring the skies instead. The last he knew, a knight called Sir Isaac Hemshore was riding him, but that was long months ago. Sir Isaac was one of Rikkard’s best men, the Hemshores long-standing vassals of House Amadar.

“He is,” his uncle told him, delivering the news with a happy smile. “Sir Isaac has tended him very well for you, Elyon. He is stabled outside the fort, with the others.”

Elyon was delighted. “Did Isaac ride him into battle?”

“Only after I convinced him to do so. Isaac was very concerned about getting Snowmane killed - more than himself, it almost seemed to me - and suffering your wrath as a result, but I told him Snowmane was bred for battle, and it would not do to leave him behind. When we charged from the gates of Rustbridge, they were riding at my side. They both fought very well, Elyon, I think you would be proud.”

Elyon smiled again - his white destrier was a true-born warhorse, not quite the stomping menace that his father’s horse, Wolfsbane, was, but close enough. “Well, now I’m conflicted,” he said. “I’d hate to deprive Sir Isaac of him now that they’ve built a battle-bond.”

“Oh, deprive away, Elyon. Isaac was only looking after him for you and will not hesitate to hand over the reins. In fact, I think he’ll be quite relieved. It’s a burden, you know, fearing the wrath of a prince.”

“I’d never blame him if Snowamane was killed,” Elyon insisted.

“Yes, well I know that, but Sir Isaac does not. He is a terribly conscientious man and will have the pick of a good number of horses. Most of the men dying on the Bloodmarshes leave steeds behind, so there are plenty going spare. You can thank him for his service tomorrow, when we leave.”

Elyon nodded; he would do just that. He wondered how many of the horses left behind were from men Rikkard knew well, men who’d served with and under him, friends to him, and Isaac Hemshore as well. “How are the others?” he asked. “Your man told me Borrus and Killian are out there now, and Robbert Lukar.”

“Yes. All of them. Lady Marian, Lord Gullimer, Sir Gereon of Greyguard - most of the senior leadership, in fact. Lord Malcolm Marsh is here, managing the Tukoran host and Sir Karter Pentar is overseeing the fort.” Pentar was used to that sort of thing, Elyon knew - he was the fort commander at Rustbridge, too. “We’ve been making good ground, despite the losses,” Rikkard continued. “Borrus doesn’t come back anymore. He says he’ll stay out there until Death’s Passage is won, and he’ll be the first man to set foot on Agarathi soil. Well, that’s Borrus for you. You say no man may command me except the king, but Borrus Kanabar is doing a good job of trying.”

Elyon laughed. “I’m quite sure of it. How does Killian like that?”

“About the same as me. We’re all greatlords now, but Borrus maintains that most of the men here are East Vandarians: Riverlanders, Lakelanders, Marshlanders, so under his rule. Amadars and Olorans are in increasingly short supply, and we’re not likely to be restocked anytime soon. They’re all marshalling under your father in the west, so far as Stoutman says.”

“Oh?” Elyon’s knowledge of the current military movements was very much out of date. “The last time I was in Varinar, Sir Michael Tunsen had just left the city in protest, after your father’s death,” he said.

“Yes, Michael was very loyal to him. But he’s back in line now - I had Sir Torus bring him a letter. In short, I commanded him to stop being a stubborn fool and to muster all of Ilivar’s strength for the king’s deployment.”

Elyon was glad to hear that. The whole manner of Lord Brydon’s death never should have led to that rift. “What about the Olorans?”

“Young Lord Brabant’s taken command of them. He marched some thirty thousand down from Elinar, stopped the night at Varinar, and kept on going at your father’s order. There are more Taynars returning too, from the Ironmoors. The way Stoutman says it, the Steelrun is thick with ships and the river road’s packed with men and mounts, all heading the same way.”

“King’s Point?”

“Via Crosswater,” Rikkard said, nodding. “There’s a tourney going on too, did you know?”

Elyon didn’t know. It seemed much had moved along during his absence.

“They’re calling it The Song of the Last Blade, and there’s a fine prize going for the winner. That might be your old squire, Elyon. He’s doing well, I’m told.”

“Jovyn?”

“Sir Jovyn now,” Rikkard said. “Your father made him a Varin Knight.”

Elyon’s lips flew into a smile. He could not say how pleased he was to hear that. “Well, we’ve got to drink to that, Rikkard,” he said, raising up his cup once more. “To Sir Jovyn Colborn. Long may he serve.”

“Long may he serve,” Rikkard repeated, and they clacked and drank yet again.

After that, Elyon inquired into the state of matters at the Bane. Rikkard spoke of the reinforcements that had come from the west, around Redhelm and the South Downs, and from the north as well, where a force under the command of Lord Horus Buckland had arrived only yesterday. Elyon knew of Buckland’s host, having heard about it back in Ilithor. They’d come under attack by Drulgar after crossing the Links, and Lord Ferry Maynard, the Oakenlord, had been killed along with many others. According to Rikkard, about a third were dead or too badly injured to be of use, but the rest, a force numbering about eighteen thousand men, had made it here safely after a long, hard march.

“Buckland says he wants to join us when we go back out tomorrow,” Rikkard said.

“Truly? After such a long journey?”

“He’s barely had a taste of the war and wants to see blood on his greataxe again, he says. He’ll pick out a thousand of his most eager and ugly and come along with us.”

Rikkard had another sip of wine, then refilled his cup and Elyon’s as well. It looked like they were going to get through the full bottle. “I have some less good news,” the greatlord said, more soberly. “It’s about Prince Raynald. He’s dead.”

“Oh,” Elyon said. His uncle hadn’t given him any time to even think of what the bad news could be, before unveiling it. And it was bad. Elyon had always liked Raynald very much, and after Amilia’s death… “What happened, Uncle?”

“Tathranor happened. The prince had the foul luck of disturbing the moonbear on his way here from Lakeheart, and the bear killed him. Your half-brother has encountered him too, you should know, though in different circumstances.”

Strangely, Elyon’s heart gave a little leap at the mention of his bastard brother. “Is he all right?” he asked, mildly confused by his concern.

His uncle saw it too, and smiled at him. “Fine, yes. He’s fine. You know about the greatworm tunnel he went to explore, of course? Well, that tunnel passed by some underground ruins about fifty miles west of here, right on the coast. And it continued onward beneath the Red Sea from there. Your half-brother and Emeric Manfrey led a troop of men through it, and it seems Tathranor had the same idea.”

“Gods.” Elyon couldn’t think of anything much worse than encountering a raging moonbear in an underground tunnel, with barely any space to move or fight. “How many were killed?”

“Just one, as it happens. The moonbear was only trying to pass, so they let him. Then Sir Ernold Esterling got it in his head to seek revenge for Raynald and was sent to join him in the Hall of Green. A few others were killed when Tathranor entered the tunnel, on the coast. Anyway, there’s this…”

Rikkard walked back over to his desk and set down his cup of wine. There were scattered papers, a few scribbled notes, inventory lists and the like. He picked up a letter, twice folded and opened out, and handed it to Elyon to read.

“It’s from Emeric Manfrey. He sent a man here last night - Rankin. Brought that letter to me himself.”

Elyon read it. It detailed, briefly, what had happened on their expedition, as well as a request for more men to help explore a vast cavern system across the Red Sea. It seemed there were hundreds of passages leading from a huge central chamber, and they only had a handful of men in their company, not nearly enough manpower to conduct a proper search. He also wanted more men to help build out the tunnel here, in the north, for easy access should they decide to convey a host underground. And, of course, food, fodder, and other supplies to sustain them during their work.

Elyon put the letter down. “You’ve been dealing with these requests?”

His uncle nodded. “If this expedition bears fruit, it could be of the satisfying sort, Elyon. I would have left for the Bloodmarshes this morning had I not been caught up in it.”

“Well, I’m glad you were snared, Uncle. I’d hate to have just missed you.”

“I’m sure you’d have caught up quickly enough.” He sat down in his chair and gestured for Elyon to sit as well; he chose the window again, perching on the sill. “So tell me of your own expedition. I dare to ask, but…”

“No,” Elyon said. “We didn’t find Drulgar’s body.”

Rikkard nodded, as though he’d expected that. “I feared as much. He’s still alive, then?”

Elyon hated to admit it, but yes, it did seem possible. He spoke briefly of his and Ulrik Marak’s attempts to follow Drulgar’s tracks, and how they’d ended up following Brexatron’s instead, leading them to the titan’s corpse. The feast he spoke of, and the creatures of light, and he shared his concerns that they were being drawn under their enemy’s will. Rikkard listened, uninterupting. He had grown wary during the course of this war, and his face was wary now. Then Elyon told him of their days lost in the void, and how they’d finally come out, at last, through a rift in the Lonely Isle.

“I found the place where Thalavar lived, Uncle,” he said, wondering if Rikkard had heard the name. He saw that he had; probably Robbert had told him, or Sir Lothar Tunney, who both knew Saska’s tale as well, among a few others. “I slept the night in his cabin, a very simple place. And I found this, hidden inside an old mattress,” he added, reaching into his coat and withdrawing the boy’s diary.

He handed it to his uncle. Elyon was happy to see how he handled the brittle little book; with the respect deserving of such an artefact, the private musings of a never-was king. Rikkard spent a few moments gently turning the pages, glancing over a few passages, then handed it back. Elyon tucked it safely away again, in his inner left pocket, to rest there near his heart. It was precious to him, the book, and small enough to carry with him. He suspected he might even carry it into battle, tucking it down beneath his breastplate where he knew it would be safe.

“He seems a wise boy,” Rikkard said.

Elyon nodded; that had been his takeaway, too, from what he’d read so far. Even in his pre-teen years, Thalavar had clearly been very thoughtful, reflecting profoundly on the simple pleasures in his life, though agonising occasionally, too, about the things he felt he was missing. Even from a young age, he wrote of a sense of destiny, something he could not quite explain; a pull, deep inside him, that would tug him to a grander course. It had made Elyon sad to have read that, knowing the fate that awaited him - beaten to death by agents of Elio Krator for growing too close to his betrothed.

“What are you going to do with it?” Rikkard asked.

“Keep it, until Saska comes back. I plan to give it to her then, Uncle. As a keepsake to remind her of her father.”

Rikkard’s face warmed at the thought of that, and he lifted his cup once again. “Another toast, then,” he said, pausing a moment, and perhaps wondering what exactly he was toasting. “To love,” he decided to say. “The power that shapes us, and shapes the world, more than anything else we know.”

Elyon smiled. It was a tad soppy for his usual tastes, but this was Rikkard, so he’d allow it. “To love,” he echoed. And as he drank, he thought of her.

They shared more news for a while after that, though they mostly just reminisced. An unspoken contract was signed between the two men to enjoy this time alone, in this room, drinking this wine, because it might not happen again for a while, if ever, with what was to come. There were few people in the world Elyon enjoyed spending time with so much as Rikkard, and just an hour or two with his uncle made up for all Marak’s surly silences. When the first bottle was duly down to the dregs, Rikkard rifled around for another, pulled the cork with his teeth and had a sniff. His nose wrinkled; not a good sign.

“It’s swill by comparison, but it’ll serve.”

They drank on, talked on, laughed, reflected and refused to return to any discussion of the war. It wasn’t easy - the war overshadowed everything - but damn did they make a good go of it.

By the time the second bottle was finished, dusk had fallen, and Rikkard said that he should probably go and check in with his men, to make sure they were ready to leave, come the morrow. He would go and see Horus Buckland too, and make sure that the requests of Emeric Manfrey were being carried out. Elyon decided to stay in the solar, rather than join him. After so long with Ulrik Marak, he felt like a sudden explosion of attention might be a little overwhelming right now. Indeed, he’d been delighted to enter the fortress earlier to little fanfare at all. Hooded, he’d gone, and unnoticed, through the great hustle and bustle of men.

When Rikkard left, he remained on the window seat, looking out at the gathering gloom. His thoughts went to the men out there, fighting as he drank and rested; to Borrus, holding the front lines and driving them forward; to Robbert, burying his grief in battle and blood. Elyon would have to prepare himself mentally for fighting afoot again, now that he’d lost the Windblade, though he’d have ample time to do it. According to Rikkard, the fighting was fiercest at the heart of Death’s Passage, some forty or even fifty miles from here, and it would take them two days to get there.

He watched the dusk deepen, listening to the thick hum of noise that penetrated the walls. In some forts and warcamps he’d seen, during the latter months of this war, there had been a constant sense of dread in the air, a weight that pressed the men down. It’d been like that at King’s Point, particularly, following its destruction, but he’d sensed the same feeling elsewhere as well, as men went about, always looking to the skies, always fearing that Drulgar would come.

But not here. As he arrived today, he’d felt a sense of vitality and purpose running through the Bane, a determination despite their difficulties, a shared and almost buoyant belief that they were on the march now, that they had the wind in their sails, that the flow of fate was in their favour…and that while they still had a god and his armies to deal with, they would never again have to deal with the Dread.

And maybe that was true. Maybe Drulgar was dead down there, somewhere, being eaten just like his brother. Maybe he was alive, but unrecoverably wounded, blinded and broken, doomed now to crawl about that endless underrealm as the tiny creatures nipped at his heels, just waiting for him to die. Elyon had an image of Jonik and the murder-pedes he’d spoken of. How they’d skittered after him day after day, haunting his step, waiting for their chance to feast. Was Drulgar the Dread resigned to the same grim fate? Was this his purgatory now, to crawl about beneath them as his enemies surged above, toward a glorious victory?

Elyon didn’t know. But what he did know was that it would be best to keep knowledge of all this from the men. If they had a sniff, just a whiff or a whisper that the Dread might return, the desertions would begin again, the good feeling would be swallowed up in a new, choking darkness, and all the light in the men would be lost. Fear would creep back into their hearts, and there it would fester, rotting their spirit, and that would be best avoided.

Elyon reflected that he ought to have discussed that with Rikkard, though he hoped that his uncle was wise enough to keep what Elyon had told him to himself, for now. At this point, Drulgar was considered dead, and only Ulrik Marak, Elyon Daecar, and Rikkard Amadar had any reason to dispute the claim. If Rikkard should mention it to his men, or Lord Buckland, by morning, the entire fort might know, and Elyon felt strongly that would not be for the best.

He mulled on that a while, sipping the last of his slightly stale-tasting wine, waiting for Rikkard to return. To pass the time, he drew out Thalavar’s diary and opened it out at the last point he’d reached, reading some of the boy’s deep and moving reflections on the joys of a simple life.

He had a nice way with words, did the boy who would never be king. He spoke of his love of the woods, and the rivers, and the hills, and his deep pull toward the ocean. Elyon took that to be from his Seaborn side, though Thalavar himself never knew of it. He didn’t know his true name either, no more than he knew of his true parents and birth - in his diary, he was only Benrik, an orphan boy whose parents were killed at sea when he was just a toddler, and who’d been taken in by the little community they had lived in, raised by them all, from the frumpy old cook to the haggard swordmaster who taught him how to use a blade.

That swordmaster was called Master Como, Elyon had learned, and the old cook was Miss Krista. The houndmaster was Gryg, and a man called Daybert took care of the pigs, and the mules and horses were tended by Holsworth. There was a man called Old Willow whose specialism seemed to be carpentry and fixing things, and the best fisherman was known as Deep Neet. Neet was the only one permitted to fish offshore of the island, and was their resident storyteller too.

There were more besides, several dozen in sum, and they were a close-knit community, one that Thalavar loved very much. He wrote amusing anecdotes, and he opined about his favourite animals, and he seemed happy, contented, blissful even… until, well…until he wasn’t. Then he would ponder the pulling feeling he had, and the yearning, and the thirst for more - he would write of the yoke of an unknown destiny that settled heavily on his back.

As Elyon worked through the pages of his book, nursing his wine, he came upon a long passage to this effect, written when Thalavar was only thirteen.

I slept poorly last night, the boy wrote. Summer nights can be hot in the cabin, and the humidity infects my dreams. Last night, something strange came to me - I dreamed I had a daughter. I don’t know why. It isn’t something I’ve thought of before, though she was so clear I felt she was real. She had blue eyes, dazzlingly blue, and warm-looking skin, much warmer than mine, and was strong and very beautiful. I don’t know why I had the sense she was my daughter, because she was older than I am now, but I just knew. There was something magical about her, as though she was enrobed in light, a luminescence of the sort I’ve read in books about the Lightborn people who live far to the south - the books I’m not supposed to read. I’m not sure what that means, but I wonder if I’m destined to go there one day - to the south.

My yearnings continue to grow - the yearning to be more, to explore. I love my life here with Como and Krista and the others, but sometimes I get this itch inside me, in a place I cannot scratch, and all I can do is let the itch pass, which it does, but it always comes back, and more insistently too. I have asked Master Como if we might take a trip one day, across the sea, but he only gives me the same answer as always - you’re too young. You’ve got all you need right here, or don’t you? - And he’ll look at me in the hard way he can get, and make me feel ungrateful and guilty.

But I can’t stop the itch. It goes away, and comes back, and goes away and comes back, and I know it’s only going to get stronger, in time. I fear this dream I had last night will only make it worse, and make me more determined to go. It felt so real, so real it could be true, and if it’s true, that means I’ll have a daughter one day, and there will be something very special about her. It means I’ll need to go to the south to meet her mother. I don’t know where or who or when, but I have to do it, don’t I? It might be my destiny to go there, and if that’s the case, I won’t have a choice.

I’d hope the others would come with me, Master Como at least, and we’d need Deep Neet as well to sail the boat. But if no one comes, I think I can do it alone. I’ve been studying Neet when he thinks I’m not looking, and sailing a boat doesn’t look so hard. And there’s the other dream too, and the feeling I get. The open sea and the wind and the waves - they call to me in a way I can’t explain.

I hope it doesn’t come to that. I hope, sometimes, the itch goes away…and at other times I wait for it, and want it, because it’s the thing that will show me the world. It’s as though someone’s thrown an invisible rope around me and they’re tugging, tugging now and then, tugging me down to the shore. I still try to pull back from the tug, to fix my feet, but less now than before. I’m tired of it, and excited by it, and scared of it, and ashamed of it, and I don’t want to upset anyone by talking of leaving. So I try not to talk about it, and I’ve only mentioned it once or twice, to Master Como and Miss Krista, and they both just tell me ‘no’.

And then I think - it’s them who are scared. I know a little of the world out there, from the books I sneak from Holsworth and Old Willow, and I get the feeling I’m not supposed to. I get the feeling, sometimes, I’m being kept here, and even lied to, and when I get that feeling I feel guilty and ungrateful all over again, because I have everything I need, everything I could want, a life I love and people too, but the itch, the pull, the tugging feeling…it just won’t leave me alone.

I wonder if I’ll have the dream again, about my daughter. I fear I will. I hope I do. I want to see her again, and maybe speak to her this time. I want to ask her who her mother is and where, so maybe I’ll know where to go.

And I’ll ask her name as well, if she’ll tell me, because I know what I’d call my daughter, if I ever have one, and that would confirm it as real.

I’d name her after my mother, who died when I was little. They tell me her name was Saska. So that’s what I’d call my daughter.

Saska.
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It was a grey, cold day when they left Crosswater, sailing past the Vanguard and into the waterlogged lands to the south.

So much for your omens, Amron thought. Vandar had blessed his departure from Varinar, but what was he doing now? Frowning on it? Ought he stay at Crosswater longer and wait for a brighter day?

The river was busy with choppy little waves that broke harmlessly against Warbreaker’s bow. With her was a grand fleet of merchant cogs and river galleys, bulky galleons and swift caravels, a varied armada housing a varied host of Strands and Borringtons, Amadars and Taynars, Crawfields, Blunts, and sundry Daecar men, conveying the last of their strength downriver.

The wind was brisk, biting around the king’s ears as he stood upon the forecastle, scanning the world. Behind, the great powerful river wall of the Vanguard was now fading from sight, Crosswater no more than a vague shadow beyond it. The fleet itself spanned the river, cruising both ahead and behind the king’s flagship, well spread, sails fluttering. It was wide here, the Steelrun, and made wider still by all the rain. A queer sight, to be sure. Almost like they were sailing into a great silver lake, rather than the river as Amron knew it.

Further ahead was the Orca Lord, leading a hundred of his longships at the very front of the fleet, each with a full complement of a hundred men. Ten thousand in all, and a good test for them, this weather. A warm-up for what they might face when crossing the Red Sea, where the waves would be bigger, the winds stiffer, the men battered as they strained at the oars. The Orca Lord’s own longship had been painted white and black, distinct from all the rest of them, which were a muted greyish-blue to better blend into the water. Amron could see the man himself, standing proud upon the prow with his black-white cloak whipping in the wind. He was the tip of the spear, an inspiring figure, cutting through the waters as the rest came swiftly behind in a three-by-three formation, keeping time as the lead drummer slammed a low pounding beat.

It was quite the operation, most impressive to observe. Many lesser blood Bladeborn and common soldiers had now been trained on the oars, though in each boat, the Orca Lord had a man he trusted to lead, and several more of his own scattered among the oars. They knew him intimately, knew his mind, knew when to shift left or right, to close a gap, tighten space or spread. The drum thudded and the oars swished, and the longship fleet flew downriver as straight and true as an arrow.

“Quite the sight, eh?” said Lord Robert Borrington, standing at his side. “The Orca Lord knows his business.”

Certainly, he knew his business. That was not in dispute and many times proven now. The vessels were strong, sturdy, capable of carrying an astonishing burden for their size; they were everything the king could have hoped for and more. “He told me those outriggers balance the weight,” Amron said, over the wind. “They allow for a heavy cargo, without restricting manoeuvrability.”

“Borrington gave an easy smile. “So what cargo are you thinking, then? Are you to stuff them full of Bladeborn, these boats?”

Amron shook his head. “That would be unwise, Robert. I’ll have the longships manned by a mixture, I suspect. Some Bladeborn, some common soldiers, some tribesmen, a good blend would be best.”

Stegra Snowfist was standing with them, arms folded, all white in his snow-bear cloak, milky skin, and great snowy beard. He did not seem happy that they were being so effusive in their praise of the Orca Lord, who had proven himself the most useful of the tribal chiefs by far. “When will we cross this blood sea of yours?” he demanded. “We go to this city, the King Point...”

“King’s Point,” Borrington corrected. “And it’s the Red Sea, not the blood…”

Stegra snorted over him. “When! When will we clash with these fire people? We go from city to city and do nothing. We just sit and wait, while you play with your misty swords and talk, always talking and never doing! Too long back there,” he grunted, thumbing behind them, as the Vanguard withered out of sight. “Now another city. This Pointy city. And we sit there how long? How long!” he demanded.

“As long as it takes before our full strength is assembled,” Amron told him evenly. He was more than used to the man’s shouty ways by now. Perhaps I’ll send him off to deal with the gruloks? That might teach him to cool his tongue. “We must wait for the right conditions, Stegra, as discussed. And I must consider all of this with my war council.”

“I am your war council!” the man bellowed. “And the Melted Lord here. We are your council!”

Robert Borrington smiled. “Thank you for the inclusion, Stegra. And you know how much I just love the name.”

“It is a good name for you. Your skin is melted. The Melted Lord.” He grinned over at him like some big mocking bear. “Maybe in this war you will have the rest of you melted? Another dragon will come. An ember will burn you.”

“Complete the set, eh?” Borrington chuckled, never taking things too seriously. No doubt he had terrible memories of those days, in the last war, when he’d been so horrifically burned. But if so, he didn’t show it.

“You are both part of my council,” Amron said. “But just a part. The rest are awaiting us at King’s Point, or otherwise dispersed among these ships. Once there…”

“You are the Steel King, are you not! The King of Daecar! The king decides when the fighting will come, and the Snowfist wants to fight! We wait and wait and wait and nothing happens. He wants to fight! To fight!”

As if on cue, there was a heavy pounding sound behind them. The thudding of footsteps, creaking of boards. All three of them turned around to find that Hraka the Great was approaching across the forecastle, brushing men aside as he came. He walked right up to the Snowfist and looked down at him past his big beard. Stegra was no small man at six and a half feet, but the chief of the Stone Men made him look half a child. The Snowfist looked up at him, still folding his arms, as Hraka looked down, neither moving an inch. If this was some queer custom, Amron didn’t know about it. He glanced over at Robert Borrington, hoping he might, but the man was only watching, grinning, as the tribal chiefs stood there, unblinking, squaring off for what felt like minutes before at last the spell was broken. Then both men nodded, as though sealing some silent contract. Hraka turned away and began removing his clothes as several of his Stone Men gathered around him.

Amron was baffled. “What’s going on?”

“It’s time,” Stegra said. He seemed very serious all of a sudden. “This is it, Steel King. Now you will see.”

“See what? What are you talking about?”

Stegra looked at him and nodded, slapping a hand down on his left shoulder, to a jolt of pain. Amron grimaced. “Living or dead, King of Daecar,” he said. “Living or dead.” Then he stepped away toward his own people, shrugging free of his snowbear cloak as his son Svaldar came in to catch it, fold it, place it neatly and reverently aside.

Amron was starting to see what was happening. “They’re to brawl,” he said to Robert Borrington. He looked at him; clearly, the Lord of Northwatch already knew. “Is this part of their tribal contest?”

Amron wasn’t entirely up to speed with the current state of that contest, he had to admit. Amara had mentioned something about a challenge system and a points system, whereby anyone could challenge anyone else, and each entrant into the competition was assigned a point value. It was about accumulating points, or something. But that was about all he knew.

“It’s the final, I’d say,” Borrington told him. “These two have been circling each other for days, Amron. Beaten every challenger, and some good names too. See that one there,” Borrington gestured to one of the Stone Men. “Name’s Clugger. Brute of a man, as you can see. Stegra took him down back in Varinar, I heard. And that one.” He pointed out another. “Jagral, he’s called. Stegra beat him bloody as well.”

Amron looked at the two Stone Men and decided that both of them were at least as big as Hraka the Great. Clugger might even be a shade bigger, a true monster of a man. “And Hraka?”

“Oh, he’s been dismantling anyone who dares call him out. Hasn’t faced a real challenge yet.” He frowned over at him. “You should have come out and observed, Amron. It’s been an exciting contest, you know, more interesting than the Song of the Last Blade if you ask me. Well, it’s different, anyway. They brawl with fists, that’s all, no weapons. I’ve seen a hundred tourneys in my time, so that makes for a refreshing change.”

Amron was aware that Stegra had been wanting him to come out and watch him fight. He’d felt a little bad for not doing so, though of course, he had his reasons. The business of being a king, for a start. And the crippling agony he had to deal with, day by day. Still, he was glad now to have his chance. “What did he mean about the living or dead?”

“Something he says before every fight, and after. Stegra claims that no man living or dead could ever defeat him in a fistfight.”

Of course. That sounded very much like something Stegra would say. “Are there any formalities?”

“Such as?”

“I don’t know. Do they want me to begin the bout or something? Make a short speech or opening address? You know, lend my royal weight to the occasion.”

Borrington snorted amusedly. “No, nothing like that. Just stand and clap and make all the right noises. Best not cheer for either side, though. A king should be neutral in these things.”

“Right. Yes.” Probably the Snowfist would be expecting his support, however. Maybe a secret smile for him if he’s winning. Yes, that should serve to smooth his ruffled feathers.

The bout was to happen on the main deck, they were told. As the two combatants prepared themselves on the forecastle, Amron hobbled his way down the steps, the cloak of Amron the Bold pulling in the wind, gulls and terns and river birds floating in the air above them, a few birds of prey circling. On the deck, he found Lillia practising her swordplay with Carly Flame Mane, the air snapping with the clack of wooden blades as they dashed and scrambled about among the men, leaping over boxes and swinging around ropes, laughing and calling at one another all the while.

Amron smiled. She was a bundle of energy these days, his daughter, always grinning and giggling, always happy, radiating an irrepressible light. Like her mother before her, people were drawn to her now. They smiled as she passed and paid her gushing compliments. They wished her well in the tournament, as though she was the one fighting, not Jovyn. In a way, she was. She lived and breathed the competition, attended every one of Jovyn’s training sessions. She even gave pointers here and there, and of course, Jovyn listened attentively each time.

And she still replayed the contests every evening for her father, even though he’d been there to witness them himself. The night that Jovyn defeated Sir Lambert Joyce, Lillia had come springing into his solar with Sir Daryl Blunt in tow to act it all out once more. Two days ago, following Jovyn’s quarter-final crushing of the Crawfield man Ben Beacon, she’d done the same, acting out every cut and blow that Amron had already seen. And of course, he let her. He might have said, “Lillia, I’m busy, I’m a king, I have things to do,” but he didn’t. He might have told Rogen or another of his guards not to admit her. “Tell her I’m sleeping. Tell her I’m working. Tell her I’m thinking about how to win the war.” But he didn’t. It didn’t matter if he was busy, or tired, or in pain, or in a sour mood; he always let her in.

“You’re starting to let that girl run rings around you,” old Bryce Coddington had observed, back in Crosswater. “First, it was ‘no, you’re not leaving Varinar’. Then you said, ‘Fine, you can go as far as Crosswater, but that’s it.’ Now we’re to head down to King’s Point, and I hear you’re letting her come. What’s next, Amron? When she asks to join your royal guard, become a Varin Knight, will you let her?”

Amron had snorted at him, and angrily so. “It’s your fault for getting drunk, you old fool. You let yourself be beaten by that boy Ben Beacon. If you’d defeated him, as you should have, you’d have met Jovyn in the quarter-finals. And won, quite possibly. And I wouldn’t be in this mess.”

But it wasn’t a mess, not really. It was all for the good, he had come to see, because his moments with Lillia, whenever he had them, were his favourite moments, his happiest moments; they were moments of peace in a mind constantly churning and figuring and mulling on this terrible war, and he wanted more of them. He wanted his daughter close to him, right up until the moment that he left for the war. He had never seen her so happy, and had never been so happy with her. It was strange, in a fashion, given the times, but also not so strange at all. He saw in her the light of life that burned bright in all young warriors. Born to relish war, they became zeal-filled and excited, walking about two inches taller and with wide eyes welcoming the world. No, Lillia was not a warrior, and no, she absolutely would not go to war. But she carried the energy all the same. Young. Fearless. Born for times like these. And Amron cherished their time together.

He approached her now, a proud smile on his lips. “Lillia, I’m sorry, but you’ll have to take a break. There’s to be a contest here. Stegra is going to fight.”

She paused in the middle of a backswing and spun around at him, eyes massive. “What! Really? A brawl? Who’s he fighting?”

“Hraka.”

“The Great?”

“Is there another?”

She squealed with excitement and thrust her practice sword into the air, to cheers from some of the watching soldiers. “Carly, did you hear that! Stegra and Hraka are going to fight!”

“I know, Princess. They’re right there getting ready.” She had clearly seen what Lillia hadn’t, the two combatants preparing on the upper deck.

Her eyes grew yet wider, if that was possible. “When’s it starting?” she cried, breathless. “Is it soon? Make them wait for us if it’s soon! I have to get Auntie Amara. And Jovy. And Artibus. They can’t miss this! Make them wait!”

And she was off, springing away below decks, tossing her practice sword aside. Carly stood a moment, smiling after her, then went to pick it up. “She’s a sprightly one, your daughter, my lord,” she called over. “I can barely keep up with her these days.” She gave a quick curtsey to him and went right after her, doing as her duty demanded, keeping close.

“Pretty girl that Carly,” Borrington remarked, watching her go. “The men seem to like her.”

“Yes. I can tell.” She drew their gaze wherever she went. Even now, they were watching, nudging at one another, grinning, leering, probably making rude and suggestive remarks. Well, they’d best enjoy the sight of her while they could, because Carly would be going no further than the Point. Amron had cleared that with her already, and had her oath, such as it was for a sellsword from Tukor to give the Vandarian king her oath, that she would watch over Lillia while Amron was away, keep her busy and out of trouble, and soften the blow of not going to war herself.

“My lord. Should we not observe from the quarterdeck?” proposed Rogen Whitebeard. “Let them clear a space for the fight?”

“He’s right, Amron. We’re just getting in the way.”

So they made their way up the steps to take position at the quarterdeck’s front railing. The view was significantly improved from here, though it was hardly less busy. Over at the wheel, rearward of the deck, Captain Aticus Blake was cackling orders in his rough, shouty voice. It was always so loud aboard ships, Amron reflected. The wind, the waves, the crack and creak of timber, men shouting at one another, the captain hollering, sailors rushing up and down the boards. Noise, movement, never a moment of calm. Rather like a battle, he thought. A battle against the elements, and no less deadly.

Blake was Seaborn, going on sixty, a veteran of many adventures and wars. He broke from his shouting and called over to Amron, “Hear there’s to be some brawl down on my decks, that so?” He didn’t sound particularly pleased about that.

“So I am told,” Amron replied, calling over all the noise.

“Told? So whose plan is it, then? Damn it, this is a ship, Amron, not some bloody battle yard! My men need space to work the sails. You’d better tell them to make it quick!”

Amron smiled internally. In his experience, there were two types of men who could order about a king. One was a doctor, as Artibus made clear. The other was the captain of a vessel such as this. As the old saying went, every captain was a king beneath his own sails. Even with a real king aboard, his authority was unquestioned.

“You hear me?” Blake hacked over at him to drive home the point. “We got some bad weather comin’, and I don’t want any men overboard. Brawling!” he snorted. “Under my sails! I’ve sent more than one man walking the planks for such nonsense, and I’m not shy of doing it again! You understand?”

“Loud and clear, Captain Blake.” Amron turned to Rogen Whitebeard and made a face. “Gods, he’s scary, Rogen. I think we’d better do as he says.”

“You want me to tell them?” the ranger growled.

“If you’d be so kind.” And he prowled away.

Amron stood now, observing from the railing as the decks below churned and heaved with motion. Between the mainmast and the foremast, everything was being cleared to make room: boxes, barrels, crates, sheaves of arrows, bundles of rope, buckets and casks and other cargo. Once that was out of the way, Wagga the White came down from the forecastle with a piece of chalk in hand and began drawing out a wide crude circle where the brawl would apparently take place.

“What happens if they go outside the circle?” Amron asked Robert Borrington.

“Nothing. They step back in and keep fighting.”

“Then what’s the point?”

“Unsure.”

“It’s to centre the bout somewhere,” Bryce Coddington said, appearing from nowhere. He looked hungover again, with big bags beneath his eyes and a horrid, stale stink coming off his tongue. “Gotta keep it contained, that’s how I heard it.”

“From who?”

“Stegra. Said these fights used to spill out all over the place. Through villages. Huts. Things would get broken, people hurt if they were stupid enough to get caught in the way. This way, they stay in the same place. Safer like that.” He pulled on a wineskin.

“Really, Bryce? Drinking already.”

“Aye, and why not?”

“It’s early. At least pace yourself a little.”

The old knight waved it away. “Early, he says. It’s late morning, Amron. Perfect time to get started if you ask me.”

A sigh slipped through the king’s bearded lips. Why do I bother? Bryce Coddington was well and truly beyond his control. Below, the circle had been drawn now, the space cleared, and all sorts of people were gathering for the bout; soldiers, sailors, knights and men-at-arms, every tribesman aboard Warbreaker, and there were at least sixty travelling in the holds, seemed to have come hurrying up for the occasion. Snowskins, Stone Men, Crowmen of the Crag, even some of the river folk had been drawn to watch.

“Quite the turnout,” Borrington said. “Let’s hope they put on a good show, eh?”

A good show, but a short one. Rogen returned at that very moment, looking more pale than usual. There was a scowl on his face, as though someone had shouted at him. “I told them, but I don’t think they listened. Hraka is…well, Hraka is Hraka. He doesn’t say much. And Stegra threatened to spill my guts should I dare interfere with his destiny.”

“Right.” Amron had thought it might go something like that. “Well, you tried. How long do these brawls tend to take?”

Borrington shrugged. “I’ve seen them last less than ten seconds. But one went on for over an hour, so…”

“An hour? Between who?”

“Two of the Stone Men. Love rivals for some stone back home, probably.” Robert Borrington laughed uproariously at his own joke. “That’s rare, though. Wouldn’t think this one will last so…”

He was cut off by a stirring in the crowd. Amron looked across, saw that the two combatants were taking their places at the top of the stairs, about to descend from the forecastle from either side. About time. The world went quiet for a moment, hushed with anticipation, and then both Hraka and Stegra moved at once, stepping down toward the brawling circle with their supporters following behind them.

It was, Amron had to say, about the queerest sight that he had ever stood witness to aboard a vessel. Two huge tribesmen, dressed in nought but a strip of cloth, stamping down the steps with their captains cheering out behind them. “Hraka, Hraka, Hraka,” droned the Stone Men in their rumbling voices, and, “Snowfist! Snowfist! Snowfist!” bellowed the Snowskins. He saw Wagga there, and Svaldar, and Sigurt Seven-Sons, and Arnel Hammerhand, and Briggor the Big, a very small man, and Verner, now called the Herald, for being the one to see the sign. Niklas No-Name was there as well, and Jorgen Half-Eye with his patch. All men Amron had travelled with across the Icewilds. All men he knew, and liked. And above all, he liked Stegra. Loud, argumentative, ridiculous as he was, Amron liked him, and liked him a great deal. If Carly is a sister to Lillia now, then this man is like my brother. Of course, he wanted Stegra to win. How could he not, after all they’d been through?

And down they came, the two men moving to opposite sides of the circle. Their followers fanned out behind them, pushing and shoving others aside to get the best spots. There was a lot of jostling, a lot of shouting, as men fought for a better view. “Looks like we might have some fisticuffs before the bout begins,” Robert Borrington laughed. “Bit of a warmup eh, Amron. Why not?”

“Father!”

Amron turned his head. Lillia was clattering up the steps to the quarterdeck, urging her auntie along behind her. Amara looked in no great hurry to be there, and Amron agreed it was no place for her in her condition. One slip or fall, and it could spell disaster. Sir Penrose, Sir Talmer, and Sir Jovyn were at her sides, forming some sort of human wall and making sure she had plenty of room to walk as she drifted toward them. “Come on, hurry up!” Lillia was hissing. “We’re going to miss the start! Hurry up!”

They managed to squeeze through and up to Amron’s side, right up against the rail. “Are you all right?” Amron asked Amara. He did not ask about her condition. She hated it when he did that. Just a general ‘are you well’ was always better, he had found.

“Fine,” she said. “A lot of fuss over a fistfight.” She looked over the pulsing throng. “It might be over in a single blow.” Her eyes landed on Hraka, wearing nothing but a breechclout, positively overflowing with old, hard muscle. “Goodness me, would you look at that brute. Ridiculous, all that muscle.”

“Muscles are good, Auntie. Father has lots of muscle.”

“There’s lots, and then there’s that. He’s so swollen he looks like he’ll explode.”

Lillia giggled as though the spectacle would be most amusing. “Who’s going to win, Father? Are we cheering Stegra?”

“No, Lillia. We must remain neutral here.”

She snorted her contempt for that notion. “I’m shouting for Stegra. He’s funny, I like him, and that big one never says anything. He just grunts at me when I say anything to him. He’s like some big stupid animal, and not in a good way.”

A big animal who leads a herd of them, and who’ll help trample a few Agarathi, Amron thought. That was about the end of his hopes for the Stone Men and the tribes in general. They were willing, some of them very large, savage fighters all, but too small in number to make any real difference in the battles to come. Truly, the Orca Lord was the only one who’d proven indispensable. His skill at fishing Lake Eshina had been instrumental in keeping them fed, and Amron hoped to deploy them to the same task when they reached the coast at King’s Point.

“I’m cheering for Stegra,” Lillia said again. “And Jovy is too. Aren’t you Jovy?”

Jovyn looked doubtfully at Amron, who smiled. “Feel free to support who you wish, Jovyn. As royals, however, we must not take sides.”

It seemed Narek son of Tarek had been roped in to referee the bout. As chief of the Crowmen of the Crag, perhaps it was an honour, but he didn’t seem entirely happy with the role as he stepped into the centre of the circle, looked gingerly over at the two massive men, and raised his hands for silence.

“Well, this is it,” he called out, in that slightly clacky voice of his, once the noise had simmered down. “These two? Best fighters we got, and got to give ‘em that. Both undefeated. Near killed every man they faced. Me, here, got the scars to prove it.” He pointed at his ugly face and chuckled, though didn’t get much of a response. It was plainly a lie. Narek would be a fool to have fought either of these men. “Well, er, not much else to say. Got the king here, that’s nice.” He pointed up to Amron, and the crowd rippled with applause. A few shouts of ‘Daecar!’ and ‘for the king!’ and ‘for Vandar!’ went up as Amron set his chin and tried to look very kingly. “Well, you two best put on a good show for him,” Narek said, looking at Hraka, then Stegra in turn. “A good show and clean. You know the rules. No eye gouging. Don’t go grabbing at them nuts. Try not to break any bones. Guess that’s it.” He thought a moment and decided that was, indeed, it. “Right then. On my clap.”

The two men stood ready. Hraka hadn’t moved an inch all that time. Stegra had been prowling about on his side of the circle, grunting and snorting and geeing himself up, slapping at his bare chest with meaty hands. He looked quite magnificent, it had to be said. With that strange pale skin, the white beard and hair, the quite excellent musculature, big and thick. He had many scars on his body, as one would expect.

Narak slipped away to the edge of the circle. He took another look at each man, nodded, raised his hands up high, pausing. There was a deep intake of air, like the world was sucking a breath. Then, with a sudden swift movement, he smashed his palms together, and a great clap echoed out across the river.

At that, the bout began.

The two men did not rush in, bellowing and swinging, as one might have hoped. No, it started as a cagey affair. Hraka, who seemed to have forgotten that his legs were made for moving, remained standing where he was, staring at his opponent like an immovable stone pillar. Stegra stalked left and right, upright and powerful, slamming a fist into the middle of his breast so hard it was starting to bruise. He went up and down, up and down, and then into the silence, he started bellowing.

“I am Stegra Snowfist! Stegra Snowfist!” he blared. “There is no man who can beat me, no man living or dead! I am Stegra Snowfist, son of Skagar, grandson to Svend, father to Svaldar, and there is no man who is my better! Today I show you! I prove it this day! Hraka the Great! Hraka the Small! I will put you on your knees, old man! I will slap you down, you will be my dog! You are nothing to me, nothing! I am Stegra Snowfist, and I will make you bleed!”

Hraka roared and charged.

It happened so suddenly that Amron almost missed it. He was so focused on Stegra and his bellowed boasting that he didn’t see it until the giant was stampeding across the circle and swinging hard for Stegra’s bearded jaw. The Snowfist’s ice-blue eyes lit up with a sudden bright glee, and he ducked the strike, swung his big fist, plunged in deep into Hraka’s guts.

“Oof,” Hraka said. And damn right. Even Amron felt that one. The king winced, almost like it had happened to him, the crowd went ooooh, and Hraka stumbled forward, spluttering.

Bryce Coddington was laughing and swigging from his wineskin. “Good on him, that Snowfist! Really lured him in!”

Is that what it was, then, all that grandstanding? Just a way to make his opponent snap? Amron supposed it could very well be both posturing and genuinely what Stegra believed, but the bout was far from over. Hraka was regaining his breath, standing, turning. Stegra stood across the circle, near the Stone Men now, grinning at them with his big white face, hurling insults at the men he’d already beaten. They didn’t have much in the way of wit, the Stone Men, so they were impotent against his verbal strikes and had nothing to throw back at him but scowls and mutters. Lillia was giggling with utter joy at the spectacle and trying to start up a chant of Stegra’s name. “Stegra…” she said, “Stegra…” and louder now, louder, “Stegra!”

“Lillia, stop it,” Amara hissed. “You heard what your father said. We’re not to take sides.”

But the chant had caught. Lillia was a spark in a bone-dry hayfield and the fire was spreading. Annoyingly, Robert Borrington and Bryce Coddington had quickly picked it up, and now it was repeating across the decks. Below, the Snowskins looked up, saw Amron among the source of the chanting, probably assumed he was a part of it, maybe even started it, and cheered up at him, grinning and raising their big white fists. Amron gave back a small smile; damn it, he couldn’t help himself. Then the Snowskins were calling out loudly for their chief and waving their arms about, getting everyone else to join in.

In no time at all, the name Stegra was being shouted out by about ninety per cent of the congregation. It seemed only the Stone Men, some of the Crowmen, Amron and Amara were not part of it. Hraka the Great didn’t like it at all. He looked around, frowning that ledge of brow, then stamped toward the Snowfist. Back turned, still hurling mocking insults, Stegra seemed unaware of his approach. But he was aware. It was just another ruse. Hraka’s massive fist formed up into a warhammer, pulled back, swung, and Stegra was gone again. He swished aside more quickly than Amron would have believed, so quickly, in fact, that he had a sneaking suspicion that the Snowfist was deploying the use of godsteel, hidden somewhere on his person, though if that was so, there was only one place it could be. And he didn’t much fancy digging around in Stegra’s breechclout to find out.

The Snowfist spun around the back of the Stone Man, went low, swinging his legs to take him down. Hraka was struck hard at his heels, and he crashed to the deck with a great splintery explosion that had Captain Blake roaring obscenities from the wheel. In the din, he was drowned out, however, and the damage didn’t look too bad. Amron’s eyes flicked left, flicked right. It seemed to him that some other ships of the fleet were drawing closer, as if to see what was happening. Indeed, there were men up in the rigging, sitting along the yards, standing precariously upon the bulwarks, clinging to ropes, packing the crows’ nests to watch. Away to the south, the Orca Lord and his longships were so far away now to be almost out of sight. There, the weather was turning. Big black clouds. Rain washing down in bursts. A good test for those longships to be sure.

“My dog! My dog!” Stegra was bellowing, walking a circle around Hraka, within the circle on deck. The giant rolled over, grunting loudly, threw his great fist into the planking as he stood. More damage was done. Blake’s obscenities continued. “I will put a chain on you, dog! Wagga, Sigurt, where is that chain I…aarg!”

Stegra was on the floor, back smacking against the broken timber. His showboating had gone too far, and Hraka had managed to snatch out and grab his ankle, flipping him onto his considerable arse. Laughter blew across the deck like a gale. The chant of Stegra ended abruptly. The Snowfist rolled over quickly enough to avoid a great stamping foot, and the poor deck came in for further punishment.

“Dog, am I!” Hraka the Great thundered after him, arms opened wide. He wanted to catch him, grapple him, squeeze him until he popped. But Stegra was too quick. He ducked the arms, struck a fist into Hraka’s meaty flank, and threw himself forward with his head. The top of his dome struck the giant in the temple with a ringing crack, and both men went flying to the floor, tumbling right out of the circle. The men there scattered. Several did not scatter quickly enough and were whacked aside, knocking into others, and about thirty men seemed to tumble into a heap of twisted limbs.

It was chaos, then. Some men were cheering, thinking the fight was over. Hraka was the one to tumble first from the circle, so he’d lost, as they saw it. Clearly, they were as ignorant as Amron regarding the rules. But the Snowskins knew otherwise; they were still hollering at their man, the Stone Men rumbling encouragement to their own, the Crowmen laughing and cackling in amusement as the two chieftains wrestled about on the decks. Narek son of Tarek was there, trying his best to get them back into the circle, but the two men were truly engaged with each other now, punching, kicking, rolling about on the floor, biting. There was a wild savagery to it that Amron hadn’t ever seen in a brawl, and he’d seen plenty. The Tukorans loved to brawl at feasts. The Riverlanders made a game of it, too. But never quite like this. The teeth. The spitting and the growling. It was primal, animalistic, a brawl between two beasts.

And the crowd was loving it. Lillia was loving it. Amara, no. Amara looked most unimpressed, even bored. But most of the rest were thoroughly enthralled. In fact, the barbaric nature of the brawl soon seemed to infect those watching. They were snarling, baring their teeth, not just the tribesmen, but common northmen too, sneering and snapping their jaws and shouting, “Kill, kill!” and “Rip his eyes out” and “His nose! Bite his nose off, Stegra!” and other things like that.

Amron wasn’t quite sure what to make of it. He could even hear roaring from the other ships, all crowding close, dangerously close, as they all floated downriver toward those worrying skies.

“My lord, my lord…” A figure was trying to push through the heaving crowd behind him. Rogen held him back, gave him a fierce stare, but it was only a young midshipman with a squeaky voice and pimply cheeks.

“Let him through, Rogen.”

The boy squeezed up to him, saw Lillia there glaring at him, and blinked. “I…” He swallowed. “My lord, I…”

“Spit it out, boy. What is it?”

The boy’s head had been hopelessly scrambled. Seeing a young beauty like Lillia could do that to a lad.

“The captain wants to speak to me,” Amron said. “Is that right? He has concerns he would like to share.”

The boy looked up at him, looked at Lillia again, licked his lips, nodded.

“Very well. Rogen, make room.”

Room was made. Amron marched through the short tunnel of human bodies and up to the wheel. The captain’s face could aptly be described as pure fury. “Captain. Apologies for the damage to the deck. And the noise.” It was astonishingly loud now. He could hear the fearsome sounds below him, the heavy thumps and cracks of fists, feet, wood splintering, voices screaming for both sides. He had to raise his voice almost to a shout above all that. “I know you wanted the fight to be quick, and the weather looks…well, it looks grim to the south, but…”

“Forget that.” The captain dismissed it with a wave. “There’s someone to see you.”

Amron frowned, confused. “Someone?” He looked around. “Who?”

“Right there.” A finger pointed out the approaching form of a dragon, and Amron knew very well which dragon it was, and which rider. “We’ll have to drop anchor if you want to talk,” Blake shouted. “Reckon that’s why he’s coming, yes? To talk? We’ll get nearer to shore and take you over in a skiff. I’ll have no dragon landing on my boat, you hear me! Not that there’s any bloody space.”

Amron was only half listening. His eyes were on Lendrathor, watching him approach, noting the haste with which he flew. He had not seen Sir Pagaloth in a while. The dragonknight-turned-rider had been busy fighting his own kin along the Black Coast, rooting out the last of the fire priests there, clearing the land, watching over the Red Sea with the other rogue riders. He had seen some successes, the king knew, though perhaps something had gone awry. Perhaps he was coming to report an issue, or seek his counsel?

The brows of Amron Daecar knitted together. Faintly, very faintly, he had the impression of other shapes in the sky, further off, but it was hard to be sure. The clouds were thick and getting thicker there, boiling up and expanding fast. He glanced across the decks, glanced at Lillia, at Amara, at the hundreds packed shoulder to shoulder between the rails. He was getting a bad feeling in his guts.

“So? What’ll it be? You want to talk to him or not?”

Amron looked again. He didn’t think Pagaloth was here to talk. No, this is worse. He’s here to give a warning. “Sound the alarm, Captain,” he said.

“You what now? You’ll have to speak up over this…”

“Sound the alarm!” Amron roared. “Men to their stations. Now!”
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He could hear the bells ringing out from the king’s flagship, a brisk, urgent pealing spreading across the river. Quickly, it seemed, other vessels took it up, as the warning repeated out from ship to ship.

Good. They know, Pagaloth thought. It was possible that the warning bells were ringing out because of him - a dragon approaching did tend to put men on guard - but he didn’t think so. He was known now. They would recognise Lendrathor’s shape, his colour. More than that, he could see the king on the quarterdeck, shouting out and stamping around, herding men below, calling for them to take up arms.

He’s sniffed out the danger. That’s a clever man right there.

He swung down in an arcing glide, telling Lendrathor to slow, hoping to bellow a few words to Amron Daecar as he passed. The upper decks of Warbreaker were full to bursting for some reason, and the other ships nearby as well. He caught an absurd glimpse of two huge, naked men wrestling by the mainmast, punching and kicking as men surged all around them. Was that it? A fight? Were they all watching a fight? It hardly seemed the time or the place, but there were things about these northerners he’d never understand.

He put it aside and filled his lungs, shouting, “Dragons coming!” when he drew within distance of the king. He saw Amron Daecar’s eyes snap to him, narrow, alert. He was clutching at his blade, Vallath’s Ruin. Enhancing his hearing, filtering through the noise. With him was Rogen Whitebeard. No doubt he’d be doing the same. “Dragons incoming! Prepare to defend!”

And that was it. A few shouted words. No time for anything more, and he was gone.

Whether the king or the ranger had heard anything of that, he couldn’t say, but he sensed it didn’t matter either way; the ship was rallying, many rushing below decks, others hurrying to open crates, handing out throwing spears, javelins, harpoons, taking up bows, crossbows, manning the mounted ballistas. Warbreaker was a colossal vessel, bristling with defensive measures, but that could not be said for the entire fleet. Some were big galleons, built for combat, but many others were sleek river galleys, pleasure barges, deep merchant cogs that had little defence at all but for the handheld weapons aboard.

Pagaloth soared above them, taking it all in. The fleet was spread out across the breadth of the river, dozens of vessels carrying tens of thousands of troops, he would guess, and maybe rations and important supplies as well. Further south were the skinny longships he’d heard of. They moved in a tight formation, three-by-three, sliding swiftly into the stormier water.

He swung around in another pass, turning his eyes around, searching. There were many birds following the fleet, a great attendance in the air, bobbing on the water, hoping for scraps. Mostly gulls and some other smaller seabirds, but those weren’t of any interest to Sir Pagaloth.

He was still scanning when Lendrathor turned his head sharply, long neck pulling left, eyes going up. Pagaloth followed his gaze and saw it. An eagle, big and brown with flashes of grey, floating in the air above the fleet. His top lip peeled back. This was no common eagle, he knew that at once. Lendrathor had a sense for these things. He could sniff them out, these corrupted birds, sense the dark presence that lurked inside them, Eldur’s presence. There were still some out there, bonded to the captured Elders, the enslaved Elders, chained up within the Ashmount, they believed, tortured and broken. The Fire Father had been using them to watch over the north, and this one, this one had been watching the king.

“Kill it,” Pagaloth said.

A rumble went through Lendrathor’s body. He pumped his wings in a sudden hard beat, twisting, soaring toward it. The bird responded almost instantaneously, knowing it had been caught out, plunging into a swift dive, tucking its wings and fleeing the scene. A lance of flame spouted from Lendrathor’s maw, but the eagle was too quick, dashing right by. In a blink it was beneath them, spinning in flight, going the other way.

“After it!”

Lendrathor swung around as quickly as his bulk would allow, giving chase. He was a skilled eagle-killer now, the dragon. Knew their patterns of flight and tricks. With a flap of his wings, he surged higher, knowing the bird would dip lower, and knowing that, shot out a great widening spray of fire, a net of it, that caught the eagle as it changed course. Pagaloth heard the pained shriek, saw the feathers combust, glimpsed the burning bird give a few last flaps before it tumbled away toward the river.

“Good kill.”

Lendrathor snorted in triumph.

“Back,” Pagaloth said. “To the east.”

They soared back around, heading eastward across the Steelrun. The lands beneath them were badly waterlogged, the banks of the river broken, widening the waterway considerably. Below, he could see a modest host of footmen tramping away further south, moving through some woods and flooded plains toward the coast. Probably only a few thousand men, all wading through water up to their thighs. They did not seem panicked, did not seem to realise the danger. I should warn them, too.

“Lendrathor, go.”

They flew down toward them, passing the broken banks of the river, soaring over the shallow, sprawling lake that had formed around it, peppered with islands made from trees, from houses, from little hills, from the occasional watchtower poking up like a finger in a murky bathtub. All else was water, and the rain was starting to fall. It spat and tapped and danced on the surface, spitting and thickening the further south they flew.

The men started to notice them as they neared. A few shouts went up, and they began to turn, concerned. They were in a ragged line, maybe four or five men abreast, trudging on miserably, a long grim snake. A few limp banners fluttered listlessly here and there, though Pagaloth could not properly see the arms. He suspected this host had been unable to fit on the ships, had been sent downriver ahead of them, probably the previous day. They were vulnerable here, with no cover to speak of, no fireproof shields that Pagaloth could see. Mostly men in mixed armour, odds and ends, holding spears and old swords, not Bladeborn these. Pagaloth could hear them shouting now as he came closer, could see them hefting their spears as though ready to throw. But he was too high, too fast, gliding quickly over the top of them. He cried out as he went, “Dragons incoming! Look to the southeast!”

He stood up in the saddle and pointed that way, pointed until they looked and saw, but there was nothing to see. Not in this rain. Not through these clouds. They had no idea what he was pointing at.

“Dragons!” he bellowed as he neared the front. There were a few horsemen there, pausing to consult. The captain in their middle. A knight, maybe. Or lesser lord. “Dragons!” he shouted down. “Dragons to the southeast! Dragons!”

He swung up and away. Glanced back. Noted a certain panic spreading, men all looking around. It was all he could do for them, give them fair warning of attack. He climbed, and climbed quickly, Lendrathor thrashing at the sopping air. The high clouds were descending like the dark will of some god, smothering the land in a sudden grey gloom. Raining. It was always raining here in the west. Pagaloth was used to it now, flying in the rain, fighting in it, across the Wandering Wood and the Black Coast. He spent much of his time cruising along the shore, above the churning sea, watching for the threat of invasion or attack. That was his charge. Him and his allies. To patrol the coast all day and night, to give warning of any attack if they could.

Today, mere hours ago, Pagaloth had seen just that. Dragons, a strong flock of them, flying north across the Red Sea. They were making in the direction of Chilgrave, the ancient coastal fort that had been taken back from the Agarathi not long ago and re-garrisoned by northern troops. Were they coming to burn them out, win it back? To bring the fort to its final ruin?

Pagaloth had Sir Hahkesh with him, his wingrider for the day. “Send for the others!” he had called across to him. “Quickly, Hahkesh. We must help defend the fort!”

His fellow dragonknight-turned-dragonrider had squinted away toward the incoming flight from atop his fleet female dragon Madarax. He seemed less sure.

“What is wrong?” Pagaloth shouted. The man did not respond. “Hahkesh, speak! We have no time for…”

“They are not going for Chilgrave,” Sir Hahkesh said. He stared out at them a moment longer, then turned his head. “Too many, Pagaloth. This is a bigger attack.”

Pagaloth looked again, saw at least two dozen shapes, maybe more, breaking into clearer form, dispersing from a central mass. He was right, he realised. Too many for Chilgrave. “King’s Point, then,” he yelled. “There are many assembled there. Great armies there, Hahkesh. They are to attack the camps.”

But Hahkesh shook his head. “They are not going that way. The Point is too far west, Pagaloth. No,” and he looked inland, “I think they make for Crosswater.”

Crosswater. Not yet touched by the war. Pagaloth had seen it, flown over it before, a great fortress city at the fork of the Steelrun River, protected by the mighty Vanguard. But that river wall was for ships; it would offer no protection against dragons. There were many men at Crosswater as well, he knew, camps on either side of the river, and in the fortress too.

“You are right, Hahkesh. They are making for Crosswater,” he had called. “I must fly to warn them. Summon the others!” And they had parted there, Pagaloth soaring northwest, Hahkesh swinging around and heading east down their coast, to their new camp near the fortress of Greyguard.

Now, maybe two hours later, Pagaloth knew the truth. This was not about attacking Crosswater, but the fleet; they were coming to sink it, destroy it. They were coming to kill the king.

The clouds were thick and growing thicker, great grey and back clouds, rolling around one another, breaking apart and closing up again, the rain hissing and slashing, the wind howling like a wolf, so noisy he could barely hear himself think. Pagaloth turned his eyes around, squinting against the spray, wiping the wet hair from his eyes, trying to spot the enemy dragons. Had Hahkesh brought his allies in time? Were they coming now to help?

Or were they wrong? Wrong about the target? Could the dragons have diverted west to King’s Point, after all? A ruse, was it? Just another trick out of Eldur’s box?

“Lendrathor, do you sense them?” Pagaloth called out. “Are they close, Lendrathor? Tell me if they’re…”

Movement above them. Catching his eye. Sir Pagaloth’s neck snapped back. A shape was bursting from a black cloud several hundred metres higher, wet air eddying, a twisted dragon, long and malformed, head snapping out at the air, wings thrashing. Pagaloth saw a second dragon, smaller, follow right through, and a third, much bigger, beating the air behind it. They were making directly for the river, directly for the fleet. Is that all? Just three? Have they split up to…

No. More were following behind, many more, bursting from this cloud or that, all flying high, all deformed, deranged, screaming and hissing, all of different shape and size, some thick, some thin, some both, thick and thin, with swollen guts and long rat tails, or tails too heavy for their slighter front half. It was like Eldur had torn a hundred dragons apart and put them back together all wrong. As though in corrupting them, enslaving them, their bodies had reacted with these great surging spines, these cancerous growths, the mangled proportions and madness that had them all screeching, snapping, sputtering flame as they poured like a nightmare through the storm, these creatures from hell.

Pagaloth watched them pass overhead, this demonic flock, with a look of disgust and horror upon his face. So many, he thought. What could he do against so many? There were twenty-five, thirty, maybe even more. The first of them was already making swiftly for the royal armada, closing the space, screaming in maddened glee. They would be on them in minutes, and what could he do? He was all alone. All alone.

Just me, against…

A roar bellowed out from the east.

A voice he knew, shattering the sky.

Pagaloth swung his eyes that way, saw more dragons coming from the clouds. His heart soared at the sight of them. Yes! Tundrath, Hapthanor, Madarax, Saminex, Hard Place, Pathonar, the two riderless ones, all had come. Tundrath led them, big and slim and wide-winged, Adelle Kazaan atop him. Her cloak flapped ochre and blue like his scales, and behind Pagaloth saw Sir Connor Crawfield in the saddle, godsteel armour glinting in the rain. The rest fanned out, fierce in formation, an arrow firing right after their foe. Eight dragons, six ridden…and me, Pagaloth thought. He set his jaw. Nine. Nine in sum.

He swung around to join them, beating hard at the soaking air until he was part of the formation. They shifted position, moving to allow him in. He took his place at the front left, just behind Adelle Kazaan, filled his lungs and bellowed over, “My lady! Thank you for coming so fast!”

She peered back at him through her hard flinty eyes. He could almost hear her sniff from here, eternally displeased. Behind her, Connor Crawfield’s eyes were bright and intense, trying to get a good look ahead at the fleet. He looked over, shouted something, but Pagaloth could barely hear him. Just a small voice swallowed up by the roar of the wind.

On Tundrath’s other side was Hapthanor, An’zon Graz atop him, looking handsome and noble as always, if a little afraid. Torus Stoutman lounged behind him, seeming utterly relaxed, a little smile on his face as he watched the world go by. He looked like a man reclining in his favourite chair. Were the wind not so fierce and the air so wet, he would probably be smoking his pipe. He lifted a short arm and gave Pagaloth a jaunty wave, grinning all the while, then slid yet further back into his seat and crossed his legs, seeming to whistle a tune.

Gods, that man. Pagaloth almost laughed.

Behind Graz came Rhok, riding his bulky beast Hard Place. All business, the both of them. Ready for battle, eager for blood. Bulkier than any other dragon out here, Pagaloth thought. Rhok was a big lumbering killer, quiet and then violent, and Hard Place the same. He flew smoothly, almost serenely, for a beast his size, with a placid look on his face, yet when the action started, he would shift. Calm to chaos in an instant, Pagaloth knew. He’d seen it before, and more than once.

Last on that side was Angrar, the grim mute cook, riding his similarly grim steed Pathonar, a dull grey dragon covered in scars and pits and burns. An old beast he was, hard as the roots of the mountains, often tired, often sleeping for days, but more than capable when called upon to fight. And behind Pagaloth now was Sir Hahkesh on Madarax and Bah’run on Saminex the Small, a whippet of a dragon, perhaps the fastest the dragonknight had ever seen, but fiercer than dragons many times her size. And right on their heels, the two riderless ones, yet just as loyal. They followed behind like faithful hounds and had been named Snap and Snort.

“Your timing is good, Hahkesh! As are your instincts! They were making for Crosswater after all!”

“But not the city!” the dragonknight-turned-rider shouted back. “That is a large fleet out there, Pagaloth!”

“The king’s fleet. He was being watched by an eagle spy!”

“Another? Did you kill it?”

“We killed it!” Pagaloth called.

They cut the air quickly, giving chase, like wolves after a herd of deadly deer. They were badly outnumbered, but more dangerous; they had more than brute strength on their side, but tactics, strategy, a means of working together. The hellscape dragons ahead were not like them. They were wild, demented, driven by rage and pain and hate. Slaves, Pagaloth thought. Like the mindless Agarathi drones he’d killed. He took no joy from it, felt no honour, but it must be done.

It must be done.

Ahead now, the first ships were coming under attack. The dragons dispersed, spreading across the fleet, diving upon them with claws and fangs, spewing their infernal flame. Some of the ships would have been doused in fireproof oils, but not all. The rain would also help, but only a little. Pagaloth could see tiny darts firing from the decks, needles pinging up into the sky from ballistas and bows, see the spears and javelins flying in small arcs. Under the roar of the rain, he could hear the roar of battle now, the voices swelling from ship to ship as the northmen made their defence.

“Defend the king!” came a faint call to his right, and he saw Connor Crawfield standing up in his saddle, as best as his harness would allow, struggling to pull out his godsteel sword as though he could make any difference from here. Would he jump? If Tundrath were to fly over Warbreaker, would the Varin Knight propel himself down to the decks and hope for an accurate landing? He wouldn’t put it past the man, he knew that much.

Lady Kazaan did not enjoy the man’s bellowing. She was craning her neck back at him, waving irritably for him to sit down. Her eyes were fierce, her face as sharp as a blade. She raised up a hand for all of them to see, made a series of quick gestures, giving orders.

Pagaloth understood. Split up, fly in pairs, hunt as you’ve been taught. Identify the most dangerous dragons. And yes, prioritise the flagship.

Defend the king.
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Well, this was horrible.

“I’m starting to wish you’d never won your quarter-final match, Jovyn,” Amara said, squirming in her seat and trying not to show it. Showing panic in a crisis was never any good, she knew. Of course, she was panicking inside. There were dragons out there, attacking the fleet, many of them probably, and she might very well die. Her, Lillia, her unborn child, Amron, Artibus, Jovyn, Carly, all of them. Yes, plenty to make her panic, all that, but no need to show it. Stiff upper lip, she told herself. That was always the best way.

“I’m sorry, my lady. If I’d known…”

“I’m joking, Jovyn,” she chuckled, waving it off. “I’m only joking, that’s all.”

Well, sort of. If Jovyn had lost his quarter-final match to that hapless fool Ben Beacon, she and Lillia would be on another ship, at this very moment, going the other way, north, not south, back to Varinar rather than down to King’s Point. Consequently, they would not be under direct threat of death right now, which Amara would have sooner avoided.

She smiled over at him. “So, you are to fight Sir Taegon now, is that right?”

“Yes, my lady. Sir Taegon.” The young man swallowed a little nervously. Whether that was due to their current predicament or the prospect of facing the giant, she couldn’t say. Probably both, she supposed. Taegon Cargill was a significant step up from the likes of Ben Beacon, to be sure.

“Do you think you have a good chance?”

He tried to ponder on it, but seemed rather distracted by the tremors running through the vessel, the noises above, the shouting, screaming, the screeching of dragons, thumping of wings, twang of ballistas, crank of crossbows, the howling wind and hissing rain. Lillia was currently over at the window seat, head swishing left and right as she tried to follow the action outside. Fearless, that one. She wants to be up there, amidst it all, flinging spears and firing bolts. Thankfully, her father had made it absolutely clear that they both must descend to their cabin and bar the door, as though that was something that would deter a dragon. “They don’t usually knock, Father,” Lillia had said, before she shrugged and went below, for once doing what she was told.

After a very extended pause, Jovyn said. “I don’t know, my lady. Not many would have a chance against Sir Taegon, I wouldn’t say. He’s a formidable man.”

“But beatable,” she told him. “Don’t count yourself out of it just yet, Jovyn. Taegon Cargill may be a monster of a man, but all that size comes with a price. Speed is sacrificed for power, and…”

“He knows all this, Auntie,” Lillia called across the cabin. Evidently, she could multitask, watch the action and listen in all at once. “Jovy’s not stupid. He’s a trained Varin Knight, and anyway, he’s got me. I’m his coach, aren’t I, Jovy? There’s no way I’m going to let a big brute like Taegon Cargill stand in the way of our destiny!”

She grinned over at them, then returned her focus to the window, observing things that Amara was quite happy not observing. The rest of the people present were somewhere on the spectrum between very worried and entirely relaxed. Carly was as laid-back as ever, lounging in a chair with her legs hanging over the arm, reading a book about insects. Artibus was over by the dresser, quickly packing away his tonics and pots and little jars, should they spill onto the floor and shatter, which a couple already had. Sir Talmer, Sir Ryger and Sir Montague were all by the door, muttering among themselves and trying to keep their footing as the ship lurched on the roughening water. Sir Daryl, a man of such good humour and abundant laughter, was not laughing now. He was pacing, looking as solemn and serious as Amara had ever seen him. Every time the ship lurched, he stumbled, went to a knee or onto his arse, got up and kept on going, undeterred. It was like being still was far too much for him to bear.

“Daryl, do you have to keep going back and forward like that?” Amara asked. “You’re making me nervous with all that pacing.”

“Would have thought it’d be the dragons making you nervous,” Carly said, without looking up from her book.

“You should come look,” Lillia called over to the Flame Mane. “I’ve got a good view from here, Carly. The dragons are attacking the ships.”

She says it like it’s all for her own entertainment. Like there aren’t men out there dying, and horribly too.

“I’m happy with my insects for now, Princess.” Carly flipped another page, entirely disinterested. As uncaring as Lillia, apparently, but in an entirely different way. Is she truly that indifferent or just a better actor than I am? Amara, try as she might to depict a front of calm, knew very well her face was betraying her.

That was aptly demonstrated a moment later, when the door banged loudly, and Amara almost leapt right out of her skin.

“Who’s that?” called out Sir Talmer Hedgeside.

“A dragon,” Lillia laughed. “Don’t let it in!”

The muffled answer came from the other side, the bolts were pulled across the door, Talmer Hedgeside drew it open, and Sir Penrose entered, soaked in rain, his armour gleaming beneath his sodden blue cloak. The rush of wind came with him, the noise of battle above swelling and surging in Amara’s ears. The knight stepped up to her briskly, trailing water. “My lady, the dragons are engaging,” he said. “The king told me to tell you to hold here. Hunker down. Stay away from the windows.”

“They’re engaging, really?” Carly mocked. “We’d never have known if you hadn’t told us, Penny.”

“I came by the king’s command.” They had a constant repartee, the two of them, which consisted of Carly ridiculing the knight remorselessly as Penrose tried to defend himself with typically stale retorts. “He said to…”

“To stay here,” Carly said. “We heard. Shame, though. Lady Amara and I were thinking of taking the air on deck, have a nice stroll, you know, catch up on the latest gossip. But there are dragons out there, you say? Oh gosh.” And she made a face of mock horror. “You will protect us, won’t you, my handsome hero?”

Penrose Brightwood fumbled for a response, but much like Jovyn, it wasn’t his strongest suit. He decided just to address Amara again instead. “My lady. Just…hold on. Warbreaker is a powerful vessel and Sir Pagaloth is here. He has allies with him. There seem to be almost ten of them.”

“Where?” Lillia stared out of the window, eyes moving this way and that. “I don’t see them.”

“They’re on the other side of the river, my lady. Coming from the east.”

There was no window on that side of the cabin, alas. “Lillia, come away from there,” Amara called. “You heard what Sir Penrose said.”

“No way. I want to watch.”

“It’s dangerous, child. You’d be safer over here.” When the girl ignored her, Amara looked over at Jovyn, still hovering by her chair. “Jovyn, get her. Use any force necessary.”

“Um…yes, my lady,” he said dubiously. “As you say.”

Amara turned back to Penrose. “Thank you for the update, Pen. Best get back out there and keep those dragons away, yes?”

“Of course, my lady. I’ll return if there’s news.”

The knight sketched a bow, spun, and went back out through the door as Jovyn stepped over to pry Lillia from the window. His first effort involved asking her; he was duly ignored. He asked more firmly; he was ignored again. “Well, you’re giving me no choice.” He grabbed her wrist, pulling her right up from the seat with a little yelp.

“Jovy. Really!”

“Just following orders.”

She tried to fight him, banging her fists into his back as he hauled her unceremoniously up onto his shoulder, strode over to the bed, and threw her down. She bounced on the mattress with an excited squeal. “Oh, Jovy, I didn’t know you had it in you!” She grinned up at him, rather too alluringly for Amara’s liking, lay there a moment in a seductive pose, then twisted suddenly, sprang to her feet, danced right past him as he reached out to snatch her. “You’ll have to catch me, Jovy!” she sang. “You’re going to have to catch me!”

I’m in a madhouse, Amara Daecar thought, as the room descended into farce. Jovyn was chasing Lillia around as the girl skipped and hurdled furniture. Daryl Blunt was still pacing, or trying to, constantly stumbling whenever the ship struck a wave. A jar of leeches had shattered on the ground and Artibus was down on his knees, fumbling about, trying to pluck them up as they wriggled freely across the deck. The cabin was swaying this way and that, up and down, bucking, lurching, a great blur of noise filtering down from above. Sometimes a clearer word or shout pierced the din, but mostly it was just an incoherent jumble.

From the corner of her eye, Amara caught a glimpse of a ship burning off to starboard through the window, flames leaping and rising from its sails, saw dragons rippling through the grey wet skies. She swallowed, shoulders drawing in, cradling a hand protectively across her bump. There was a sudden loud bang above them, like something heavy landing on deck. Her eyes shot up, half expecting a dragon’s maw to come crashing through to devour them, but it must have been something else. Lillia was still evading Jovyn’s grasping attempts to snare her, crashing about in his armour as she nimbly flew over the bed, hurdling Carly as she sat reading in her chair, spinning around and around Amara’s and making her more than a little dizzy.

“Lillia, would you stop! You’re….” A second loud bang, though further down the ship. Amara paused again, wondering what on earth it was. “Driving me crazy,” she finished. “Please, just sit down!”

“Only if I can sit by the window.” She ducked under Jovyn’s arm again, panting, giggling. “Say I can sit there and…” Her foot landed on a leech. It slid beneath her, drawing her leg forward, and down she went onto her skinny rump, thumping hard and lying there, groaning.

Jovyn rushed up to her. “Are you all right? Lil! Are you hurt?”

“She’s fine,” Amara dismissed, half hoping it wasn’t true. The girl could learn some damn humility. “Put her on the bed, Jovyn. And keep her there.”

Gods, I need a drink. Amara Daecar was wishing, and not for the first time, that she didn’t have her darling parasite growing inside her, and could get utterly sotted on wine. Dying bone sober was never on her agenda, but her unborn daughter demanded it. Then again, if we’re going to die anyway…

She was about to call for Talmer Hedgeside to fetch a bottle when the door banged again, even more urgently than before. Was Penrose back already? Was there news? “Who’s that?” Sir Talmer called out. He listened over all the noise. “You what? That makes no sense.”

“Who is it, Talmer?” Amara called from her chair.

Hedgeside answered her by opening the door and admitting Sir Connor Crawfield. Amara’s jaw dropped open. Indeed, it made no sense. Unless she was entirely losing her mind, Connor Crawfield was not aboard this ship.

He came up to her, soaking, stinking of blood and battle. His Varin cloak was more brown than blue these days, torn, frayed, his armour scratched and dented. “My lady.” He went right down to a knee, took her hand and kissed it. “I…”

Then the door flapped open again and Torus Stoutman waddled in. He had a big grin on his ruddy face as he looked around. “What’s this now? Having a party without me?” A laugh bellowed out of him as he went rooting around the cupboards. “Where’s the wine? Gotta be some wine around here!”

Amara Daecar blinked. Looked at Torus, looked at Connor, wondering at what point she’d hit her head again. The knight was still clutching at her hand, still kneeling before her. “Connor, sweetheart, are you truly here or am I having a turn?”

“I am here, my lady.”

“Right.” The next question was an obvious one. “How, exactly?” She frowned. “Surely you didn’t…”

“I did, my lady. I had to see that you were well. Lady Kazaan flew low over the ship and I leapt. I can do more from here to protect you.” He looked over as Torus Stoutman fumbled his way through a cabinet. “I suppose he must have followed me down. I had no idea.”

“Well, you had best get up there, Connor.” Amara cupped his dirty, hairy cheek, blinking the tears from her eyes. She was very touched that he wanted to come and see her. “You can’t do much from down here.”

“No,” he agreed, standing. “How is the child, my lady? Not giving you too much trouble, I hope?”

“No trouble that you’ll want to hear about, Connor.” She stood up, wrapped her arms around him in case they should die, and she never get to do so again. “It’s good to see you, darling. Now go join the others. You have an excellent throwing arm, as I recall.”

He nodded at that. “As does Daryl, my lady. I’ll take him as well if you’ll allow it.”

“Stop him pacing? Oh, please do.”

Crawfield left at that, commanding Daryl Blunt to join him, and the pair moved off along the passageway to lop spears at passing dragons. Seeing Blunt leave inspired the same from Sir Ryger Joyce and Sir Montague Shaw, both eager to do their part, leaving Talmer Hedgeside in sole command of the door.

“Aha! Here it is!” Sir Torus Stoutman had found the wine. He stood from the cupboard, everything rattling and jingling around inside it, tore off the bottletop with his steel fist and glugged freely from the broken glass. As if this day couldn’t get any queerer. Now I have an armoured dwarf getting drunk in my cabin. “You want a tipple, Amara?”

“Torus, you do recall that I am carrying a child?”

“Bah!” the man shouted. “You can still have a cup or two. Won’t do any harm.” He took charge of the situation himself, finding a cup, filling it up a tiny bit to stop the wine from pitching over the brim. “One sip at a time, Amara. Go on, it’ll settle your nerves.”

“Fine.” She took the cup, drank the small sip-size measure inside, and handed it back, clutching again at the arms of her chair. Stoutman was standing before her, tremendously stable with that low centre of gravity of his. He had another long glug from the broken bottle. “So, how’re things? What’s the latest with this tourney?”

“Oughtn’t you go up there and help, Torus?”

“Me? Nope. Plenty heroes up there as it is, Amara.”

“Then why did you come? Connor said you jumped down off a dragon.”

“I did, aye. Thought it looked like fun.” He grinned, drank, wiped his mouth with a heavy fist. “Wanted to see you too, of course. No man ever had a drinking buddy like Amara Daecar. Isn’t that what they say?”

If they did, she hadn’t heard it. “I’m flattered, Torus. But that was the old me. Alya has demanded some changes.”

“Alya? That’s what you’re calling her?”

She nodded. “Vesryn thought it up. He suggested it in a dream.”

“Then you thought it up,” Stoutman came back. He was right, she supposed, though she liked to think it was Vesryn. “Nice name either way. Alya Daecar. Aye, very nice.” He drained the rest of his bottle, waddled back over to the cupboard, plucked out a second, broke off the top and imbibed another hearty swig. Returning, he filled Amara a second sip-size portion and handed it over. “To Alya, then. And Vesryn, why not?”

Clever man, she thought. Forcing me to drink. She could hardly refuse to toast her dead husband and unborn child now, could she? The small ration was swiftly ingested.

“So, how bad is it up there?” Amara asked. “Are we going to die, Torus?”

“Die? No. Well, maybe.” He shrugged, swaying on his short, thick legs as the ship ploughed through another wave. The din was truly disturbing now. Every screech and roar of a dragon sent a new set of fingers running up Amara’s spine, and she was determinedly not looking out of the window for fear of what she’d see. Still, she had the impression of rising waves, darkening sky, thickening rain, and flickering flames. All in all, a thoroughly horrible day to sail, and just as horrible to come under attack.

She drew a long, deep breath into her lungs, trying to remind herself that Amron Daecar was aboard this vessel, and thus all would be well. She had a faith in him that bordered on zeal, a profound belief that he would fulfil his destiny and win the war. Well, that cannot happen if he dies here, she told herself. That did not mean that she or Lillia would necessarily survive, but it seemed likely, seeing that they were all aboard the same warship.

Stoutman saw a free chair, tore it from the floor - the chairs and furniture were all bolted down, for occasions such as this - pulled it across the cabin next to hers, and plonked himself down. In a blink, he had his pipe out and lit and was blowing rings and other shapes, swigging on wine all the while. Carly, meanwhile, was sinking even deeper into her chair, eyes lazily falling shut as though she was in competition with Torus Stoutman as to who could look more relaxed. The smoking dwarf or the napping sellsword? Right now, Amara would call it a tie.

“So, the tourney…how’s the boy faring, Amara?”

She looked over, barely hearing him as a terrible roar rang out above them. A cringe warped her face, and her heart was in her throat. No matter what she did, she seemed unable to swallow it down.

“The Song of the Last Blade,” Stoutman said, once the din died away a bit. “The lad still in the contest? Guessing he must be, seeing as you’re here.”

Amara nodded and searched for her voice. It was rather strained, with her heart in her throat. “Yes. He’s into the semi-finals now.”

“And that’s why you’re here, is it? Heading down to the Point to support him?” Stoutman took a puff of his pipe, blew out the shape of a sword.

“More or less.” Amara had to admit, she also wanted to remain with Amron right up until the moment he left northern shores, so that was part of it as well. She felt she needed to be near him, to prop him up with her zeal. Sometimes, she even felt like she was getting through to him. Like he was actually starting to believe in himself, the way that she always had. “He’s fighting Sir Taegon next. So…”

“Ah, tough bout. But you know, I reckon the boy’s got it in him.”

“You think he’ll win.”

“With a bit of luck, aye.” He winked at her, then glanced over at Lillia, lying on the bed, in a look that Amara took to be meaningful.

She frowned, suspicious, and opened her mouth to ask a question. Then a shape moved past the window, big and black in the gloom, horribly close. There was an angry raking sound, of rending wood as a series of tremors ran through the vessel. Amara winced, wondering if that was it. Some dragon had torn a hole in the hull, and they were taking on water, soon to sink.

Stoutman took her hand, squeezing it. “Just a little scratch, Amara. Nothing worse than that.”

“You’re sure?” She sounded pathetic, like a frightened little girl.

“Aye, sure,” he said, smiling to comfort her. “It’s hard, I know, but try to relax. If there’s real trouble, I’ll tell you. I can hear what’s going on up there.”

She would have to trust him on that.

“More wine?” he asked. “Few more sips won’t hurt.”

“All right. Yes.” And the wine was poured. She devoured that next ration as quickly as she had the last, and then Torus Stoutman got her talking again, probably to try to distract her. Beneath all the bluster and that big old beard, he really was a very sweet man. Maybe he truly did come here all for my benefit? She would not put it past the man. Well, for her and the wine, that too.

Amara had no complaint, though. She was more than happy to have her focus diverted from the frankly terrifying banging and scraping and smashing all around them. They discussed the tournament a little more, and Bryce Coddington’s shameful performance, discussed the great muster of the west and what the knight had seen over in the east. He’d been busy, it seemed, flying to Dragon’s Bane and Ilithor, fighting around the Black Coast and patrolling the Red Sea, carrying messages sometimes, even ferrying dead princes, he said. Amara had already heard about the death of poor Raynald, but it seemed Sir Torus and An’zon Graz had carried his body to Ilithor, to be laid beside his sister.

My family, Amara reflected, once upon a time. She’d been born a Lukar herself after all, spent her youth in Ilithor under Janilah’s roof before he sold her on to Vesryn Daecar. She was a bit of a prize back then, or at least a prize worthy of a second son like Vesryn. Now that roof under which she’d lived had fallen in, and the entire family but for young Robbert was buried beneath it.

She thought of the curse that Vesryn always spoke of, how his treacheries had made her barren. A curse lifted, if one wanted to believe in such things, when he restored his honour fighting the Dread, inspiring this quickening of new life inside her. Amara was not sure about that particular curse, but she knew one thing - King Janilah had cursed his family. Vesryn’s treacheries, such as they were, were nothing compared to those of Janilah Lukar. A puddle beside a lake. A little knoll sitting next to a mountain. Her husband had made his mistakes, yes, but he’d spend his life trying to make them right. Janilah was different. Janilah was self-serving, relentlessly power-hungry, ruthlessly cruel, and had plotted, schemed, murdered, destroyed, even started wars in his pursuit of divinity.

And look where it took him, that path paved in blood. His son, his grandchildren, even his bastard daughter, gone. Only Robbert was left now to carry the torch, and how long would he survive? How long until the curse took him too? And all for one man’s pride.

“Amara.”

She was drawn out of her reverie. Artibus was right beside her, crouched by her chair as the ship rocked side to side. “Yes, Artibus. What is it?”

“I’ve assessed Lillia. She’s got a sprained wrist and possibly a cracked tailbone.”

“Right.” She’d already forgotten about the girl’s little fall. Her eyes swung to the bed, where Lillia was lying down, Jovyn kneeling next to her, gazing into one another’s eyes. A sweet sight, to be sure. Quite the opposite of how it must be up there. “Will she be all right?”

“She’ll be fine. Might be uncomfortable sitting for a few days, but nothing worse than that. I’ve given her a tonic for the pain.

Amara nodded.

“And this one’s for you.” A little vial appeared from the old man’s sleeve. “It’ll help with the seasickness. And perhaps that’s enough wine.”

The man missed nothing. “I’ve only had three sips.”

“Three gulps. There’s a difference.” He pushed the tonic into her palm. “Take it. It’ll settle you down.”

For seasickness, he said, but really it was a sedative. She frowned at it. “I shouldn’t. If we’re to die, I want a chance to say my goodbyes. Lying comatose and drooling isn’t how I want to go out.”

Artibus got that impatient look on his face that came when he felt his authority was being undermined. “We’re not going to die, and you know we’re not. Now take it. Your heart rate is elevated, and you need to calm down. Too much adrenaline can be dangerous for the child.” He glared at her like an angry eagle, brows arcing down dangerously, forcing her to relent. Which she did.

“Fine. But if the ship goes down while I’m sleeping, I’m going to have some stern words for you in the Eternal Halls, Artibus.”

She drank it down, Artibus watching all the while. Satisfied, he moved off, taking a chair across the cabin, where he sat observing her. She glared back at him in an extended staring contest, though sensed it wasn’t one she was going to win. It was fast acting, she knew from experience, and though she had some doubts that it would work quite so well here, with the ship rocking, the world churning, the entire fleet under terrible and potentially fatal aerial siege, she was pleasantly surprised to find that it did. Within a few short minutes, she felt herself growing drowsy, that familiar foggy feeling spreading through her head.

“Watch her closely, Talmer,” she vaguely heard Artibus say. “You as well, Torus. Don’t get too drunk. Make sure she doesn’t slip from the chair.”

“Right you are, Arty. I got her, don’t you worry.”

Stoutman’s voice, murmuring through the mist. Her eyes were closed, she realised, her body sinking away through clouds. She resisted, but only momentarily. And then she let it take her.

When she awoke, all was still.

Or at least much stiller than it had been.

The ship was rocking gently now, bobbing as though at anchor, and the worst of the storm seemed to have passed. She opened her eyes and groggily took in the room. Artibus was no longer in his chair. Lillia wasn’t on the bed. Carly was gone, Jovyn as well. Which left Torus Stoutman, currently snoring away loudly beside her with a wine bottle cradled in his arm, pipe dangling from his lips, and Sir Talmer Hedgeside, dutifully in position at the door.

“Talmer,” she mumbled, in a terrible slur. Her tongue felt thick and slow, far too big for her mouth. “What’s…what’s happening. Where is everyone?”

“Up top. Artibus is helping with the wounded.”

“It’s over?” Amara asked. She was still waking, coming around. There was a blur of noise coming down from above, but nothing like it had been. “Are they gone, then? The…”

“They’re gone,” the man confirmed. “A little while ago now.” Talmer’s craggy old face turned into something like a smile. “Ulrik Marak came, Amara. Frightened them off, so Ryger said it.”

She frowned, trying to puzzle through that. Marak? Here? “I need to see.” She began to stand, or tried to, clumsily pushing at the arms of her chair.

Hedgeside shifted straight over from the door. “Steady now, Amara. Artibus said you weren’t to leave that chair. Feared you might come around sooner than he hoped, and told me to keep you right where you are.”

She snorted, a truly horrible drunken sound that had some snot shooting out of her nose to dangle down into her lips. She wiped it quickly away with her palm, no airs and graces here. “Do you serve Artibus now?” she mumbled. “I thought you served me.”

“I do. That’s why you ought to stay. Lots going on up there. Best you stay here, my lady.”

“I’m not staying,” she said, and she was on her feet, hopelessly wobbly. She swayed a moment and then sat straight back down. “Water, Talmer. I need to clear my head.”

He brought it over, handed her a cup. “Reckon you’d best stay here, my lady,’ he insisted. “Nice and quiet down here. Up there? Not so much.”

She gulped the water down, splashed her face, wiped the back of her neck, and tried the whole standing thing again. Better this time. Not much, but it would do. “My coat, Talmer.”

“You’re intent on going, then?”

“No, you’ve convinced me.” She sat back down again. And stood right up. “Of course I’m intent. My coat. Please.”

The old knight sighed, shrugged, and went to fetch it for her, easing it around her shoulders. By then, she felt about half ready to face the decks. Well, maybe a quarter ready, but it would have to do. “Your arm, Talmer.” She laced hers through his, just in case she should stumble. “Now take me up.”

Well, the old knight wasn’t lying. As soon as she left the cabin, she was exposed to a great deal of sound and motion, boards clacking, men rushing up and down the passageways, and it only got worse once she reached the main deck and stepped out into the bustling throng.

All was noise, and smoke, rushing bodies, squawking gulls, a veritable cocktail of queasy unpleasantness. The wounded were still being carried below, wailing and moaning, and there was a terrible amount of shouting going on from all quarters of the vessel. Much of that was coming from Captain Blake, it seemed, whose great rattly warhorn of a voice was currently being deployed upon the forecastle. The damage up there was considerable, Amara saw, the foremast shattered, sails torn and shredded, bulwarks smashed and broken. At the front left of the forecastle lay a dead dragon, a horrid demonic dragon full of twisting horns and bulging body parts. A crowd were gathered around it, and she was certain she saw Lillia up there, getting far too close, and most certainly getting in the way.

“Whitebeard got that one,” a voice said. Amara turned, found Lord Robert Borrington standing beside her. “Took it down with a single spear. One of the finest throws I ever saw.” He had a proud look on his face, and so he should. Whitebeard was one of his rangers, after all, during their long years up at Northwatch.

“Where’s Amron?” she asked. She had a very momentary fear that he’d been killed, picked up by a dragon, perhaps, and taken, or pitched over the side of the ship to drown, but Robert Borrington quickly put her straight.

“There,” he told her, and he pointed east. “He went off to speak with Lord Marak.”

The Lord of Northwatch was gesturing to the banks of the river, or where the banks had previously been before they’d broken, drowning the land. There was a shallow hill not far away, rising like an island in a lake, and there Amara saw the great form of Garlath the Grand, distant but clearly visible, with a smaller dragon settled nearby. Lendrathor, she recognised. The king and the dragonlord stood together in private conference, Rogen Whitebeard standing watch while Sir Quinn Sharp, Sir Connor Crawfield, and Sir Pagaloth Kadosk all hovered nearby. Several other knights and soldiers stood a little further away, some watching the skies, others down by a large skiff resting on the water.

It was an impressive sight, even from afar. The two great men, two of the greatest in all the world, discussing the fate of that world upon that little island in a waterlogged land.

“Can you hear what they’re saying, Robert?”

“No, my lady. Too far for my ears.”

“Talmer told me he saved us. Lord Marak. Frightened the enemy dragons away.”

“What was left of them,” Borrington said, head going up and down. “We killed a good few before he got here, Amara, that one included.” He gestured to the one on the forecastle, which was currently being shoved out into the river to settle in its watery grave. “Rogues killed some others. Got a few good’uns on our side, I think. That Adelle Kazaan, she rides a monster. Tundrath or somesuch. Not burly, but big, you know the type. And there was another one, big old blocky brute. Damn violent, too. Saw him crunch down on one of these demons and rip its head right off. Flung the body into the river like it was nothing. Savage, as I say. And then Garlath turned up.” He paused, whistling through his teeth. “Well, you get a whole different idea of scale with him around. With the Dread dead, now it’s Garlath who rules the skies. We’re damn lucky to have him on our side. Damn lucky,” he said.

And how strange that was, to have Garlath the Grand and Ulrik Marak, killer of kings and First Blades, bane of Bladeborn, fighting with them. Just one strange thing in a world gone mad, Amara thought, turning her eyes around to assess the damage to the fleet. So far as she could tell, Warbreaker remained largely intact, battered but far from broken. Besides the damage to the forecastle, which was significant, several other sails had been ripped, the ramparts were full of holes, and a selection of the defensive ballistas were now missing, torn free of their mountings, but it could have been worse. A lot worse. Amara only had to glance out at the river to know that.

There, it was a different story. Some ships sat flaming, chugging plumes of black smoke into the sky, others listing and tilting in the water; more than a few were already sinking. She saw men in the river, scrambling at floating bits of mast or broken boards or shredded sails, saw little boats moving about trying to save them. Some had managed to swim to the waterlogged banks, crawling exhaustedly onto the tops of drowned houses, or clinging to submerged trees, or lying sprawled on muddy little islands. Those were the lucky ones, the ones fortunate enough not to be wearing armour. Anyone in godsteel was doomed, and common plate was a death sentence, too.

But what to do when your ship is burning? Stand there and let the flames take you, or try your luck in the water? Most would jump, if only by instinct, but really it came down to a single choice. Not between life and death, no, because death was near certain. It was simply a choice between the manner of that death. To burn or to drown, Amara thought. That was the cruel reality.

“They didn’t have much defence,” Borrington said, sadly, looking out at the broken fleet. “Must have been forty dragons out there, against just nine of our own. And those nine kept close, mostly. Defend the king. You know the way. Left the rest of the fleet exposed.”

Defend the king, Amara thought. It was the right thing to do, to sacrifice the many for the few. Even for the one. “We’re all expendable, Robert, except him.” They could not win this war without Amron Daecar. If thousands had to perish so Amron could live, so be it. He would hate it, no doubt, hate that his life mattered so much, but it did. It does. It matters a very great deal.

Amara was starting to feel unwell. The noise, the motion, Aticus Blake’s blaring voice, the stink of smoke and cooked flesh drifting over from other ships. Perhaps it was a mistake, her being here. She turned to Talmer Hedgeside. “Maybe you were right, Talmer.”

“Want to go back below, my lady?”

“I think it would be best.” She took Robert Borrington’s hand. “Do tell Amron to come to me when he can.” She pecked him on his melted cheek and descended back down to her cabin.

The afternoon wore on slowly. Amara sat in her chair, waiting, as people came and went from the room. Reports filtered in, suggesting they’d lost over a third of their ships, and at least ten thousand men were either confirmed dead, missing, or badly wounded enough to play no further part in the war. It was a very large number, ten thousand men. Ten thousand husbands, fathers, sons, brothers, all slain in a single attack. It was the risk of the river, and she knew that Amron would not be taking it well. Ten thousand men, lost in a morning, and what did it foretell of the future? When they had to cross the Red Sea, would the dragons come again, and in stronger numbers still? Might the king’s host be further depleted, severely depleted, even destroyed?

It wasn’t until later that afternoon that she got to see for herself the look on Amron’s face. Troubled, no doubt, and grieving for such a loss, but there was something even more disturbed in his eyes.

“Leave us, please,” the king said to all present, as he strode into the room. “Rogen. Watch the door.”

The door was shut, leaving them alone. He wants to confide something in me. Amara knew how these things worked by now. Despite her transgressions, he still relied upon her for counsel, still saw her as the only person with whom he could truly bare his soul. She felt honoured by that position.

Honoured, and suddenly afraid.

She sat up in her seat. “Is this about Elyon?” He had left with Ulrik Marak, she had been told. Left quite some time ago, and he hadn’t been heard from since.

“No. Elyon’s fine. Ulrik dropped him near Dragon’s Bane yesterday before flying here.”

She breathed out. Half her life seemed to be spent worrying about her valiant nephew. “What, then? You seem…unsettled, Amron.”

“I lost dozens of ships and thousands of men. I would call that unsettling, Amara.” He went to pour himself a cup of wine, took a long gulp. He looked like he needed it. “How are you? It must have been frightening being down here.”

“Less so than above.”

He shook his head. “It’s worse when you can’t affect the outcome. I hate fighting dragons from a ship, all Bladeborn do, but at least up there I can still fling a spear. Not so down here.” He had another drink of wine, moved it around his mouth, swallowed. “I hear Torus came and kept you company.”

“For a time, yes. Until Artibus drugged me.”

“It was for your own good. He told me your pulse was dangerously high.”

“He’s too fussy. I was fine.” Amara paused, then came out and asked it. “Do you want to send us home? Lillia and I?” Gods, he had every right to. To send them home and scrap the tournament both. It seemed so awfully pointless now, after a day like this.

He gave a deep sigh and then sat down on a chair, stretching out his aching right leg. “Blake says we can get back underway by nightfall, and we’re moving the survivors to the remaining ships. Ulrik promises to stay near until we reach King’s Point. We don’t expect another attack, but it serves to be careful. There was an eagle, Amara. Watching us. Pagaloth killed it. We hope it’s one of the last.”

She nodded. He hadn’t answered her question. “So…”

“You’ll stay with the fleet. Nothing changes, Amara.”

She breathed out, relieved. “And the tournament…”

“I don’t know. I can’t think about that now.” The king grimaced, perhaps from pain, perhaps from something worse. He took a long time before talking again, thinking things through, shaking his head. “They didn’t find him,” he said, eventually. He was staring at the floor, glaring at it, as though his mortal enemy. His voice was deep, low. Worried. Even afraid.

He looked up at her. She didn’t need him to explain that any further; she knew what he was speaking of.

“Ulrik said they searched for days, but only found Brexatron. Drulgar killed him, down in the depths. He killed him the same as Brannatar, the same as Fronn, the same as Orthrand.” His eyes went to the window, to the wreckage on the river. “We lost a third of our fleet today, maybe ten thousand men. Dozens of dragons, attacking us for what felt like hours. But Drulgar,” he snapped his fingers, “would have finished the job like that. Minutes it would have taken him. Minutes, and no survivors at all.”

He gave a big long sigh, closed and opened his fist. “Without Saska we cannot defeat him. The blades are gone, Amara, combined into a weapon that no one can bear. And even if they weren’t…” He shook his head. “If Drulgar comes back…if he isn’t dead…”

“He’s dead,” Amara said.

“But if he isn’t.”

“He’s dead.” She knew now why he had come to her; only with her would he show this side. Only with her could he panic, and fret, and whine, and he must. He must get it out of his system, here and now, so he could be a king to everyone else. “He’s dead, Amron,” Amara repeated. “They didn’t find him, so what? From what I’ve heard, those depths are endless.”

He was shaking his head again, about to speak.

“He’s dead.” She had to make him see. Make him see that whether he was dead or not, it didn’t matter. “It’s like this cabin,” she told him. “You said it yourself. It’s worse here, with the fighting up there, because there’s nothing you can do to change it.” That was how he was feeling, she knew. Trapped in a cabin, unable to help. This was a being of utter calamity, of total unfettered destruction, and there was nothing they could do to stop him. It made the king despair. But he must not despair before the men. “He’s dead, Amron. Do you understand? Drulgar the Dread is dead and gone. We don’t have to worry about him anymore.”

She seemed to be getting through to him. He seemed to understand. “We can’t prepare for him,” he said in a low murmur.

“No, we can’t. And we needn’t. He is dead.”

He nodded, slowly, drew a long breath into his lungs and stood. He came over to her chair and, grimacing in discomfort, knelt before her. “Not a word of this to anyone. Not anyone, Amara.” He took her hand and held it in his, big fingers gently squeezing.

“Not a word,” she whispered, agreeing. She smiled to reassure him and kissed his cheek above his beard. “Now get back up there, and be a king. They need you to be strong.”

He nodded, stood, straightened himself out, lifted his chin to show her. The troubled look left his face, and determination took its place. She smiled at him, approving, and he strode back across the room.

“He’s dead,” Amara whispered to herself as she watched the king open the door.

But somehow, deep down, she doubted that it was true.
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In his sleep he was racked by nightmares.

In his waking hours, he fought.

Time had lost all meaning to him, and pain did not exist at all. Hunger? What was that? He had gone beyond hunger now. He lived on the edge of death by dehydration. They gave him only enough to live.

Footsteps scraped in the darkness. The muttering of the madman as he shuffled close. There was screaming somewhere, far away, echoing from another tunnel.

“Water.” The ogre’s voice was a rattle of pebbles in tin. Through the iron bars, he placed a small clay dish, and laughed as he always laughed as he spat into it. “Water,” he said again, “Water,” laughing happily all the while. He spat again, missed, and scowled. “Water.” The word was angry this time. “Water.” And angrier still. A third gob of spit hit the bowl and splashed, settling like a white island in a filthy sea. “Water,” the man said, satisfied. He nodded, smiled, then at last he turned, lurching back away into the darkness.

Sir Ralston Whaleheart waited until the man was gone before he rose from the floor of his cell, wiped the spit from the top of the dish, and drank. It had not been so at first. No, at first, in his pride, he had thrown the dish aside, refusing to drink, but now his pride was gone. Eroded by his instinct to live.

He placed the dish back outside the bars and lay back down, listening to the screaming in the dark. He had wondered at first if it might be Saska. Had they brought her here? Was she being tortured somewhere in this mountain? That fear had burned so hot inside him that he had planned to take up his greatsword and cut his way there, following the sounds as they rang out through these suffocating halls, desperate to get to her, to save her, protect her.

But the High Priest put an end to that. “Make a move I do not like, and she dies,” he had said. “You will do everything that I tell you, Sir Ralston. Everything. Do you understand?”

What could he do but nod? Accept? If Saska was truly here…

“You will fight in the pits. And you will fight well. I want only your best, Sir Ralston. You will show me, every day, just how strong you are.”

A thin smile. A long look at him, up and down. “Such a mighty man. Oh, Great Eldur was wise to bring you here. I think you will put on quite the show. What a whetstone you will make.”

He had left, laughing, but the Wall understood what he was saying. In the depths of the mountain, he could hear them, the strange creatures that lurked and prowled and shrieked in a dozen monstrous tongues. Sir Ralston Whaleheart was to face them, sharpen them for the battles to come. I want only your best, Sir Ralston. You will show me, every day, just how strong you are…

And so his time in the pits had begun. At first, he had thought to defy them. He would throw down his blade and disengage, show them he was no one’s pawn. But then he would think of Saska. Could she truly be here? Was the High Priest only bluffing? Could he take that chance?

He couldn’t. He had no choice but to fight and do as the High Priest told him. His first battle was against a small, deformed dragon, with withered wings and an overlarge head. Flightless, flame-less, it scampered around trying to snap at him with its maw. Ralston Whaleheart killed it easily. He took off its head with a mighty swing, as he’d beheaded a dragon once before. When he did, a clapping rang out from the stands, and he saw the High Priest there, with his oiled prong beard, smiling. “The famous beheader of dragons,” he had said mockingly. “But there are bigger tests to come.”

The next challenger had been another reptilian monster dug up from the depths of the earth. Long-necked and swift as a deer, it skittered about the arena on half a dozen legs, running along the walls, spitting at him with little fireballs. It took the knight a while to hunt it down, but once he’d cornered it, he finished it easily. Up in the stands, the High Priest was watching closely. There were scribes with him, taking notes. Learning, Sir Ralston had thought.

And so it went on. The creatures emerged from the tunnels sometimes alone, sometimes in pairs or even in little groups. For the first few days, the Whaleheart faced little threat. More twisted drakes were brought to face him, and he fought several oversized insectoids, too, and once a large burrowing worm with many rings of savage teeth. All fell easily enough to the giant, before the true giants were brought before him. Not a mere eight feet tall as Sir Ralston was, but twelve, fifteen, as tall as twenty or more, volcanic behemoths with extra arms and stout legs, a mix of stone and dragon with a dash of man, lava-bleeding, fire-breathing, colossally strong and powerful.

When the first emerged, ducking through the tunnel door, Sir Ralston Whaleheart had lost his breath a moment. Then he steadied himself as the creature ran at him, and returned to what he knew. That fight lasted only a few minutes before he found himself smashed aside into the high arena wall, his head fogging, his sight fading, thinking that was it. He could see the monster stepping toward him to deliver the finishing blow, but then, suddenly, it had stopped. Through the screaming in the crowd, the Whaleheart heard a command, and the fire giant paused, turned, and retreated.

When he looked up, he saw the High Priest smiling at him. He did not speak, but he didn’t need to. His eyes said it all. We’re not done with you yet.

The days had bled one into the next, stringing together into weeks of constant battle. Some bouts he won, others he lost, often did he find himself knocked unconscious and wonder if that was it, that the next thing he saw would be the great god Rasalan welcoming him to his Ocean Halls. But then he would awaken here in his cell instead, aching from head to heel, to find the ogre shuffling in with his dishes of food and water, or the High Priest standing there, grinning through the bars. And he would know that it was not over. He would know there was more to come.

An exhaustion had taken root in him now, a deep feeling down in his bones. He lay on the floor, just staring up at the rock ceiling, listening to the screaming in the dark. Saska, he thought. Always her, always Saska. He had failed her, the night she was taken; he should never have let her go. The screaming was a reminder, whether it was her or not. It tormented him, tortured him, echoing through his very dreams.

He tried to turn to other thoughts. Brighter thoughts of eventual victory. Though he knew he was being used, he took solace from his toil as well. He would never stand upon a battlefield again, but here inside the mountain, he could kill Eldur’s minions all the same. Every creature he slew was one less out there for his northern brethren to face. Every dragon and every demon, every wingless slithering thing.

And the people, he thought, with a sour aching in his chest. How many had he killed here? Fifty? A hundred? Today, a dozen had swarmed upon him, their weapons dusting his armour like feathers. They were harmless, but relentless. They were enslaved and out of their minds. Sir Ralston Whaleheart did not want to kill them. They were not soldiers, not knights; they were not trained in the customs of war. He had pushed them back and swung them aside, but they’d only keep coming, and coming, and coming, ringing at his armour with their thrashing blades, trying to find a way through the breaches, to his flesh.

Reluctantly, he had taken up his blade and killed them. Freed them from Eldur’s grip. Each death left its mark on him; he thought of who they were and where they’d come from, thought of the terrible sorcery that had compelled them here. He killed old men and young women, the grey and the green, and today he’d killed a boy barely into his teens.

He remembered the boy’s face, staring up at him in death. The wild rage that had filled his eyes, fading away into bewildered fear as the spell that bound him was broken. He saw it in all of them. Every man and woman who faced him. At the moment of death, the shackles were severed, and they realised just for a moment where they were, and what was happening. It was upsetting to see - that moment of realisation. The sudden fear as they looked at the crowd, the angry blur of faces, as they heard the noise, felt the tremors rocking the arena, saw the giant demon standing over them in misting steel bearing a bloody blade.

The giant sighed and rolled onto his side, facing the wall. There were some nights here when he thought he’d never sleep, that his torments were fated to keep him awake, but exhaustion always overwhelmed him in the end.

So it was this night, as he slipped away into bitter dreams. Most nights, he dreamed of Saska, of the day she was taken, but that night it was the boy instead…the common Agarathi boy being stolen away to join this war. The Wall imagined him in a quiet little village, living by a river, working the earth with his father. He imagined a happy community just living their lives before some fire priest came with his poison tongue to bewitch them all to Eldur’s will. He saw in his dream legions of them, marching to the same dull drum. Dead-eyed they went, hordes of empty husks, vessels to be filled only with hate and violence and rage…

And suddenly, he was in the arena. The deep pits where he fought every day. They were all around him, screaming, shouting, spitting and throwing their stones. “Who will fight him?” cried the High Priest, and the hands shot up, and the doors opened, and out they came pouring, relentless, undaunted, flowing over him like a bloody tide.

For a time, he stood there, unmoving amidst the maelstrom. Then into his fist appeared his greatsword, and before he knew it, he was swinging. The bodies parted and collapsed and fell in bloody heaps. The crowd raged so wildly the entire mountain seemed to shake, but within that shaking was laughter, and when he looked up, he saw the High Priest there, huge and demonic, pulling at strings. They were attached to him, he saw, connected to his arms. The priest cackled his thunder and tugged at the threads, and the Whaleheart swished and swung his blade, and the killing went on, he couldn’t stop it, on and on and on it went as the puppet-master’s laughter filled the air.

He woke sharply in the dark of his cell.

The laughter shrank away into the back of his mind, and a deep silence took its place. The Whaleheart was breathing heavily. That was the only sound. Then, behind him, he heard a soft shuffling, the patter of feet. The ogre was coming again.

He drew in a deep breath. It must be time, then. Time to step out of his cell and back to the pits.

He wasn’t sure how much more he could take…

“Sir Ralston Whaleheart,” said an old, brittle voice.

He frowned, not recognising it. The ogre said only ‘food’ and ‘water’ - those were the two northern words he knew. Besides him, only the High Priest had come. No one else had visited him.

“I do not have much time,” the stranger said. A pause, then, “Are you sleeping? I confess I cannot see well down here.”

The Whaleheart turned his head and looked. A tiny man stood at the bars, lit by the single torch that burned further down the corridor. He wore frayed, threadbare robes and bore a walking stick in his grasp. A dragon head handle. Two rubies for eyes. Something tugged at the giant’s recollection.

“I know you,” he rumbled. His voice felt strange from lack of use.

“My name is Sotel Dar. Perhaps you heard of me from Princess Talasha?”

“Yes.” He sat up, armour scraping on the floor, pushed himself up against the wall to face the bars. “You were Prince Tethian’s tutor.”

“I was. And many others. Though Tethian was my finest student.” He wore a crinkly smile, reminiscing. There did not seem to be a glitter of red in his eyes, as with the others. “I have been watching you in the pits, Sir Ralston. You seem…close to breaking.”

Pity. There was pity in his voice. “You were there today?”

“I was. A sad sight. I am sorry for what you’re being forced to endure.”

“I am killing my enemies. Do not weep for me.”

“Varin’s heir is not here,” the old man said, unexpectedly.

That got his attention. He sat up straighter.

“I do not know where they have taken her, but I do know she isn’t here. Somewhere far away, I think she is. It is a game, Sir Ralston, that is all. A game of gods and we’re nothing but pawns.”

The Wall nodded, thinking of his dreams. A puppet on strings. “Why are you here?”

“To unshackle you,” said the scholar. “The High Priest has placed a collar around your throat and I wish to remove it. You do not belong here.”

The Wall could not see how any of that was possible. The mountain was crawling with enemies, many of them more powerful than he. Even if he could get to the surface somehow, he was trapped in the Agarathi Smokeplains, a thousand miles from home. But still, he asked him, “How?”

“Through me. Through this.” The old man tapped his wrinkly forehead. “I know this mountain as others do not. I have spent a lifetime studying it, as I have studied the Wings. There is no man living who knows it better, sir. And there is a way out. A way only you could survive.” He reached into his cloak with a liver-spotted hand and reached in through the bars. “Take this. I made it just for you.”

The giant stepped over. The old man was bearing a parchment in his grasp. The Wall took it, opened it, saw that it detailed a crude map, recently drawn. In fact, it showed two maps. There was another map sketched on the other side, much more thorough and structured. The Wall was inspecting it when the old man said, “Do not worry about that one for now, sir. It is the other map you need.”

Sir Ralston turned it back over, looking at the crude one. He could make little out of it without context, but knew at once what it showed. “This is here?” he asked. “In the mountain?”

The scholar nodded. “The next time your caretaker comes, you will kill him and take his keys. I am sure that will give you much pleasure. Open the gate, hide him in here, lock it again, and take up your blade.”

His greatsword was kept outside his cell, propped up against the wall and out of reach. Every day, he took it up when he went to the pits, flanked by dragonknights, and left it there when he returned.

“I have marked the place where you must cut,” the old man went on. “Your sword should be sufficient to carve a way through - I have seen godsteel cut rock before, beneath the Wings, and know how easily it yields. Here in the Ashmount, you might need to use more effort, but you will not have to cut far. Beyond, you will find a tunnel. When you reach it, follow my directions. They will lead you into a system of tunnels in the northeast of the mountain, but be warned. It will be hot. So hot you may struggle to stay conscious. In places, you may be able to walk, but in others, you must crawl. My knowledge will only take you so far, but beyond that…” He shook his head. “You must make your own way. And I have this for you as well.”

He pulled from his pockets some hunks of meat and cheese, wrapped in linen, and handed them through the bars. Lastly, he gave him a skin of water.

“It will not last long. So you must ration it, until you can find a source of water yourself. There will be times when you feel like you cannot go on, there will be times when you get stuck, or find the way blocked, and have to track back. The journey will be long, and tight, and dark, but I believe only you can do this. You have a very rare constitution, Sir Ralston. I know you will find a way.”

The giant looked down at the map again. None of that sounded pleasant, but it was more pleasant than staying here. “You’re certain about Saska?” He could not get the High Priest’s threat out of his head. The threat that had made him a puppet, killing on strings. That collar around his throat, demanding compliance.

“I am certain,” the old man said. “I was here the night she came. But she did not stay. The High Priest brought her to Eldur, who took her away. He flew from the mountain, somewhere to the east. I do not know where. Only that she left.”

The Wall nodded. He believed the old man. “Are you free of him?” he asked. He wanted to hear it.

“No, not entirely. I come and go, sir. I walk through dreams and nightmares. When I see the nightmare, I am free. I see it now. That is why I am here.”

The Whaleheart looked at him for a long moment. “They will know you helped me. You’ll be killed for treason.”

“A dead man cannot die,” the old man said. “This is my last act, Sir Ralston.”

The Wall’s head swung side to side. He would not see this old man sacrifice himself for him. “Come with me,” he said. “I will protect you.”

“I am sure, but no. I would only slow you down, and I could never survive in such conditions. Survive,” he said, musing on the word. “I was meant to die last night. Another second and I would have, but the arrogant fool chose to deny me. I have had many lucid moments here, but none so clear as an hour ago when I awoke from a vivid dream. I think, perhaps, it was more than a dream, but the gentle nudge of a guiding hand. And that hand brought me here to you.”

Sotel Dar reached in through the bars, and the Wall bent low to take his hand.

“Go with good fortune, Sir Ralston,” the scholar said, smiling into his huge scarred face. “And when you find yourself in the midst of a great battle, do be sure to look up.”
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“So it’s confirmed?” asked Jack of the Marsh. “He definitely went this way?”

Jonik nodded. He was certain, or as certain as he could be. They were several hundred metres down one of the greatworm tunnels, at a point where a portion of the ceiling had crumbled down long ago, blocking the way. At least, it had been blocked until recently. Now, the rocks had been dug and smashed aside, and there was a big hole through the blockage, big enough for a moonbear to pass.

“It makes sense,” Ranulf said. “If I have my bearings right, this tunnel leads in a southeasterly direction, toward Aramatia. That is where Tathranor is trying to go.”

“He was bonded to a Lumaran, though,” said Braxton. “That Ballantris bloke.”

Stafford of the Bane agreed. “He’d want to go there, wouldn’t he? Back to Lumara.”

“No,” Ranulf told them. “All moonbears return to their mountain when their rider dies. Whether that rider is from Lumara, Pisek, Aramatia, or Solapia doesn’t…”

“Solapia?” Braxton broke in with a snort of laughter. “Whoever heard of a Solapian Moonrider? That lot just like to drink fine wine and watch the sunset. That’s why Vincent Rose chose to live there in the first place, for the wine and weather.”

“Vincent Rose lived in many places,” Ranulf said. “He had estates in Solapia, in Sutrek, a fine villa along the Sunshine Bay, manor houses in Thalan and Varinar, even a private island in the Telleshi Isles, I do believe. He went between them all, and more, and spent a lot of time at sea as well, on One World.”

“I remember One World,” Braxton said, smiling his brown smile. “Big ship,” he told Stafford of the Bane, who didn’t seem to know who they were talking about. “Rose liked to keep deckhands and seamen from all over the world - even had Agarathi aboard. All sorts of queer folks roamed his decks.”

Stafford frowned. “I don’t know this man, Vincent Rose. Who is he?”

“A merchant, a businessman, and a criminal, among other things,” Ranulf Shackton said. “Once upon a time, he was a good friend of mine as well. Though that ended when he had Leshie and me thrown into Pal Palek’s pits. Doing such a thing as that does tend to test a friendship.”

“Why’d he do that?” asked Sir Stafford. “And who’s Leshie? Should I know her?” The poor man was very out of the loop.

Jonik wasn’t quite sure why they were talking about Vincent Rose. The man was dead - Jonik had killed him himself, for treachery - and wasn’t worth discussing. “I’m going to go on a bit further,” he said, interrupting. “The rest of you, go back to camp. I’ll see you there later.”

He didn’t wait for the inevitable protests. Jack, especially, was likely to want to join him, but Jonik favoured Jack too much to put him in unnecessary danger. They’d had few encounters with creatures here - mostly smaller insectoids that could be easily dealt with, or scuttled away from them before they could get close - but that did not mean a larger threat wasn’t lurking around the next corner.

He clambered through the passage that Tathranor had made and continued along the tunnel. It was one of sixty-eight greatworm tunnels that led out of the vast graveyard cavern where they’d established their basecamp of Skullhaven. Well, they had two basecamps now, in truth - Blackhand Walton, in protest of the name Skullhaven, had gone off and set up a second camp in another skull, which he called Skullhold, the original name he’d thought up. There had been some fighting and much arguing over the name, between Blackhand and Diddums especially, and eventually the bigger man said he’d had enough and would raise his own camp elsewhere.

The count of the tunnels had been conducted by Ranulf, with the help of Kamcho, and those sixty-eight greatworm tunnels were just the start of it. There were hundreds of smaller tunnels too, varying in size, that led from the central cavern - Bone Cavern, the men were calling it, on account of all the skeletons - in every possible direction. Those were the ones they’d been prioritising in their search - the smaller ones - though so far nothing had come of it.

Sometimes, the tunnels led into some obstruction or another. They’d encountered dead ends, cave-ins and collapses, sudden deep pits and drops. The smaller tunnels also crisscrossed with others, intersecting like the passages of a colossal termite mound, and that only made navigating them all the more difficult. Occasionally, they led into smaller caves and chambers, a mile or two or more from Bone Cavern, with many other ways in and out. Jonik told the men only to go so far in their searches, then report back. Some of the tunnels just went on and on, and he didn’t want any pair of men being gone for days on end or getting lost. Right now, they were too short-handed to spend their resources like that. If any pair found a tunnel that went on and on, they would report that to Ranulf, who would then mark it on the map he was making, identifying it as suitable for further exploration if and when they had the manpower.

Jonik walked down the greatworm tunnel, happy to be alone for a short while. He had never understood the need of other men to bathe themselves in continual human contact, such as Ranulf seemed able to do, tolerating everyone and their irritating quirks of character. Jonik was never going to get along with men like Gibbet, Diddums, Gutterwash and Blackhand Walton - he could lead them, command them, fight with them, but never like them. Even the men he did like - Braxton, Ranulf, and even Jack - could not be in his company indefinitely without a certain tension clawing upon him, a need to be away from them all, and walk alone.

He supposed it was just the way he was built, and certainly the way he was bred. The Shadow Order had not promoted the development of friendships between its members. In truth, such relationships were forbidden, and the boys, living in their cells, training with one another, learning, working, eating together, were close only in proximity and never in anything more. Boys who dared to befriend one another often disappeared one night, never to be heard from again. Jonik wondered now if these were the boys who were taken for Fhanrir’s blood magic, to be killed to keep Hamlyn youthful. It was necessary, Jonik knew it was necessary - were it not for those sacrifices, Hamlyn would never have lived to perform the transference, and Ilith would never have arisen to complete the final forging - but all the same, he still got a shiver up his spine to think of it.

And I played my part in it, too, he thought, remembering Runar, Morris, and Lucas, the three boys he’d sent off to die…

The tunnel stretched away into the darkness as he walked along it, alone. He had no expectation of finding Tathranor. Nor did he expect to find a way out. He just needed time, that was all. Time away from the others. Time to mull, and think, and brood, if he must, and then return to them, refreshed.

A mile, he walked, and another, and another, before he decided it was time to turn back. If Tathranor had chosen to come this way, he had surely done it with the hope of getting out. But where? That was the question. It might be ten miles from here, or twenty, or thirty. Or it might be a hundred, two hundred, or even more, and much too far to be useful to them at all.

Best if Kamcho flies down here himself, he decided, as he began back toward Bone Cavern. The bird would be able to cover the ground very quickly, and if he did not see an opening within fifty or sixty miles, they would simply cross this tunnel off their list, and consider it another lost cause.

An hour later, he found himself back in Bone Cavern, staring through the forest of skeletons and rocky outcrops that littered the enormous cave. Aside from the common stalagmites, there were many high pillars and columns here, and fang-like formations, and sharp red-and-black spires that Ranulf had called bloodrock. Jonik did not know if that was an official name, or one the man had simply thought up on the spot, and didn’t ask for fear of getting an unsolicited lecture on the matter.

There were smoother boulders too, reddish-brown in colour, that looked like enormous boils growing on the face of a witch. And between all that lay the skeletons, the twisting spines and skulls. Jonik worked his way under ribs, around pillars, through little fields of bloodrock. Eventually, he saw the faint glow of light ahead that marked their camps - both Skullhaven and Skullhold were close together - and he could see some lights in the higher tunnels too as the men went off on, and returned from, their explorations.

A little further on, Jonik came to the campfire they’d found on the first day they’d arrived here. Kamcho had been the first to spot it, after which he’d reported it to Ranulf. Jonik, further across the cavern, had glimpsed the adventurer making his way to inspect something and had been drawn across to join him.

“A campfire,” he’d said, very surprised, as soon as he saw it.

“Home fire, Kamcho called it,” Ranulf told him. He was already on a knee, inspecting it.

“Home fire,” Jonik repeated. “Does he not have a word for camp?”

“If he does, that isn’t a whistle or a click that I know. The eagle tongue is rather basic, Jonik.”

Jonik nodded. “How old do you think it is?”

“Weeks,” Ranulf said. “Possibly longer. It isn’t easy to be sure of an exact timescale.” He poked a finger. “The ash is clumped and pale, and there’s dust accumulation on the charcoal.” He picked up a piece, and it disintegrated between his fingers. “Whoever made it was here not long ago, Jonik. There’s someone down here with us.”

That made Jonik feel all snuggly inside.

“Or there was,” Ranulf added. “They may very well be a long way away by now.”

Jonik looked around the circle of stones. “Have you found any tracks?”

“None. The thing about rock, Jonik. It doesn’t show tracks half so well as mud.” He grinned. “Perhaps there are people who live down here, in these caves? Cave-dwellers, for instance, or others like us, here to explore.”

“People escaping the war?” Jonik offered.

“Yes, that’s another option. Friendly people, let’s hope.”

Later, once they’d both returned to Skullhaven, Brown Mouth Braxton and Sir Stafford of the Bane returned from their first exploration, bearing news. “There were markings at the start of a tunnel,” Sir Stafford said. He looked confused.

“A cross?” Jonik asked him. He’d told them all to mark the tunnels they entered with a cross, so they knew where they’d been. “One of the other pairs must have already explored it, Stafford.”

“Weren’t a cross,” Braxton said. “Was a horizontal line, with a circle on top, and another horizontal line through the circle. Don’t recall you giving any orders to do that, m’lord.”

“No,” Jonik agreed. He hadn’t given any such order at all. He looked at Ranulf, and Ranulf looked back at him. “Our mystery men, do you think?”

The adventurer nodded. “I should think so, yes.”

The other two were at a loss. “What men?” asked Braxton.

“We found a campfire, a little earlier,” Ranulf explained. “A dead one, maybe a few weeks old. Whoever made the camp must have made those markings as well. They could be a code of some sort, a means of detailing what they found down the tunnels they’d already explored. You said it was a line, with a circle on top of it, and a line through the circle?”

“That’s right,” said Brown Mouth.

“And did you explore down that particular tunnel?”

“Aye, we had a quick gander, for curiosity’s sake, you know.”

“And?”

“And it led to a dead end, barely a hundred metres in.”

“A dead end? Well then, I think we have our answer. This circle with the line through it simply means - dead end.”

“And the line underneath?” Braxton asked.

“Well, that could simply be a version of Jonik’s cross. A line might mean that the tunnel has been entered. Once explored, the other markings might have been added, based on what was found.”

Jonik was thinking along the same lines. “Did you find any other markings?” he asked the two men.

“No. Just that one tunnel,” said Sir Stafford.

“Well, go back and look for more,” Jonik told them. “If some of these tunnels have been pre-explored by our mystery friends, that’ll save us a bit of time.”

The word was spread to the other men to do the same, and soon, more markings were found. Each tunnel had a line scratched horizontally at the entrance, and above the line was an array of markings. Besides the crossed-through circle, they found a crossed-through square, a zigzagging vertical line, a downward arrow with a skull on top, two curved lines, one going left and one going right, and lastly a small vertical line with a circle above it.

Based on their explorations, the meanings of these markings were quickly discovered. The crossed-through square meant cave-in or collapse, the zigzag meant a dangerous descent, the downward arrow and skull on top represented a sheer drop into darkness, the curving lines meant a branch in the tunnel, and the vertical line with a circle on top meant a tunnel that led into another, smaller cave.

The following day, more of these tunnels were found, and more markings as well. One passage was marked with a squiggly line that told them the path ahead was flooded, as they later discovered. Another tunnel led into a cavern with a good deal of vegetation, and the marking here showed a poorly drawn tree. In two smaller caves, further campfires were also discovered as well, made by the mystery men, they assumed, during their recent explorations.

Jonik continued, now, toward Skullhaven, past that first fire they’d found, wondering what else might have been discovered during his absence. These mystery men, perhaps? Was it too much to hope for that a new marking had been found, indicating a way up?

Instead of these, he was rather surprised to find Shade standing outside the camp.

He paused, blinking. How on earth did he get here? Jack stood with the black thoroughbred, brushing his coat. He grinned over as he saw Jonik approach. “I had the same reaction.”

“What’s going on?” Jonik asked.

Jack pointed at the giant skull. “You’ll get your answers in there.”

Jonik could hear voices coming from inside. He rushed quickly in through the skull’s maw-door to find Ranulf, Braxton, and Sir Stafford of the Bane, sitting with Emeric Manfrey. Jonik looked at the exile, surprised. He’d been gone only four or five days at most, and they’d not expected him back just yet. “You rode Shade here?” he asked.

Emeric nodded. “He was the only horse capable of getting down into the tunnel.”

“Just you? I thought you were going for more men?”

“More will follow soon, I hope. I gave a letter to Rankin to take to Dragon’s Bane, detailing our needs.”

“Rankin?” The man was one of Buck Tannard’s men, so far as he remembered. “Is he trustworthy?”

“I judged him capable. And didn’t want to delay.” Emeric drew a letter from his cloak. “I received this from Lythian Lindar. Take a look.”

Jonik stepped in and took the letter, reading it over. It was about a vision entitled ‘The Lantern Man’, decoded from Walter’s book of visions by the man himself and Prince Devrin. Lythian had written of a cavern underneath Agarath, which must be Bone Cavern, and a white shape in rugged darkness, with the word ‘follow’ scrawled above it. These details were discovered in Sevrin’s book of visions, it seemed, supporting a more specific glimpse taken from the source book.

That vision read: A lantern, green-white, and a shadow man with it. Last of six, too, in a shadowed space. A place with many places to see, follow the lantern man. A marking, uncut, a line like lightning. Follow the lantern man.

Jonik read the details once over, then looked up. “You’ve all read this already?”

The men nodded. Ranulf was smiling happily, clearly enjoying puzzling out the riddle, though Stafford just looked confused, as was common.

“What do you make of it, Jonik?” Ranulf asked, with a twinkle in his eye.

“I think the lantern man must be one of our mystery men,” he answered. “Have you told Emeric of the markings?”

“Yes, he knows.”

Jonik looked at the letter again. “A line like lightning,” he said. “That must refer to the zigzag lines we’ve found. They indicate a dangerous drop.”

“Aye, and there are plenty of them,” Braxton came in. “How are we to know which one to follow?”

“Well, it’s obvious,” Jonik said. Braxton didn’t seem to think so, by that frown on his face, and Stafford, of course, had not figured it out, but Ranulf had. His smile made that obvious. “Come,” Jonik told the group. “We’ll go look at it now.”

He led them out of Skullhaven and into Bone Cavern. Jack was still grooming Shade, which the horse was very much enjoying by the satisfied smile on his face. The two had a close bond, perhaps as close as Jonik’s was to the horse. During their long days apart, Jack had kept Shade’s coat so glossy it shone, and made sure he was always well-fed and well-shod. He even rode him as well, something only Jonik had previously done. Well, now Emeric Manfrey had as well, and for good reason. Clearly, he’d wanted to get back here quickly with this news, and rightly so - this letter changed everything.

When they reached the northeast wall of the cavern, Jonik began up the slope. At first, walking was possible, then walking transitioned into scrambling as the slope grew steeper. Thankfully, they were not required to climb - the tunnel entrance lay about a third of the way up the wall, before the steepest, cliff-like section. Jonik arrived first and waited for the others to join him, then he pointed at the line cut across the floor.

“That’s just a normal line,” said Stafford of the Bane. “Not a lightning line, like the vision said.”

“No,” Jonik agreed. “And that’s why we’re here.”

The Lakeheart knight was not understanding. “But the vision said…”

“Uncut,” Jonik told him. “A marking, uncut, a line like lightning. It’s speaking of a place where there should be a lightning line…or a zigzag, as we’ve been calling it…but there isn’t one. That’s this tunnel right here.”

Stafford puzzled through it at his own pace. “The line,” he said, seeming to realise. “That means they went in…but never came back.”

“Or they never found anything of interest,” Braxton said. “There are other tunnels with lines and no other markings. Why’s this one special?”

“Because of what’s inside,” said Jonik, and he turned and entered the tunnel.

The others followed behind him. The tunnel was large enough to accommodate a man standing up, but only just. Jonik led them about two hundred metres to where the floor suddenly gave way beneath them, collapsed into a steep stair of tumbled stone that bled away into the darkness.

“You see,” Jonik said. “This hazard should have been marked by a zigzag - or lightning - line. The fact that it hasn’t been means one of two things happened here - either they found this path and decided to climb down, then kept on going…or they had no choice in the matter.”

“How’s that?” asked Braxton.

“Because I think they might have triggered this collapse when they searched this way. I think a door was opened for them in the floor, and it sucked them down. And now we have to follow it too.”

“Down there?” Braxton asked, peering into the darkness. “Rather you than me.”

“Well, you’ll have your wish, Brown. I’ll be following this path myself. If the lantern man is this way, we have to find him.” He reflected briefly on the words of the vision - A lantern, green-white, and a shadow man with it. Last of six, too, in a shadowed space. Jonik had a reasonable idea of what that meant, and if true, he had to be the one to follow.

“Then I’ll lead the other party,” Emeric said. “We’ll split our strength and leave a few men here to hold the fort. I’d say Braxton, Jack, and a Bladeborn or two. Stafford, perhaps you can stay. If more men come through from the north in the coming days, it would be better to have a knight to meet them.”

Stafford made no complaint about that. “And this other party…”

“Will follow Tathranor,” Emeric said. “A white shape, surrounded by rugged darkness, with the word ‘follow’ written above it - that is a fairly clear indication that the moonbear must be pursued.”

“But…we did pursue him,” Stafford countered. “That’s how we came here in the first place, to Bone Cavern. So maybe that’s all it means. To follow him here, which we’ve done.”

“Sir Slow makes a good point,” Brown Mouth said. “The bear did lead us here.”

“Not so slow then, am I?” Stafford grunted.

“You have your moments, I’ll give you that.”

Ranulf Shackton cleared his throat. “I believe the sequence of the clues makes it clear. The cavern under Agarath came first, so far as Captain Lythian writes. The white shape surrounded by darkness was the second clue, chronologically speaking. Logically, then, we can surmise that Great Rasalan is urging us to follow Tathranor from this cavern. So that’s what we must do.” He looked at Jonik. “Did you find anything when you continued along the tunnel earlier?”

“Nothing of note. Just a slight shift in the tunnel’s course, toward the south. But I only went three or so miles.”

Ranulf nodded, pondering. “I’ll go with Emeric, then. Kamcho can fly easily down the greatworm tunnels, but not so much these smaller ones. And I don’t much like the look of that climb,” he said, peering down into the abyss. “Jonik, I’d suggest you take our best men for the task. I have a feeling it might be dangerous this way.”

Jonik had the same feeling. There was a stirring of the air down there, and a smell he didn’t much like. But he had no choice - he had to follow it. “I’ll take Mooton and Sir Bulmar,” he said. “Emeric, you can have the others.”

The exile made no disagreement. It left him with Buck Tannard and his two men, and Blackhand and Gutterwash as well, five men to Jonik’s two, but those two were better by far. Mooton alone could ruin them all, if he had a mind to.

That settled, they returned to Skullhaven to prepare provisions and make their plans. One by one, the exploring pairs returned to discover that all their explorations thus far had been, well, a waste of time. Mooton Blackshaw, now recovered from the fight with Tathranor, laughed that thumping laugh, Blackhand grumbled, and Gibbet and Diddums both put their hands up to volunteer to stay and hold the fort. Buck Tannard told them no. “You two’ll just skedaddle on home as soon as we turn our backs. Oh no, you’ll be staying with me.”

They rested that night in their own separate camps and gathered again in the morning. Given that day and night did not exist down here, morning was simply the time after they’d rested. Braxton seemed very happy to be staying behind with Sir Stafford - largely, because he enjoyed calling him Sir Slow - but Jack didn’t seem quite so pleased. “I wish I was coming with you, Ghost. It’s gonna be dull here, just the three of us.”

Dull, perhaps, but safe, Jonik thought. He didn’t like putting it in those terms, though - coddling Jack only seemed to offend him and have him state how good a swordsman he was now, and more than decent with a spear. Right though all of that was, he wasn’t Bladeborn, that was the plain truth of it. “I need you to stay with Shade,” he said instead, which sounded better. “Just hold the fort, Jack. We’ll be back before you know it.”

He didn’t linger long. He shook hands in farewell with Emeric, gave Ranulf and Braxton a nod, and then with a final look at Jack and Shade, set off with the others across the chamber.

“We sure about this lantern man, then?” Mooton Blackshaw asked, as they went. “Seems iffy to me, all this. What if it’s a trap?”

“How could it be a trap?” Jonik asked. “That vision came from the Eye of Rasalan.”

The knight shrugged his enormous shoulders. “Maybe another god’s holding him captive, wherever the gods are. Agarath, or one of his allies. Those gods are tricky, lad. Damn tricky. I wouldn’t trust them.”

“If you’re having second thoughts, Moot…”

“Thoughts? I’m not having any thoughts at all. You told me to come with you, so here I am. Seems I don’t have a say in the matter.”

Jonik smiled secretly to hear him say those words. It reminded him of a time when he was leading his host north, across the wilds of Tukor, to march upon and destroy the Shadow Order. Back then, Mooton and Bulmar and Torvyn and Regnar and several other Blackshaws were under his charge. All of them were, even Emeric. The exile advised and mentored him only; it was Jonik who had led the way.

Now, he had two of those men with him again. And he wondered, as they reached the tunnel entrance and stepped inside, whether another might be somewhere ahead.
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Robbert was the first to step off the barge.

He crept silently up the muddy bank and into the lazy red mist, soundless as a stalking cat. Behind, the others followed, hushed, ready. The king drew his blade with a gentle steel scrape. There was a sentry ahead, a shape in the fog. He heard a sound, turned his head. Robbert Lukar was there to meet him.

He took the man’s head off with a single swipe, and the rest of him sank bonelessly to the floor, blood squirting from the severed neck. Not a scream. Not a sound. “Fan out,” Robbert hissed, under his breath. His hand pointed to his left and right. “Kill them.”

Sir Colyn shifted one way with Young Edric, Sir Duncan and Sir Darian the other, hunting. Robbert looked back and saw his host coming up the shore from the barges; more were still out there, pushing through the fog with their poles. There was the occasional slosh of water, the rare sound of a slipping man, but nothing louder to alert them - the enemy hadn’t heard.

“Sir Kevyn, go to Gullimer,” Robbert commanded. “Tell him to take his men left. We’ll come in from two sides.”

“Yes, my lord.” The knight rushed off.

Lothar was at his shoulder. “Do we go?”

“Not yet. I want a full attack, all as one.”

Robbert focused on his hearing, listened for shouts, heard nothing ahead, no movement, no alarm. The camp was still asleep. They’d caught them unawares, as Robbert had said they would. He’d been watching this far bank for two days straight, just waiting for the right time to cross, and it was now. The mists here at the heart of the Bloodmarsh Isles were the thickest he’d seen, slow and blood-red, and grim to breathe, but they made for perfect cover. Both sight and smell were blunted in this shroud, and even the dragons had trouble detecting them.

They’re close, Robbert thought. He could not see them, or hear them, but he knew it from the sentry. He guessed the edge of their camp was no more than fifty metres away, though how big, and how many….

Sir Kevyn Bolt squelched back toward them through the marshy earth; he was not light on his feet, Bolt, a heavy man, but that was fine. It would be loud enough soon. “My lord. I told him. He’s moving into position.”

Robbert nodded. He could just about see the apple lord’s men moving away along the banks, crouched low, blades drawn. Gullimer’s host for this mission numbered three hundred men, Robbert’s the same, and they were good men too, many of them Bladeborn, well armoured and armed, the rest battle-hardened Tukorans in blends of beaten leather and mail and castle-forged steel. All killers, Robbert thought, men who will not baulk. And all eager to spring on their enemy an unwelcome surprise.

Lothar was getting itchy, though. “We should go,” he insisted. “That’s long enough, Robb.”

“No. We’ll wait. Give it another few minutes.”

“Another few minutes and they’ll be ready for us,” Lank said. “It just takes one shout from one sentry and the whole camp will awaken.”

Robbert Lukar wasn’t listening to these protests anymore. He knew what he wanted and would see it done. “Count out two minutes, Kevyn,” he said. The Bull of Bolt started counting out loud, too loud. “In your head, damnit. Give me updates every thirty seconds.”

The tension was palpable, and the thrill ran through Robbert’s veins. The seconds went by like minutes. Shadows moved and slid away to the east where the softest glow of the dawn was emerging.

“Thirty seconds,” Sir Kevyn said, after what felt much longer.

Lothar looked around. Three hundred men were crouched and waiting behind them, lining up along the banks. “We should start moving.”

“Not yet.”

“We should go, Robb.”

“Not yet.”

A short silence passed.

“One minute,” Bolt said.

Robbert saw a figure coming in from the western mists as Sir Duncan Dreyfort rushed up to him, sinking to a knee. “Killed two sentries, m’lord. My brother got two more. None of ‘em made a sound, we killed ‘em quiet, as you asked.”

“Good. Where is Darian now?”

“Still huntin’. Said he wanted to make sure. But reckon we got ‘em all on this side.”

“Any dragons?”

“Not that I saw, but that don’t mean much. Can barely see anything out here.”

“There will be dragons,” Lothar said. “We can count on that.”

“Ninety seconds,” said Sir Kevyn Bolt.

Robbert Lukar stood up and turned around to face his men. All of them were crouching low, waiting for the order to move. Robbert stood looking at them, at the shadows and the shapes and the few faces that were clear enough to see. He met their eyes, saw their courage, nodded at one man, another, another. He saw them nod back, saw some of them smile, determined. He was their king now, the King of the Dawn, bereaved and grieving but fighting on, just the same as they were. All had lost loved ones, as he had. Few had lost so much, he did not think, but some had lost more, even more than him. Their wives, he thought. Their children. To lose a child was something Robbert could not understand, a grief even beyond his own, and many men here had suffered so. He looked at them all, at every face pained by the curse of this war. And he knew all would fight to the bitter end. For the lost, and the living, and for me, their king.

He turned back around, saying not a word. This was no time for speeches. He looked at Kevyn Bolt, a moment passed, then the Emerald Guard’s bald head dipped into a nod. “Two minutes, sire. Do we go?”

“We go.” Robbert Lukar pulled down his faceplate. “Lank. Spread the word.”

Sir Lothar turned, hissing the order, and it was passed down the lines. Then Robbert moved, staying low, boots sucking and pulling at the mud. After ten or fifteen paces, it began to harden, the ground becoming a solid mass beneath his feet, covered with a thin layer of trampled reddish grass. He saw something appear in the fog to his right, but it was only a tree, parched and dessicated, and beyond it lay a little pond of still, poisoned water surrounded by withered reeds.

Lothar was moving at a crouch beside him. That pretty much made him the height of a normal man. “It’s a good island to camp on, Robb,” he whispered. “There could be lots of them here. More than we thought.”

The first shapes were appearing ahead, materialising gradually from the bloody shroud. Robbert saw tents, shelters, a firepit smouldering. Three men were sitting around it, vaguely lit by its glow. Many others simply lay down on the bare ground and slept. None looked over or saw them coming. Robbert could see no other watchmen standing guard or walking along the lines on patrol.

We’ve got them, he thought. They have no idea we’re here.

He turned to Lothar. “Silent attack,” he whispered. “Kill as many as we can before they rally.”

Lothar nodded. He passed the order on. “Ready when you are,” he whispered to his king.

Robbert Lukar was always ready now. He went from a crouching walk to a run in the blink of an eye and was upon the men at the firepit in five heartbeats.

None saw him come until it was too late, and by then all three were dead. As they slumped to the floor, Robbert felt the surge of his men coming behind him. The noise was growing, rumbling as they ran. They swept over the sleeping men, slashing open their necks and piercing their hearts and killing them swift and silent. They crouched and slipped into open tents, and muffled sounds of slaughter emerged.

It all happened quickly; within the span of only twenty seconds, a hundred or more were dead, and only then did the Agarathi realise there was a problem. A shout went up somewhere, a gurgled scream, and another, and another, and seconds later, men were waking, scrambling up from the ground, crawling from their tents, half-dressed and slow from sleep.

“Kill them!” King Robbert Lukar roared, seeing no further need for stealth. “Kill them! Kill them all!” He began running, his men thundering behind him, and from his lungs tore out, “Tukor! Tukor!”

The men echoed him. “Tukor! Tukor!” Three hundred voices sang out the battlecry and away to the east, they heard it too as Lord Gullimer’s men surged in.

And the slaughter began in earnest.

Robbert lost himself to it, as had become his life, lost himself to the bloodshed and butchery. He gave no quarter. Hesitated not once. Only vaguely did he get the impression that he was slaying only the young and the old.

He put his blade through the face of a greybeard who was struggling to stand up on aching joints. He saw a boy younger than he was standing frozen in fear, a spear gripped between white fingers, and slashed him open, neck to groin. He did not think, could not think, of who these men and boys were. Farmers, herders, fathers, sons, simple people who should not be here, but here they were, and so they must die.

But this fight was too easy - much too easy - and that fact was dawning on him quickly.

He paused at the heart of the chaos as his men swept through the camp, crying out for their king and their country, their lords and their lands and sometimes the loved ones they’d lost. Lank was with him, never more than a few feet away. “These are reserves,” Robbert said, taking a sharp breath. “They’re the bottom of the barrel, Lothar. They’ve been placed here on purpose.”

Lank spat to the side. “Agarathi trickery. You think they’re sacrificing these men to draw us into a trap?”

That was exactly what Robbert was thinking. He looked around at the dead and the dying, the greybeards and the green, the poorly armed, poorly armoured, the sick and the weak and malnourished. A slow feeling of dread was coming over him. He turned back, saw that only a few dozen men remained behind him; most were surging on through the blood-red mists, crying out the names of their loved ones as they went. Faintly, he heard the sounds of battle to the east as Gullimer’s men engaged on the flank, where the light was changing to herald the dawn, the mists thinning from deep red to soft purples and pinks.

They’re going to come behind us, he realised, all at once. They want us to keep surging inland, from the shore, so they can cut us off.

The same thing was dawning on Lothar Tunney. “Should we call the retreat, Robb? Get back to the barges?”

Robbert quickly thought it through. He turned to Sir Kevyn Bolt, guarding his other flank. “Run back to the barges. Tell them to rally the rest and bring them over at once. Now, Sir Kevyn. Go. Quickly.”

The knight flew away, plunging back the way they’d come. Just then, Sir Darian Dreyford came hurrying in from the west, leaping over dead men and fallen tents filled with corpses. “M’lord,” he panted, rushing right up to him. “There’s more o’ them, out there. Coming right for us. Don’t know how many, but sounds like a lot.”

“Tricky bastards,” spat Lothar. “So it is a godsdamned trap.”

“What do you want us to do, m’lord?” asked Sir Darian.

“Have the men fall back to the shore,” Robbert told him. “If they get in behind us, it won’t be pretty.”

Sir Darian swung his warhorn from his side and gave out three deep, low blasts. All the men knew the signals, and this one meant fall back. Very quickly, they were appearing from the fog again, running back toward their king, blood-spattered and confused. It had been going so well. Why the retreat? More horns began blowing, taking up the call. They were coming from the east as well, Gullimer’s host, moaning out dully through the dawn.

“Form them up here, Lothar,” Robbert said, gesturing to their right flank. “Sir Darian, run east. Tell Gullimer what’s happening. I expect they’ll be coming from there as well.”

The knight nodded and headed off that way, calling for several men to go with him. Lothar was bellowing orders as the men formed up in lines, shieldmen at the front, spearmen behind, spreading out perpendicular to the shore. Robbert heard a shout, and Sir Kevyn Bolt came marching back toward him. “Sire, I gave the order. The reserves are being rallied.”

“Good,” Robbert said, though they wouldn’t be here at once. The crossing was only sixty metres or so from the neighbouring island, but the barges were slow and could only take so many.

He could feel the approach of the enemy now, the light thunder beneath his feet. Robbert looked over the heads of the men and saw the mists rippling, veiling shadows. He felt no fear. He didn’t think that was an emotion he could produce now. What was there to fear when he’d lost so much? Death? It was laughable. In some ways, death would be welcome.

But Robbert would fight to deny it, still, fight on with all he had. If death wanted him, it would have to work for it, and he was never going to give up on his men. He strode up and down the lines, shouting for them to be ready, to have courage, to fight to the last breath, fight to the last man. Sir Duncan came back through the mist to join his side, and a moment later Sam Garrick was with him too. Gouts of blood were spattered freely across the grinning smile that embossed his faceplate.

“More are coming from inland,” Garrick reported. “They’re closing from all sides, my lord.”

“We’ve stirred up the hornet’s nest here,” added Sir Duncan, in his carefree way.

“The reserves are coming,” Robbert told them. “We’ll hold them off until they get here.” He saw no profit in panicking. Robbert Lukar was the tip of the spear, and if that tip went blunt, the weapon would be useless. “It’s time,” he said. “Duncan, clear a path for us.”

Sir Duncan Dreyford stepped forward. “Make way! Make way for the king!” he shouted, and the lines opened up to admit them. Robbert passed through the short tunnel of bodies, stepped out to the front, Duncan at one flank, Sam Garrick the other. In a blink, Lothar was there as well, looming above them all.

“You know what I’m going to say, Robb.”

“I do. And you can save it.” He was going to tell Robbert he should stay behind the lines, and he knew he wasn’t going to. By now, it had become a running gag between them. Robbert had told him a hundred times that he would always lead from the front, no matter the perils, no matter the risk. That was the king his father would have been, and it was the king Robbert wanted to be as well.

Ahead, the enemy ranks were thickening in the fog, like a dark cloud settling on the horizon. They appeared to have stopped, as more and more came up from behind, and the cloud darkened further still. Robbert sensed a considerable horde back there, thousands strong, Agarathi supported by their southern allies from across the Lumaran Empire; he could hear the snarling of sunwolves, the hissing of starcats, the growling, grunting barks of barbarian men pumping themselves up for the fight. It was a proper force, that was clear, not this limp little encampment left as bait. Robbert wished he had Risho Rannartan with him in support, but the young Moonrider was off with Borrus Kanabar, trying to win another crossing further west. This was the heart of it, right here, in these central islands. Win one crossing or another, and they’d be able to drive the enemy right back to Blademelt. And here the Agarathi were making their stand.

“Well, what now?” Sam Garrick asked. “Who’s charging, them or us?”

That won laughter from the men who’d heard it, the gruff laughter of battle-hardened men. Of course, they would not charge. Their numbers were paltry - lethal, but paltry - and they could very well be facing a horde ten or even twenty times as strong on this flank alone. Robbert wondered if the apple lord was facing similar numbers and what sort of host was pressing from inland. He felt he had erred in crossing with so few. His intent had been a rush attack, to come in unseen, slaughter as many as possible, and cause utter chaos in the enemy ranks. If he saw an opportunity to press his advantage, he would. If not, he would sound the retreat and fall back before the enemy could muster in full force. He’d led several blitz attacks of that sort already over the preceding weeks, when fighting over one crossing or another, and it seemed the enemy had grown wise to the tactic.

I’ve been duped, he thought bleakly. They were waiting for us all along.

A hush had filled the air, the indrawn breath before the bellow. The mists moved languidly, lightening just a little as the sun crept up behind them.

A long, long silence.

And then it was broken.

Broken as abruptly as a crack of sudden thunder as an armour-rattling roar split the air.

Robbert felt a shudder go through the men at his back. The hairs on his own neck stood on end. The roar of a dragon always elicited that response, no matter how many times you heard it, and this one was big. It came from right ahead of them, somewhere deeper beyond the enemy host. And then another echoed it, bellowing from behind them, and to the south as well, and more…and more.

The men were starting to lose their resolve; Robbert could feel it, sense it in the air. There were dragons all around them, five or six or seven at least, and none of them sounded quite normal. Robbert knew what a dragon sounded like, knew their screeches and screams and roars, and these were different. They were guttural, torn, pained, broken. They were not the sounds that dragons made, but demon-dragons of a different breed.

The men were murmuring behind him now. Shifting their feet. Breathing heavily. Robbert turned around to face them and looked with his good eye up and down the lines. “Not a backward step,” he said, firmly. “We face what comes. No matter what.”

“Robb,” said Lothar, at his side.

Robbert was still staring at the men, trying to inspire them as best he could.

“Robb,” Lank repeated.

“What is it, Lothar?”

“Best turn around. Something’s coming.”

Robbert turned and looked out across the red withered grass. A great shadow was approaching from the shroud, the masses parting as a huge dragon came lumbering into the open field. A fresh ripple of fear went down the lines. The dragon was brutish, massive, stocky, short at the snout and wing. Black were the scales, glittering in gold, and Robbert knew that it was Malathar the Mighty.

But changed.

“A monster,” someone murmured behind him.

“We can’t fight that,” fretted someone else.

“Silence,” Robbert hissed, without turning. “Show no fear. Stand your ground.”

The monster hefted its weight forward in an ungainly, heavy gait. From the black and gold armour sprouted spines in red and purple, surging from shoulders and jaw, curling unnaturally into twisting horns. The dragon’s head was twitching, jerking movements that forewarned of insanity. Flame boiled and shot from its nostrils and spat out from between queer, jutting teeth. It opened its great maw, snapping suddenly out at a swirl of mist; the clap of its jaws rolled out through the air, and another tremble went through the men.

“Hold your ground,” Robbert Lukar said again. “He is as killable as any dragon.”

High in the saddle sat Vargo Ven, chin raised imperiously, looking disdainfully down at Robbert’s pitiful host. Even from afar, enswirled in mist, the king could see the white smile on his lips, the thin haughty smile that so many men wanted to tear bloodily away from his teeth, and none more than Borrus Kanabar. Ven was dressed in black scalemail and a fine cape of gold and black that shimmered in the reddish light. He raised a hand, and Malathar stopped. A short pause. A thickening tension. Then, reaching down with the same hand, the dragonlord took something from his saddle: a simple white flag, fluttering atop a short pole. He lifted it into the air.

Sir Duncan Dreyford snorted. “Parley? He wants to bloody parley?”

“A flag, Lother,” Robbert said calmly.

“Come again?”

“A flag, I said. Get me a white flag.”

“We don’t have one. No one parleys these days.”

“Just get me something white, then. And quickly. I want to see what he says.”

There was a scramble behind him as Lank strode away, returning a few moments later with a torn bit of white cloak, tied around a spear. “This’ll have to serve,” Lothar told him. “But I’d think twice about going out there, Robb. That man’s a trickster of the highest order. I’d sooner trust Croakcloak than him.”

Robbert glowered at the mention of Grimbel Croakcloak. There was no one more devious in all the world than that treacherous little toad. Robbert would see his froggy head on a spit one day if it was the last damn thing he did. But later.

After.

“I’ll be fine, Lothar,” he said, shortly. “Now hand me that flag. I don’t want to keep him waiting.”

“Why not? That’s exactly what you should do. Give our reserves a bit more time to cross.”

Robbert held his hand out. “The flag, please. I’ll keep him talking if I can.”

He took the flag and strode away from them, easing from the safety of the men. Seeing him make his approach, Vargo Ven swung a leg across his saddle and slid down Malathar’s wing, kicking off the nubs and horns that grew there like barnacles on a whale. He had a grace to his movements, an arrogant agility. The dragonlord landed in a light dismount and stood, brushing down his fine cape, then swaggered haughtily across the field.

The two men came together in the mist. Robbert planted his flag; Ven planted his. “I call parley,” said Lord Vargo Ven, in a refined, cultured voice. “Do I have it?”

“You have it,” Robbert answered. “It is parley.”

The words were required, in one form or another, a vocal acknowledgement to accompany the flag. Once planted, and with the words spoken and accepted, the two commanders stepped forward to one another, stopping only a few paces away. They had a strong measure of privacy, here in the mists. Only Malathar was clearly visible, looming unsettlingly behind his rider; the rest of Ven’s host were only half-seen shadows glimpsed behind a cloak of fog.

Ven smiled. “Handsome boy. I like the eyepatch. It is fetching.”

“My thanks.” Robbert decided to play at polite and even curved his lips into a pleasant smile. “It was a gift from my uncle Cedrik.”

“The eyepatch?”

“The blinded eye beneath it.”

Ven’s smile was amused. “Not much of a gift. Though truly, it does suit you. A good scar can be the making of a man, you know. It gives character, makes him notable, memorable. Plain men in particular require this, to be remembered.” His eyes twinkled with mockery.

“Are you calling me plain, my lord?” Robbert inquired.

“No, just young. Very young to be a king. A boy, really. Young and bold.” He gave a haughty grin. “I took parley with another fetching bold boy like you, not long ago. Though this one was only a prince, not a king. And he still had both of his eyes.”

“Elyon,” Robbert said, ignoring the remark about the eyes. He’d heard all about Elyon’s parley with Ven at the Burning Rock. Ven had tried to kill him right after. No wonder Lank didn’t trust him.

“Yes, Elyon. The boy champion who is a champion no more, just a boy.”

“A Prince of Vandar,” Robbert said.

“A prince of fools,” Ven returned, with a dismissive flick of his hand. “He told me that day that his best and bravest fight at the heart of every battle. So is that what you have here, boy king? Are these your best and bravest?”

“Better and braver than the poor men and boys you left as bait to trap us.”

“Trap you? You trapped yourselves. Your bloodlust is blinding, and you only have one eye. Do not call them ‘poor’ when you slaughter them so willingly.”

“I kill my enemies. I don’t make them. Life is cheap to you, isn’t it, Vargo?”

“The lives of these men? Oh yes, very cheap. Cheaper than cattle, boy, for food is scarce. Maybe when we are finished with you here, we will gather your corpses for consumption. We feed our dragons on northern flesh, so why not our men?” And he laughed, cruelly.

Robbert’s top lip curled in disgust. He could sustain the polite veneer no longer. “I was always told that bonded dragons are denied the flesh of man. They get a taste, and even your own aren’t safe, but these are not dragons anymore.” He looked past Ven, at Malathar. “You call him the Mighty. I see the Monstrous. He is a freak, Vargo. You’ve cursed him, my lord.”

That wiped the look from the face of Vargo Ven. The facade came down all at once, and he took a short pace forward, lowering his voice. “You think I want this?” he hissed, in a sharp, seething tone. “You think I wanted Malathar changed? Myself? My soul?”

Robbert did not answer him. He watched, wondering if he should just draw his blade and kill him, cursing himself in the bargain, but for what? Ven was nothing, really. Malathar would be equally as dangerous without him and would serve the Fire Father just the same.

“I asked him not to,” Ven went on. “But you do not know him, you do not know his power. I could only ask, and ask once, and hear ‘no’, and that was that. Then Malathar is taken down into the mountain, and he comes back as…this…and I feel it in myself.”

“Feel what?” Robbert probed.

“The darkening, boy. The rage and the madness. You are right, these dragons are not true dragons anymore. They are all lashed to the single leash of one master and I am outcast…the part of me in him is gone.” He spoke hurriedly, as though he was having a moment of clarity before the spectre of Eldur swallowed him again. “I do not want this. I have heard Lord Marak is free. That is what I want. Freedom. I want freedom.”

Robbert studied him, uncertain. Could it be true? Could he be looking to turn?

“Step closer to me, boy,” Vargo Ven said. His eyes flicked behind him. “Be fierce, and step closer. Quickly, do it.”

Robbert hesitated.

“Do it, I say. I have something for you. He cannot know.”

“He?”

“He is watching, always watching. He has eyes everywhere, everywhere. Come, step closer. Pretend I have offended you. Grab my collar, shout, I will slip it in your cloak.”

Robbert considered the situation very quickly. Was it a ruse? If Vargo Ven had it in mind to try to put a dagger in his last good eye, he’d attack from Robbert’s blind side, but the king would see it coming. He was fully armoured in godsteel plate, and nothing but an attack to the face would hurt him. If Ven tried, it would mean his death. He must know that. A single strike from Robbert would kill him.

It raced through his head, and he thought it worth the risk.

“Bastard,” Robbert growled, playing his part. He said it loudly. “You’re a damn bastard, Ven!” He moved quickly closer, grabbing his collar and giving him a firm shake. As he did so, he saw the dragonlord slip something into the pocket of his cloak. He did not know what, but caught a glimpse of what looked like parchment. “Bastard,” he said again, loudly, and shoved him back. “You’ll get yours eventually, bastard. Be damned sure of that.”

The man stumbled away from him. He steadied his footing before he fell. Malathar the Monstrous rumbled in a strange voice and shifted menacingly forward. Ven’s hand went sharply to the air to halt him. He shook his head and kept his eyes on Robbert Lukar. There was a change in his face again, a shift back to the vainglorious dragonlord, though whether that was the truth or the mask, Robbert did not know.

“You put your hands on me during parley!” Vargo Ven called out. “And here of all places, where the parley was born!”

Robbert frowned. “You’re talking of…”

“Yes, the peace parley was held here. Where the devil Varin met his end, it was right here on this island!” He laughed, and Malathar rumbled, and Robbert didn’t like what he was hearing. “The great sons of Eldur, Lori and Dor, were made heroes that day, heroes! They cut down the devil and brought peace to the land. And now it is your turn, boy, your turn to die!”

No, Robbert wasn’t liking this at all. He took a step back as Vargo Ven unleashed a manic laugh, swinging around to race back to his dragon. In five heartbeats, he was scaling the monster’s wing and screaming out words in Agarathi that Robbert didn’t understand.

There was a great stirring of movement behind the dragon. Robbert saw the bank of cloud advancing. He backtracked quickly toward his own host as Malathar made a quarter-turn, running through the channel between the two hosts, thumping his wings and vanishing into the shroud. Vargo Ven’s demented laughter fled and faded with him.

“By the gods, Robb, what happened?” Lothar shouted as Robbert rushed back to him.

“I don’t know. He’s a damn queer fellow.” Robbert took a few quick breaths to try to compose himself. He wanted to pluck out the parchment and take a look, but there wasn’t time. He suspected it would be blank, anyway. He suspected it was all just a trick. The world was filling with noise. Snarling, snapping, hissing, shouting, the rumble and thunder of the advancing horde and the broken bellows of dragons in the mist. “Hold the line!” Robbert Lukar shouted to his men. “Watch the skies for dragons!”

The speed with which the enemy poured upon them gave Robbert no time for a longer speech. They flowed from the shroud in a raging tide of Sunriders and Starriders and paladin knights and dragonknights and waves more following in a press thicker than Robbert could have believed.

Gods, he only had time to think, as a line of Sunriders fifty strong raced ahead of the rest.

“Shields! Brace!”

The snarling charge was upon them. Some crashed into the shieldmen, others pulled up, slashing with their claws, many tried to jump right over their heads to get in behind them.

“Spears, spears,” Robbert was shouting, and the long sharp points drove upward into sunwolf guts.

Howls filled the air. Blood rained down. Riders flew from saddles to be set upon with steel.

Robbert stood with the shield wall on either side of him, switching to Blockform as a Sunrider came his way, whirling a morning star and screaming a Piseki battlecry. The beast raced, roaring; Robbert raised his sword, waiting, but the two never met. Lothar came flying in from the side and threw himself bodily into the beast, knocking him away, and the knight was up on his feet in an instant, driving his sword through the sunwolf’s neck as the Sunrider shrieked and met the same fate.

Lothar sprang back to Robbert’s side, shouting, “Protect the king! Protect the king!” as Sir Duncan and Sam Garrick closed around him.

The second wave of enemies arrived in an instant. A tall paladin knight in fantastic gold and green mail looked the part, but died quickly as Sir Duncan Dreyford cut him through. Sam Garrick deployed his tourney-honed skills to dispatch a pair of dragonknights. Lothar was swinging left and right, hacking at anyone who came near. Robbert stood behind them a moment, uninvolved. It wouldn’t do. He was better than all of them - well, maybe not Lank with the blinded eye, but still, he wasn’t going to stand back and hide. He shoved through and engaged, facing whoever came his way. Whenever he got a chance, he glanced ahead and saw that the press wasn’t stopping; the foemen were still coming strong.

Thousands, he thought. There are thousands and thousands out there.

And then he heard the thump of wings and felt the air move differently. He looked back, saw a dragon coming down to land on the field behind them. Faintly, he could see Gullimer’s host to the east, no more than fifty metres away, holding back an enemy onslaught of their own. The mist was lifting, thinning.

“Dragon!” Robbert roared and bustled right back through the men to face it. Lothar spun and went with him, bellowing for Duncan and Garrick to hold the line. The clash and clatter of combat was deafening.

“Spears! Spears!” Robbert called. A dozen spearmen detached from the lines, hefting their weapons and hurling as the malformed beast whipped its tail like an angry cat. Several men were struck before they could throw, knocked back against the wall of steel. Many others hit their mark, aiming for the face and neck and striking. The beast unleashed a terrible, rotten bellow as one spear drove right into the jaw. Another skimmed against the thick bone of the dragon’s brow, almost hitting the eye but not quite, to go skittering out into the fog.

By then, Robbert was upon it. The dragon was long, thin, crocodilian; a snapping, awkward menace. It screeched and saw him, and that jaw snapped down, but Robbert swished aside and struck. His blade raked down at an angle across its jaws, carving a track through scale, drawing blood. The dragon shrieked and lifted its head away, and Lothar was there with his tremendously long reach, snatching a spear from a soldier and driving up, hard, into the dragon’s underneck.

“For Tukor!” the knight sang, as the blood gushed down. “For Tukor! Tukor!”

The battlecry spread. A dozen, two dozen, rushed to join the fray. Spears flew and swords slashed and a glow built within the dragon’s chest. Moments later, the beast was swinging around and unfettering its flame as men ducked behind shields or threw themselves aside. The world filled with orange and red and boiling black as the smoke puffed up to join the shroud. Most of Robbert’s men were well-armoured, but not all, and some were being burnt alive. He could hear them screaming. Not a sound he’d ever grow used to.

“Bring it down! Bring it down!” someone was crying out.

The dragon’s flame faded off. It was whipping its long spiked tail, impaling men and thrashing them aside. Then all of a sudden, a big axeman caught the tail with a mighty blow that crippled it, and the blood came gushing freely, black-red. The dragon screamed, and the men swarmed, hacking and cutting and crying, “For Tukor!” as they laid it to waste.

Robbert let them finish it off. He looked back to where his men held the line, saw Sir Duncan and Sam Garrick in the thick of it all as the Agarathi pressed upon them. Across the field, Gullimer’s host was clearly visible now. A third line of defence had been set up inland; Robbert saw that it was breaking open, breaches driven through the ranks of men. The enemy was swarming through. The lines were broken.

Robbert ran that way. “Fill the breaches! Hold them off!”

Lank detached himself from the slaying of the dragon, affixing to Robbert’s left flank, where his sight was badly compromised. Robbert may have lost his brother Raynald, but he still had Lothar to fight at his side, to watch that flank, to protect him. It wasn’t the same. He and Ray had a sixth sense, a particular way of fighting together, but there was no one more loyal than Sir Lothar Tunney, and damnit if the man could fight.

“This is rough,” Lothar said, as they ran. “Reckon this might be it, Robb.”

Robbert didn’t need to ask what ‘it’ meant. “We’ll get through it, Lank. We always do.”

He only half believed it, maybe less than half. The enemy must be ten, twenty thousand strong, and the dragons were starting to sail overhead now, picking men off with each pass. Robbert felt the air moving this way and that, saw the vast shapes slicing by in a rippling blur. Men were being lifted and thrown to land atop their fellows, skittling them. One such skittling happened right ahead, and another breach opened; more Agarathi swarmed through, bearded and wild-eyed and tattooed around their faces. It was an old custom from the last war - each tattoo told of a man they’d slain, and some of them had slain a lot.

But not fully armoured Bladeborn like Robbert Lukar and Lothar Tunney. The men fell before them like winter wheat, clutching at spurting necks and severed limbs as the two Bladeborn cut them down. Following through came a surge of dragonknights, and a host of Lumarans with golden disc armour and bald heads from the far-flung city of Solas. There were men in scalemail and men with feathered cloaks, tall handsome men with dark faces and purple eyes and rough swarthy men bearing weapons crude and cruel. And there were starcats leaping and sunwolves howling and men in fine steel armour facing off against them all. In no time at all, Robbert Lukar was lost to the maelstrom, locked in the tight embrace of battle as the spears and swords and axes and maces swung and bashed and crashed around him.

His world shrunk down to the press of men, the stink of sweat, the screaming right in his ear. It was blood, mud, filth, death, the clatter of dragonsteel against his armour. It was Lothar, looming above them all, fighting always to stay at Robbert’s side. It was the voices calling out in a dozen different tongues, roaring as they fought, whimpering as they died; it was the whoosh of dragons and the burning air, and the slow rise of the sun in the east.

And on it went, on and on, as the battle throbbed and thinned and opened around him, only to close again a moment later as a new surge of foemen poured forth. Robbert shouted out all the while, grunting as a man grunts when he fights, screaming words to inspire the men, screaming the name of his kingdom, his country, screaming the names of the lost. He called for his father and his sister, and he shouted, “Raynald! Raynald! Raynald!” as he hacked and breathed, swung and gasped for breath in the suffocating, cacophonous chaos.

When he had a moment, he turned back to the shore, hoping to see his reserves spilling from the barges and up the banks, but there was nothing to see but more enemies. The lines had been broken on every side now. Where the dead dragon lay, a large group of about fifty Tukorans was pressed together into a circle like a bait ball in the ocean, and the sharks were on them. The rest of his forces were spread out here and there, their ranks shattered, collected into groups. Robbert faintly made out Sam Garrick’s grinning faceplate and he was certain he saw a flash of Lord Gullimer’s colours amid a clot of men, but mostly it was red and black and gold for Agarath, and the bronzes and silvers common in the empire.

“Robb! Robb!” Lothar was still at his side, fighting with his back to him. He looked around; his vantage was much better. “We’re being overrun, Robb! We have to get you out!”

Robbert Lukar did not see that that was possible. There was no way out. Everywhere he looked, the weight of enemies was thick and endless, as though all the strength of the south had assembled here to face them. He’d been a fool, stepping into this trap. Now, every one of them was sure to die.

“Rowley!” Lothar roared. “Darian! Protect the king!”

The two knights materialised from the press of bodies, cutting their way in from different angles. Sir Colyn Rowley was positively red from blood, and Darian Dreyford didn’t look much better.

“Old Edric’s dead,” the latter reported. “Dragon got him.”

“The others?”

“Don’t know.” Sir Darian’s eyes were intense. He looked around, probably searching for his brother. “What’re your orders, m’lord? We’re not gonna last much longer like this.”

“The shore,” Lothar said. “We get the king to the shore and hope there’s a barge there we can use.”

“I saw some,” Sir Colyn shouted over the din. About twenty or twenty-five men surrounded them, forming a shield for their impromptu council. “Some of the reserves made it over, but I don’t know how many.”

A dragon flew over, screaming. It dragged its talons through the men nearby, scattering them, friend and foe. Spears flew after it, but had no impact. The press was so thick men were fighting atop the dead and the dying, squashing them down into the mud as the field grew torn and rutted.

“Come on,” shouted Lothar, grabbing Robbert’s arm. “Rowley, Darian, watch the flanks.”

Robbert was tugged away. He didn’t seem to have a say in the matter. When his life was at stake, Lothar took charge, as was his duty. He led his king back toward the shore, the ring of men going with them. Progress was slow; the resistance was unyielding. Before they’d made it fifteen paces, they were locked once more in the grip of battle, barely able to move, fighting over every inch.

There were just too many. Robbert could barely see more than two or three feet ahead. Lothar was shouting orders, but they were lost beneath the roar of another dragon as it swept over the top of them, spewing gold flame. The air thickened with smoke and screaming, and something else…somewhere further away, toward the shore, there was another surging sound, a thickening battlecry that sounded to Robbert like - “Vandar!”

He tried to look, but could see nothing but heads and helms and thrashing bodies. A sunwolf had been set alight and was twisted and howling as its fur blazed and burned. Robbert saw a starcat scrambling above the press of desperate men and leaping from body to body, fleeing. Men were burning everywhere, most of them Agarathi. The dragons didn’t care; they were nothing to them, collateral damage. A sudden bellow erupted behind them. Robbert spun in time to see a big dragon plunging right toward them. Everything slowed as his heart leapt into his throat, and he braced; it was all he could do. The dragon struck. Its entire monstrous bulk ploughed right through them, and Robbert, Lothar, Colyn, Darian, and dozens of other men went flying.

Where he landed, he couldn’t say. One moment he was spinning blindly through the air, and the next he was hitting the ground with a savage thump that knocked all the air right out of him. He lay a moment in foggy darkness, trying to breathe and struggling. The din of battle had gone loose and blurred. He worked up to his hands and knees, found himself pressing down on a heap of bodies. Men were groaning around him. He blinked to try to see them, but his vision was not cooperating.

At last, he managed to draw a ragged breath into his lungs, rising to his knees. He was disorientated; the whole world swam in shades of black and grey. Vaguely, he heard that battlecry again. “Lothar,” he tried to say, but the word was so choked he could barely hear his own voice. “Lank…where are you?”

A shape came out of the shroud. He glimpsed a long black spear pressing toward him. It struck hard at his gorget, connecting with a spark, but his godsteel was too strong. The spear drew back and struck again. He felt another stabbing from his left side, another behind him, probing the small of his back. Lots of shouting. A heavy weapon came crashing down atop his helm, rattling his eardrums. It felt like an axe. There were men all around him, hewing and hacking and thrusting at his armour.

Robbert tried to stand, but the weight of the blows forced him back down to his knees. He felt around among the dead and the dying for his sword, but couldn’t find it. The vision in his right eye was gradually returning, but the smoke didn’t help, or the dragonknights surrounding him. Thinly, he heard his name being called, but couldn’t tell by whom or where. He tried to shout back, but nothing came out but a raspy whisper. He was going to die. They were all going to die, and it was all his fault for leading them into this trap.

At last, his hand found the hilt of his blade, and he raised it, slashing, but weakly. He cut a gash through a man’s leg, but he was quickly replaced by another. The spears were slamming into him, the axes were crashing hard. Eventually, his plate would yield to this assault. He tried to stand again, but the attack only intensified and he went back down, slipping into a dead man with a horrid wet crunch as the weight of his armour ruptured flesh and snapped bone. There was an excited shouting, and a man went down to his knee, trying to pull up Robbert’s faceplate. He couldn’t lift it; it was godsteel, too heavy. The man cursed and spat and kicked at his head with a fierce ringing clang.

Then there were a dozen men atop him, holding him down. Hands reached out and pulled at his faceplate together - lift it, and he was dead. He twisted, struggling away from them, but they did not let go. Through the thin slit of his visor, Robbert glimpsed a red-black dagger and saw it thrust up toward him, trying to find a way through. He turned his head in time. The dagger glanced harmlessly off the side of his helm. What felt like a hundred hands came forward to grab at him and wrestle him. Robbert found himself pushed to the ground, belly down, his head being wrenched and twisted to the side.

The Agarathi were chattering wildly. A dagger thrust again at his eyeslit, missed, and glanced away. More hands came down to hold him until he was utterly immobile. They held his head to the side, and Robbert saw the tip of the dagger, primed to cut through the visor and into his eye, and it wouldn’t stop there, not this time. He’d managed to hold back Sir Wenfry Gershan, but not this. The blade would slice right into his brain, and that would be it.

Ray, he thought. I’m coming, Ray.

The dagger glinted in a sudden shard of sunlight, and Robbert saw the face of the man who was going to kill him. A face of hatred. The face of a slave. He lined the blade up, prepared to strike. Then, magically, a swish of mist went through the man, and his head went spinning from his shoulders.

Gasps of alarm went up from the men holding him down. Robbert Lukar felt their weight come off him as they stood, facing a new foe. A man in silver and blue, a Varin Knight, was standing before them. Robbert caught a glimpse of him and no more as he rushed forward to butcher them all.

And from behind came the thunder - a host of northmen was surging up from the shore, slaughtering all those before them. And Robbert heard clearly the battlecry now - “For Vandar! For Vandar! For Vandar!” they cried, and further off there was a roar of, “For Rasalan! For Rasalan!” too.

Robbert struggled up to a knee, trying to puzzle out what was happening. His saviour swung through a final foe, then he spun at once to face him.

“Damn, Robbert, they almost got your other eye. Are you well? Can you stand? It’d be better if you could fight.” He flicked up his faceplate and smiled.

Robbert stared through his working right eye. “Elyon? How…”

“Later. We’ll talk later.” Elyon Daecar reached down with a hand and pulled the Tukoran king up to his feet. His eyes flicked left and right very quickly, then he lifted up Robbert’s faceplate to get a proper look at him. “Are you hurt?” he asked.

“Just winded. Some dragon knocked the breath out of me.”

“I saw. They have no respect for the rules of engagement anymore, these dragons.”

Robbert smiled, despite himself. He could not say how happy he was to see him. He looked around, saw to his relief that Lank was striding toward him, unhurt, and that several of his other knights were rallying back to the fight. There were hundreds of men pouring in now from the shore: Tukorans from his own reserves, Vandarians in pink and blue, Rasalanian men, large and bearded, wearing colours of brown and black. Through the moving mist, he saw that the barges seemed to be lining up to make a bridge across the water, and men were leaping from one to the next, crossing quickly from the other side. A dragon came roaring past to disrupt the operation, but at least three dozen spears were flung out to meet it, and it had no choice but to steer itself away, shrieking that horrid, rotten shriek as the speartips peppered its face and neck.

Robbert was astonished. It took him a moment to realise he probably wasn’t going to die, and that they might even win this battle, after all. “You brought friends,” he said to Elyon. It was about all he could think to say.

“I’m a popular fellow.” Elyon smiled. “They’re Rikkard’s mostly. Though we have a thousand bloodthirsty Bucklands too.”

That would explain the calls for Rasalan. Robbert could see the bear-and-stag sigil of House Buckland clearly now as a large formation of burly men surged into the lines of battle, crashing and bellowing. Rasalanians were typically a mild people, but not these Bucklands. They were big, bearded, bear-like men who would not look out of place among the Kanabars and Blackshaws and all those sizeable specimens from the Riverlands.

“They’re happy to be here,” Elyon said. “Very eager to join the killing.”

Lothar arrived. “Robb, where were you? I was shouting your name.”

So it was Lothar calling him. That wasn’t surprising.

“You should have looked under the pile of dragonknights,” Elyon said. “That’s where I found him.” He smiled to take the sting out of the playful mockery. “How are you, Lothar?” He reached and shook forearms with Lank, taking everything in his stride. Well, Elyon had seen a lot of battle, and had fought the Dread a couple of times. This sort of engagement was probably a walk in the park to him.

“Better now you’re here,” Lank said. “Though I wouldn’t have objected to you coming a little sooner.”

“Yes, that’s on me. I shouldn’t have stopped to take that piss.” Elyon scanned the battlefield, which was rather different to how it had been only a few minutes ago. The northern forces were surging in and driving the enemy back, and it looked like a good number of the Agarathi were fleeing in the face of their charge. “Well, best win this crossing, I think. We can catch up properly after.”

It sounded sensible to Robbert Lukar. “We’ll follow you in, Elyon. I need a moment to catch my breath. And thanks,” he said, as Elyon prepared to step away. “For saving me.”

“Think nothing of it. You’d have done the same for me.”

Robbert knew that was true. Though he didn’t think Elyon would ever find himself in such a position, where he needed saving. “See you in there.”

The Prince of Vandar nodded, slammed down his faceplate, and strode away. As he did so, a Sunrider came charging past him through the chaos, and Elyon casually lifted his left gauntlet, fingers splayed and palm forward, and fired a blast of wind at the rider. It struck him hard, and he went flying from the saddle as his sunwolf kept on running.

“Huh,” Robbert said. “Did you know he could do that?”

“No,” Lank told him, as he wiped down his sword. “But he’s a Daecar, Robb. So it hardly surprises me. They’re not like other men.”

Robbert nodded. True enough. No greater heroes in all the north than Elyon and his father Amron.

He stood for a moment, regathering himself from the shock of nearly dying. Sam Garrick came back up to join them, and then Sir Colyn and the Dreyford brothers as well. It was left to Sir Duncan to point out that they really ought to be helping. “What are we standing around here for, doing nothing? Plenty more killing to do, no?”

“Yes,” Robbert said, drawing a deep breath. “On me, then.”

And they hurried back into the melee to help drive the southern horde south.
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“We’d best send for more men,” Elyon said, looking into the shifting red shroud. He was red himself from the blood of battle, though none of it was his, thankfully. Everyone around him was the same, soaked and spattered in the ichor of their enemy, who’d at last retreated after a long brutal fight. “We won’t hold this crossing on our own if they decide to launch a counteroffensive.”

“We drove them back,” Sir Duncan Dreyford said casually, admiring the blood on his sword. “Had them squealing off with their tails tucked up about their balls. Why would they want to come back for another thrashing?”

“Because that’s how war tends to work,” Lord Gullimer told him patiently. “This battle was costly, Sir Duncan. If they come again with a fresh host, we may not have the men to hold the shore.”

Elyon looked at all the corpses littering the battlefield, the dead faces of fathers, sons, husbands, brothers, most of them horrific in death, hacked with great gaping wounds, lying in pools of blood, in piles of bodies, many melted black by dragonflame. Once before, the sight of a single dead man would have shocked him. Now he could look upon the loss of thousands and barely feel anything at all.

He sighed, shook his head. It was just war, he knew. A damn ugly business.

“We should send word to Borrus Kanabar,” Lord Gullimer was going on. “It will be much quicker than calling for reinforcements from the Bane. He’s a short way west of here, trying to win another crossing, but if he hasn’t already done so, he can join us here. Someone needs to go to him.”

“I’ll go,” Rikkard said. “I know my way around here pretty well by now, so you just leave Borrus to me.”

He looked at Elyon, who nodded agreement, and the Lord of House Amadar swung about and strode away in a swirl of pink and blue. In fairly short order, he had gathered up some men to accompany him, and they were crossing the bridge of barges and returning the way they’d come. From there, they could head west more safely and come in behind Borrus’s host.

“What if he has won a crossing already?” Sam Garrick asked. “He might not want to give it up.”

“Leave that to Rikkard to figure out,” Elyon told him. He was happy to see Garrick here. Once before, the man had been nothing but a prancing tourney specialist, but now his war credentials were excellent. He’d even joined Robbert’s royal guard, despite not being Tukoran. “If Borrus has won a crossing, we can always go to him instead, Sam. As far as I’m aware, the route south from here is easier. We would be wise to pool our strength either way.”

Wilson Gullimer agreed. “This is the last of the major crossings. We’ll have marshland ahead, waterlogged regions, but no further channels of water. I’ve studied every map I can find, and unless the topography has changed up ahead - which is possible, I’ll grant - this should be the last bridge we build.”

It was being built as they spoke. Or rather, the bridge of barges they’d used to cross was being more firmly lashed and hammered together. They could hear the hammering rattling from out here, a couple of hundred metres inland from the shore. That and the groaning, the wailing, the screaming, which was everywhere. The battle had ended only a short while ago, once the last of the Agarathi had fled, and there were hundreds, perhaps thousands of wounded still littering the field. Their own were being assessed and treated - the enemy’s were being killed. It was not in the spirit of war, as Elyon saw it, but they simply did not have the resources to care for them, so they really didn’t have much choice.

A damn ugly business, he thought again, watching the men assigned to that task going around with sword and spear and axe, putting the finishing blows to these defenceless men.

Lord Horus Buckland came stamping over to join them with Sir Francis Maynard at his side. Buckland’s beard was a thing of beauty, a rich forest of tangled hair that had grown considerably since Elyon last saw him, back during Amilia’s wedding. He’d worn it tied up into a great twisting rope during the battle, but now that the battle was over, he’d let it puff and flow out right down to his bulging navel. He was a very big man all over, Horus Buckland.

“Right then,” he said, in his growling, bear-like voice. “We’d best set our lines of defence. If no one has any complaints, I’ll see us secured against a countercharge.” He looked around at them all. No one had any complaints.

“My men will secure the eastern shore,” Lord Gullimer added. “This crossing is wide enough for Celaph to enter, and all this death may draw her. We had best have warning if she swims this way.”

“Here?” asked Sir Duncan. He clearly found the idea preposterous. “It’s that mire of hers she lurks. She won’t come here.”

“She’s been known to in the past. It’s best to be prepared, just in case.”

Elyon saw Robbert’s mouth twist at the mention of the titan. “Colyn, go too. You know what to look for.”

Sir Colyn Rowley nodded. He and Lord Gullimer stepped away to select suitable men to watch the eastern shores. Horus Buckland was already bellowing orders as the men of his house came up from the battlefield, big, burly, bloodied. Elyon and Robbert stood by together, letting the Rasal greatlord take charge. Within minutes, he’d selected a place a little further south to dig in, and was setting up stake-lines and cutting pits and building fires from east to west. He had a thousand men here - well, perhaps seven or eight hundred now - and seemed intent on using every one of them. The Amadar men, meanwhile, were securing the bridge, gathering wounded to be returned to the north. With Rikkard gone, Sir Isaac Hemshore had taken charge of them; currently, he was overseeing the erection of a pair of large pavilions, Elyon saw, for the commanders to rest in should they be required to stay the night.

“I suppose we should do something,” Robbert said, watching the Bucklands at work. He said it without any enthusiasm whatsoever. The young king looked utterly depleted.

“Yes. Rest,” Elyon told him. “It’ll be hours before Rikkard gets back. You should sleep if you can.”

“Are you not tired as well?”

“A little,” Elyon admitted. “I’m not sure I even know how regular tiredness should feel anymore.”

Robbert gave a huff of laughter. “Remember those peacetime days when you spent a whole day training? How you’d go to bed thinking you could never be more exhausted? Well, now that’s just the norm. Everything’s different during wartime, isn’t it? You find places inside you that you never knew were there.”

Elyon nodded. Robbert had clearly found those reserves himself after everything he’d been through. “I’m sorry, Robb,” he said tenderly. “About your family. I’m sure you’ve heard that a thousand times by now, and it’s all a bit meaningless to say, but…”

“It’s not meaningless, Elyon. I appreciate it, truly.” Robbert smiled to show it was true. It wasn’t always easy receiving sympathy when grieving, Elyon knew. Sometimes, the last thing you wanted was people drawing attention to it, reminding you of it. Poking at that wound.

“I’m here to talk about it, if you want,” he finished. He would leave it at that. An open door, should the young king want to walk through it.

Robbert nodded. “Thanks. Another time…maybe.”

A short silence settled between them. Elyon watched the Bucklands prepare their temporary defences and saw that Sir Francis was recruiting a troop of scouts to drive further south. Hopefully, they’d find that the enemy hadn’t just retreated a few short miles, but had kept on going, all the way to Blademelt. That would be the next big challenge. Blademelt. Winning the fort that had almost never been won, and kicking open the door into Agarath.

“So, about your new gauntlets…”

Elyon turned and found Robbert eyeing them up. “Oh, these?” He lifted them, summoning the wind to spin around them, easing about the wrists and sliding between the fingers. “What about them, Robb?”

The king laughed at the casual way he said it. “Just wondering where you got them? Did Ilith make them for you?”

“The very man. This work is beyond the Forgemasters, I think.”

“And…how powerful are they? Can you still fly, or…?”

“Fly? No. But I can fall with style.”

Robbert Lukar laughed again. “Glide, you mean?”

Elyon shrugged. “Something like that.”

“And the shooting? We saw you knock that Sunrider straight out of his saddle.”

“Oh, you did? I’d hoped you might.”

Robbert gave another chuckle. That was good to see, after everything. That he could still smile and laugh and put his grief aside, sometimes.

“It’s good to see you, Elyon. Guess you’ll be hanging around this time, seeing as you can’t fly off.”

“Yes, and I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else. I get to fight beside King Robbert Lukar, the famous King of the Dawn. That’s an honour right there.”

“Elyon, I think you’re a little overqualified to be joining my guard.”

Now it was Elyon’s turn to laugh. “You’ve already got one Vandarian in Garrick. Why not two?”

Robbert thought about it. “Well, I do have openings, to be fair. Two, actually. I lost the Edrics today.”

Oh. More loss. “The Edrics?” Elyon asked.

“Old and Young,” Robbert told him. “Old Edric was the young one. He was killed by a dragon. Young Edric was as old as my grandfather. He’s only wounded. Will probably lose a leg, Sir Kevyn says.”

The king paused a moment, then said, “So…I guess I should ask…” He looked over at Elyon tentatively. “Saska? I don’t suppose….”

“No news,” Elyon told him.

“Right.” Robbert gave a sigh.

“But she was seen in a vision,” Elyon added. “So that’s a good sign.”

Robbert nodded, a little absently. “I hope so.” He had a slightly guilty look on his face, though didn’t explain what that was about. “So you’ve been looking for Drulgar, I heard. His body. And you fought him, Elyon, in Ilithor. Blinded him, like me.” He pointed at his eyepatch. “Was it the same eye? Wouldn’t want anyone getting us mixed up.”

Elyon chuckled at the remark. It was hard to reconcile this one-eyed young king with the mischievous prince who’d made so much trouble at banquets and balls. The young change quickest during war, Elyon reflected. He knew others would be thinking the same about him. He’d changed a lot as well.

“Sadly, yes. The left eye seems the popular choice with blinding, Robbert.” He smiled. “Looks like Sir Isaac has the pavilion up. “How about we continue this in there?”

The cleanup was going on around them, though this patch of land had been stripped of corpses. Sir Isaac Hemshore came over as they arrived at the pavilion. “My lord,” he said to Elyon. “Any orders for the Amadar men?”

“I’ll leave that with you, Isaac. As I did Snowmane.” Elyon slapped a hand on his arm, smiled, and entered.

He gave the pavilion a quick scan. “Well, it’s bare. But we’re at the heart of the Bloodmarshes, so can’t complain.” There were a few small pallet beds, some camp stools, a table should they want to lay out maps and plans and mull on strategy. It was more of a command pavilion than anything else, doubling up as a barrack for the leaders. A brazier had been set roughly in the middle to add some light and warmth. The firelight flickered against the thick canvas walls, which helped to dull the noise from outside.

“I’ve been sleeping in the open,” Robbert said. “So this is a palace. I’m surprised you even brought pavilions.”

“Buckland insisted we bring a few with us. Says he’s too old to sleep out in the elements.”

“So you have wagons with you?” He sounded surprised.

“A few dozen,” Elyon said, looking around. “You’ve been out here a while, Robb. I guess you don’t realise how much work is being done behind you to lay down plank roads and tracks. Getting wagons and horses to this point isn’t so hard anymore. It’s what lies ahead that we have to worry about.”

He saw what he was looking for. In a box to one side, he found a clay bottle, popped the cork, and smelled whiskey. That’ll do. It was only a few nights ago that he’d been drinking with Rikkard, but thought Robbert could use a little loosening. “Drink?” he asked.

“I shouldn’t. They might return at any moment.”

“They won’t. Sir Duncan had it right - we gave them a good thrashing, and they’ll be licking their wounds for a while. You can relax, Robb. A drink will help you sleep.”

“That’s not something I want help with,” he said grimly. He didn’t explain, but he didn’t need to. Clearly, he was being assaulted by nightmares and trying not to sleep much at all, if he could. “But I guess…sure. Maybe one won’t hurt.”

Elyon poured and handed him a cup, then sat on a camp stool. Robbert perched nearby, sniffing the drink. Elyon wondered if he’d ever tasted it before. Whiskey was the sort of drink you grew into as you got older. It wasn’t the go-to choice of teenage kings and princes.

“So, Drulgar,” Robbert said, still looking at the liquid. He sniffed again and had a sip, making a face. Elyon smiled as his next words came out all hoarse. “Did you…find him, then? The body.”

It wasn’t a topic Elyon wanted to discuss. He still thought it best that the doubt about Drulgar’s fate be contained, though supposed it would be dishonourable to keep that information from a king. “No,” he said, after thinking it through. “We didn’t find a body, Robb.”

“Right.” Robbert pondered it for a while. “So he could come back, then?” He didn’t sound so alarmed.

“It’s possible. I don’t really have an answer.”

Robbert thought about it for a long time. He drank again, moving the liquid around the cup, then said, “Who else knows about this?”

“My uncle. Lord Marak.”

“Your uncle is Lord Marak?”

“Very funny.”

“I thought so.” Robbert smiled. “So that’s it? Just those two?”

“Just them.”

“You didn’t even tell Buckland?”

“Buckland’s always had a big mouth. Especially when he’s in his cups. Thankfully, he hasn’t asked and doesn’t seem to care.” He lifted his drink. “Long may it continue.”

“You want to keep this quiet, then?” Robbert asked him. “You fear it’ll only cause a panic?”

Elyon swallowed a measure of whiskey. “Not among everyone, but some, yes. There was a good feeling in the air when I arrived at Dragon’s Bane. A feeling I haven’t felt in a while. I don’t want that ruined by a rumour.”

“Then I won’t ruin it,” Robbert promised him. “We can forget we ever had this chat.”

Elyon thought that was for the best. If Drulgar returned, there was nothing they could do about it. So why waste energy worrying about a what-if?

“I was told you spoke with Vargo Ven before the battle,” he said, moving things on. He stood up to fetch the whiskey bottle. Robbert Lukar seemed to have a taste for it, after all. “How was he? As friendly as ever?” He filled the king’s cup halfway up and sat down again to refill his own. “I can’t say I’m surprised he fled before the fighting. That man’s a coward in a cape. Without Malathar, he’d be nothing.”

“Malathar’s deformed now,” Robbert told him. “And deranged.”

“I’ve seen the sort,” Elyon said, remembering that first corrupted dragon he’d faced, the night Talasha’s face was scarred. He and Neyruu had killed it together, sending it plummeting into the side of a hill. “Did he say anything interesting, our haughty dragonlord? I hope he met the terms of the parley this time.”

Robbert was frowning about something. He didn’t seem to be fully listening.

“What is it?” Elyon prompted. “Is something wrong?”

“Nothing, I…I just remembered something.” Robbert dug quickly into his outer cloak pockets, one and then the other, and drew out a folded piece of parchment. He looked at it, a little relieved. “I thought it might have fallen out during the battle.”

“What is it?”

“Ven. He slipped it in there during the parley. In secret. He was raving about ‘him’ always watching. I guess he was talking about Eldur. Or Agarath.”

Elyon was already shaking his head. “Forget it,” he said. “Don’t even bother opening it, Robb.”

“You don’t think we should even see what it’s about? It could just be blank, anyway. Just a trick…”

“Even if it’s not blank, it’s still a trick. It doesn’t matter what he writes, Robbert. There’s no trusting that snake.”

“There’s no harm, though, is there? It’s just words, Elyon.”

“Words can be harmful when you know how to use them. Ven does. If he’s up to something, we’d be better off never knowing what.”

Robbert turned the parchment between his fingers. “But aren’t you curious? You weren’t there when we spoke. He seemed genuinely desperate. He was talking about how Malathar was changed against his will, and that the part of him inside the dragon had gone dark. They share souls when they bond. So, he was talking about half his soul going dark. He sounded genuinely scared.”

Elyon enjoyed the idea of the dragonlord being scared. “And?”

“He spoke of freedom,” Robbert went on. “Said he knew Lord Marak was free, and he wanted that too. To be free of Eldur’s grip, maybe even join us. I know he’s duplicitous, but…”

“Fine. Go on then. Open it up.”

Robbert hesitated. “You’re sure?

“Yes. I think I know what he wants.”

The king opened the parchment, quickly reading down the words.

Elyon waited a moment. “Well? What does it say?”

“He says he wants to meet in secret. He’ll slip away and come alone, without Malathar - says he can’t trust him anymore. He wants safe passage somewhere so he can hide and live out the war in peace. In exchange for sanctuary, he’ll give us information. He’ll tell us everything he knows.” The king’s eyes ran down the letter. “He mentions a meeting point, here on Death’s Passage. There’s a map, a location, and a time to meet.” He looked up at Elyon. “So…what do you think?”

“I think Ven’s a trickster, Robbert.”

“So you don’t think we should meet him, then?” The king sounded less sure, but he didn’t know Vargo Ven like Elyon did. “I think if we’re safe, it’s worth the shot. He might have something that we could use. Important information, or - hey!” he broke off. “Elyon, what the hell are you doing?”

Elyon Daecar had stood up, taken two quick paces to where Robbert sat, and snatched the letter from his grasp. He walked briskly over to the brazier and tossed the letter unceremoniously into the fire.

“Elyon, gods, that might have been…”

“There’s nothing he could ever tell us that we could trust,” he said, never looking up from the burning parchment. The paper curled and blackened as Ven’s hopes blackened with it. He thought of Wallis Kanabar, and Lancel Greymont, and Barnibus Warryn, and others besides. Vargo Ven had killed them all. Vargo Ven was beyond redemption. And the thought of his little hopes being dashed…

Elyon Daecar stood there, at the brazier, watching the ashes rise.

He stood, and he smiled, and he whispered, “Nice try.”
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The city of King’s Point was not how he remembered it.

The last time Amron was here had been shortly following its destruction by the Dread, when most of the city was a smoking ruin. Now, much of the rubble had been cleared away, liveable buildings had been uncovered, temporary structures raised, portions of the walls rebuilt.

There were even new towers. Not tall ones, or particularly stout ones, but towers they were, raised and armed with mounted crossbows and ballistas. If the dragons should assault them, those would offer some protection. Within the walls, with the rubble cleared and heaped, or removed from the city to make room, great camps had now been established for the men, colossal camps that filled every square and open space. There were latrine ditches, and new stables, and storehouses, and armouries, forges had been set up, or dug out, to be lit. And banners, everywhere banners flapping and whipping in the wind, banners in silver and blue, for Vandar, for Daecar, banners of the greathouses of the west poking up from heaps of rubble. Rather stirring, all in all, and Amron was impressed. Very impressed, in fact, with their efforts these last long months.

“You’ve been busy, Gavron,” he said. “I knew it was a good idea to send you down here.”

Lord Gavron Grave the Ironfoot was walking at his side, clacking and limping on his godsteel foot. “Said I’d whip this place into order, didn’t I? Should have seen it when we arrived. A filthy mess, let me tell you! But we saw it back to order, didn’t we Reggie?”

“Quite, my lord,” agreed Sir Reginald Hightree, whom Amron had sent here along with the Ironfoot and several thousand men. That was back when they were travelling the High Way from Blackfrost to Varinar, quite the time ago now, and much and more had happened since. “Of course, it has helped that you’ve been so kind as to supply us with so many men, sire,” Hightree said, with a lopsided grin. “It was hard at first with so few here, but these last weeks we seem to receive ten thousand new levies a day. The work has progressed accordingly. Cannot have the men sitting idle, after all.”

They walked along, the three of them, trailed by Rogen Whitebeard and Sir Quinn Sharp, commanding the king’s protective escort. A little behind came Amara and her Knights Assorted, Lillia, Artibus, Carly and that crew. It was a windy day, brisk and cold, but bright, with a sky largely sealed by fluffy white clouds, here and there torn open to show a bit of blue. The sun was currently passing one of those breaches and dousing the city in a rare golden glow.

“A good omen, my lord,” Sir Reginald said as the sun came out. “Seems the gods have blessed your coming with this weather.”

Amron almost snorted. Omens again. He was quite done with hearing about the gods and their omens of weather. “I take it the rains haven’t often relented?”

“Often? Try never.” The Ironfoot scowled at the sky. “First bit of sun I’ve seen in weeks.”

“A welcome change,” said Hightree. “Perhaps this signals a lasting improvement in our fortunes, sire? After that trouble you faced on the river.”

“Trouble is putting it rather lightly, Reginald. We lost many thousands of men.”

“Yes, my lord, I didn’t mean to undermine the gravity of it. A most tragic loss of life, to be sure.”

“Tragic,” the Ironfoot agreed, “but bearable. We have spares here, and lots of them. More than enough to shatter the fire folk, make no bloody mistake about that.”

As always, the man spoke bluntly. And he isn’t wrong, Amron thought, as the ranks of men swelled around him, gathering to watch as the royal procession moved along through the city. Men of all sorts were here, wearing an array of colours, armour, and arms representing the sundry houses under whom they’d been mustered. The sigils were abundant and so varied that even Amron Daecar didn’t know them all.

Of course, the usual suspects were in greatest evidence - the Daecar rider with his blade held aloft, the Oloran fist, the Amadar field of flowers, the Taynar knight, sword planted at his feet - but the king saw many others that were unfamiliar to him. An ant atop a hill with blades for antennae. A falcon flying with a tiny dragon in its beak. A shoal of silver fish swimming through a golden sky. The arms of newly made knights, perhaps, or petty lords from the distant corners of the west, gathered under the banners of one older house or another, who all gathered under the greathouses, who all gathered now under the king.

And his name was on their tongues, being sung out as he went by. He smiled at the men, nodded at them, even accepted some to come up to him and shake his hand, or bow, or go down to a knee before him. Some he knew, and he spoke their names; others he recognised only, their names forgotten, but once reminded he would smile and say, “Of course, Sir Tufner, so good to see you again,” or “Lord Willingworth, yes, I do apologise, it’s been too long.” But most he did not know, the new-made knights, the household knights, the hedge knights and men-at-arms and commonfolk drawn into the fight. Soon enough, it became a struggle to keep on moving, such was the throng developing around him.

“Sir Quinn, Rogen, best clear a path,” he said. They went to it, marching ahead with the royal guards to make sure the king could ease along untroubled. Still, he paused every so often at a face he knew, shouted a word across at someone, smiled and waved as he passed. The men cheered for him in response, climbing upon broken walls and the shells of buildings, scrambling up piles of rubble to get a better view.

“Reckon they like that you’re here, Amron,” the Ironfoot called over the din. “Rather like it myself, you know.”

“How touching, Gavron.”

“I have my moments.” He stamped along loudly, clack clack clack. Amron always liked having the Ironfoot around; it made his own limp seem much less pronounced, and he was doing his best, as ever he did in public, to conceal it completely and ‘show strength’ as Amara would say.

They passed down a wide avenue, piles of rubble to either side, then through a large open square that Amron did not recognise. It was filled with tents, pavilions, cookfires covered in tarps, and endless streams of people, weaving between the little lanes made between the structures. It soon dawned on Amron that several buildings had once existed here, toppled during the siege of the city and since cleared away to make space. Here and there, he saw the bones of foundations poking up from the ground, lean-tos and woodshacks raised up against them, flaps snapping and cracking as the wind picked up. At the edge of the camp, they passed over a wide gutter dug into the ground, running with rainwater and chunks of detritus draining away toward the sea. That was new as well, so far as Amron could recall. “A solution to all the rain, I presume?”

Reginald Hightree nodded. “There are many dozens of them, sire. A whole network of them, in fact. The rain still assaults us in great daily deluges, but these gutters help take it away to the sea. Without them, we’d never have been able to settle the men here. The entire city would be waterlogged. Smart man, that Ralf.”

Ralf. Of course. “So this was Sir Ralf’s notion, was it?”

“Certainly, sire, yes. He had already begun the work when Lord Grave and I arrived.”

Amron Daecar was not at all surprised to hear that. Sir Ralf of Rotting Bridge had always been a man of sharp intellect and wise counsel, and he looked forward to relying on that counsel once more, now that they were to be reunited.

He did not have to wait long for that. As they passed over the gutter, crossing a short plank bridge, and stepped beyond the boundary of the camp, the king saw the old knight ahead, dressed in his worn old leathers and frayed surcoat, awaiting Amron outside the ruin of the Spear. Lord Rodmond Taynar stood beside him, technically the senior figure in the city until now, with Sir Adam Thorley, the young commander of the Pointed Watch, the King’s Point City Guard, wearing his black and silver cloak and pointed cap.

Lord Rodmond was the first to greet him, as was his honour as a greatlord. “Your Majesty.” He bowed his head. “It is a great relief to have you with us again.”

“A great relief to finally be here, my lord.” Amron shook the young man’s forearm, found it rather thin and limp. Rodmond Taynar had never been the stoutest of youths, but now he looked positively sickly, very pale, drawn, and old beyond his years. Not a man to thrive in wartime, this one. “The city is transformed, Rodmond. I’m sure you’re largely responsible for that.”

“I would not say so, my lord. I helped where I could, but I’m sure I only got in the way.”

Confident in your leadership as ever, I see. “I’m certain that isn’t true,” Amron said. He smiled politely and turned his eyes to Sir Ralf. “My friend. How are you?”

“Old,” the knight of Rotting Bridge said, with a crinkly smile. “But I feel ten years younger now that I see you again, Amron.” They embraced, as old friends, then Amron shook the arm of Adam Thorley.

“Your Majesty,” the captain said. “Your council await you inside.” He gestured to a small feast hall set aside from the crumbled ruin of the Spear, once the central seat of power here in the city, and toppled by Drulgar the Dread. Amron remembered that hall being rather covered in rubble when last he was here, though it seemed they’d managed to clear all that away and prepare the chambers for his arrival. “Shall we, my lord?”

The king inclined his head. “Lead on, Sir Adam.”

They continued past the guards on watch, past the tall rubble heaps that acted as walls to protect this new centre of government. The noise of the sprawling camp behind them lessened as they passed a short courtyard, entered a passageway that led to a door. The stone was thick and strong here, the door made of solid oak, newly painted in silver and blue. A nice touch. Sir Adam Thorley pushed through, stepped inside and announced him.

“His Majesty the King, Amron Daecar,” he called out in a ringing voice.

Amron stepped inside. The space was not large, no great feast hall this, but plenty enough to satisfy their needs. Braziers burned in every corner, and on the walls to the left and right, twin hearthfires crackled pleasantly. Between them were tables, long tables with benches, and along the wall directly to his right was another table laden with trays of food, jugs of wine, barrels of ale and casks of whiskey. House banners had been draped along the walls as well, and at the far end of the room, upon a stage, was Amron’s throne, behind which two further banners were arrayed, one for House Daecar, the other for the Kingdom of Vandar.

The lords, knights, captains and commanders of Amron’s host were scattered here and there. Lord Wyliam Brabant, Lord Mantle of the bat wing cloak, the snivelly form of Lord Abel Darring, Sir Marcus Flint, Sir Michael Tunsen, Sir Geofrey Bannard, old Lord Warton of the persistent and rather annoying cough, Admiral Eustace Fairside with his quite ridiculous moustache and faded uniform. The latter two were constants here at King’s Point; the rest were recent arrivals. More recent still were those who had sailed with Amron, those who had come straight here from the docks while the king was paraded through the city. Among them were Lord Styron Strand and his son Sir Gerald; Sir Robin Farrow, dashing knight; Lord Robert Borrington and Sir Bryce Coddington, thick as thieves; the bruised and battered Stegra Snowfist, and the Orca Lord, standing serenely aside and observing all with his serene, judging eyes.

Added to the Ironfoot, Sir Reginald, Lord Rodmond, Sir Ralf, and Sir Adam, they comprised the senior leadership in the west, more or less. Amron stepped right through the hall as the others filed in behind him, making at once for his seat set upon the stage. He was eager to get things started at once. There was a good bit of murmuring in the hall as men made their greetings, fetched drinks, maybe some food, and settled on the benches or wherever else they chose. Amron Daecar climbed the short stair, swept his cloak aside as he turned and sat.

He gave the men a moment longer to take their places, then said, “Thank you all for coming. It’s good to see you all looking so hale and hearty.” A few murmurs of laughter there. There were some tired faces here to be sure. “I’m not seeing Sir Taegon. Did he have a more pressing engagement?”

“He did, sire,” grinned Lord Brabant. “An engagement with the privy, as I understand it. We had best not wait for him, or we’ll miss the war.”

More general laughter there. True enough, Cargill did like to take his time emptying his bowels.

Amron smiled and turned his eyes across the room. “We are still missing your brother as well, Robert. Eustace, I take it the ships were dispatched to fetch him, as I ordered?”

Admiral Fairside’s moustache bobbed up and down. “Indeed, yes, consider a small fleet dispatched, sire.”

“When?”

“Oh, I should say they sailed for the Twinfort some three days ago.”

“Then we can expect Lord Randall shortly?”

“Oh yes, my lord, within two or three days, I would think.”

“Very good,” said the king, nodding to himself. He would be most glad to see Lord Randall Borrington again. And not abed this time, with an arrow wound in his neck. “Do we have sufficient space for him in the city?”

“Space is being made,” answered Sir Ralf.

The king gave his chin a scratch. “What of the prisoners of war?”

“Gone,” grunted the Ironfoot. “Too divisive keeping them here. So I sent them all packing on a ship.”

“I see,” said Amron. He could detect a measure of doubt from Rodmond Taynar. “You allowed this, Rodmond?”

“I, um…” The greatlord, if such a title could be used for the man, nodded his narrow head. “Yes, my lord. I did. Too divisive, as Lord Grave says. Food. Food was the major problem.”

“We were almost down to the rats, sire,” said Sir Adam Thorley. “It was becoming quite apparent that more and more men were starting to resent having to keep these prisoners of war among us. Most of them were perfectly pleasant, decent folk, but they weren’t northern. We had no choice but to send them back south.”

Amron felt satisfied by that explanation. Perhaps they had foundered and drowned. If not, some might get swept back into the enemy ranks, but if so, it wouldn’t matter. They were too small a number to make any material difference to the outcome of this war. “What of spies?” the king asked. “Have any been detected?”

“Some,” said Sir Ralf. “We have them quarantined in the dungeons.”

“They should be killed,” hissed Sir Marcus, throwing out a hand. “Traitors, every one of them!”

The Ironfoot banged his godsteel boot on the floor, clanging agreement. Abel Darring sneered as well, and Sir Geofrey Bannard was nodding his head.

Sir Ralf waited a moment for the noise to die down before speaking. “These men have been poisoned by the fire priests,” he pointed out in his calm, measured voice. “They are northmen who happen, by dint of heritage, to have a little Agarathi blood from a grandparent, great-grandparent, or even relatives further back than that. That they have been twisted and taken by the enemy is by no fault of their own. Killing them would be rash at this time. We must give them every opportunity to slip the noose that Eldur had put around their necks.”

“How many are we talking?” Amron asked.

“No more than forty.”

“Forty,” he repeated. “That’s all?”

“So far,” said Lord Gavron. “Might be more lurking out there, same as at Westmire, ready to rise up against us when we least expect it.”

Sir Ralf of Rotting Bridge shook his head. “We are taking every precaution…”

“Precautions only take you so far,” came in Sir Marcus. “I say we commit to a series of public executions. Deter any further spies from…”

“Is that how it works?” interrupted the heavy voice of Styron Strand. “I was under the impression that these men are unaware of their actions. That they don’t have a choice.” He looked at Ralf. “Isn’t that what you just said?”

“Yes, my lord. That is the impression under which we are operating.” Sir Ralf’s tone was respectful, as ever. “Lord Taynar and I believe that the spell will weaken in time. In fact, we are already seeing this with several of the prisoners. It may be that the sorcery withers when the priest who enslaved them is killed. As Sir Pagaloth has reported, many of them have been slain in recent weeks and months, and the blight is being driven back to Agarath. And if not the priests, then all shall be released at the death of Eldur.”

“You hope,” grunted the Ironfoot.

“Hope, yes. But reasoned hope, I would think, Lord Grave.”

Amron could see that Marcus Flint was going to talk again, but he’d heard enough. This was hardly an issue to waste time over. “Forty men is no number at all,” he declared, voice filling the hall. “I agree with Ralf and Rodmond. These men will remain imprisoned and under watch. Now, let’s move on.” He sat back in his throne, trying not to grimace as a spasm of pain worked through his left shoulder. “The gruloks,” he said, in half a grunt. “Who has been keeping an eye on them?”

“I have,” said Sir Adam. “And Sir Ralf, sire.”

No surprises there. “And? Are they still cooperating? What of their numbers? Have any more come?”

“Several,” said Thorley. “Their ranks number thirty-four now.”

That was good. A single grulok was a fearsome weapon. The more the better. “Are they accepting godsteel?”

“Some, my lord. Hruum seems to like that greatsword you gave him. I’ve seen him using it, cutting up trees. Quite the sight. Made me wonder, in fact, if we could find any plate to fit them…”

Laughter muttered from several sources at that. “Plate armour? On those monsters?” sneered Abel Darring. “You do have some fanciful notions, Thorley.”

“Anything outside of your narrow view is fanciful, I’m sure,” Adam came neatly back. He looked at the king again. “Sire, I’m of the understanding that you brought the Forgemasters with you, is that true?”

“It is, Sir Adam.”

“Then perhaps they could be put to this task? We have forges here for them to work in, and I know there’s lots of godsteel going spare. If they could melt it down and reforge it, perhaps…”

Lord Styron the Strong waved a hand. “No time,” he said, dismissing it. “If there’s godsteel going spare, it needs to be used on our own. We have much armour that needs mending, blades that need sharpening, arrowheads, spearheads, ballista bolts that need making. We can’t waste precious time and resources trying to outfit a few primitive giants.”

“Agreed,” said the Ironfoot, with another thump of his boot. “They’re made of rock. They don’t bloody need armour, Thorley.”

“It is not about need,” Sir Adam returned. “But outfitting our best soldiers in…”

“Soldiers?” cackled Darring. “These beasts are soldiers now?”

“More than you are, Crowman,” said Stegra Snowfist. “Why are you even here? You belong with Narek and his people, Crowman. Go away and leave the men to talk.”

It was a regular insult that Stegra used against Abel Darring, this Crowman attack, on account of his long nose and ugly face. Amron had probably heard it a hundred times by now. It was wearing thin.

He spoke before Darring could respond. “We will not outfit the gruloks in armour, but will continue to offer them blades, if any others should wish to take them up.” He looked at Sir Adam, who nodded, accepting that. “Anything else to report on them, Adam?”

“Well…little, in truth, sire. They are not especially active, though occasionally, I have observed them training. Wresting, it seems to me, perhaps in preparation for battles to come. And sometimes training with weapons as well. Mostly, they stand completely still, like statues. Staring east.”

That detail made Amron’s brows pull together. “East, you say?”

Sir Adam nodded to him. “Some look northeast. To Ilithor, Ralf and I believe. To the Heart Remade.” He looked at Ralf, who nodded. “Others look southeast, we believe to the Ashmount. And Eldur.” The name sent a ripple through the gathering. A few curses and ugly mutters here and there. “And a few…well, a few have been turning, sire.”

“Turning?” Amron’s brows tightened further.

“Yes, sire. Turning. They stare east as well, but very gradually they have been turning, day by day, in a southerly direction, almost like the arm of a slow-moving clock. Quite why, I could not say. If Vilmar were here, perhaps…”

His report was interrupted by the groan of hinges as Sir Taegon Cargill at last arrived, looking as gargantuan as ever, fully armoured in his godsteel plate, beads of sweat dappling his pale forehead. He looked a little out of breath, like he’d run to be here, and more than a little uncomfortable by the grimace on his face. “Your Majesty. Apologies. Had to pay a visit to the latrines.”

Amron nodded vacantly, still dwelling on Adam’s report. “Yes, Taegon. I was apprised of the reason for your absence.”

“Just answering the call of nature, my lord. And she’s been asking a lot of questions today.” He gave a thick, muscular shrug, grimaced again and placed a hand over his gut. The man looked in a reasonable amount of pain, to be sure. He plodded over and sat on a bench as the council session resumed.

The next topic was the tourney. Apparently, there had been rumours going around that Amron planned to shut it down, given the losses on the river, but that wasn’t so. He had considered it all during the remainder of the trip and come to the conclusion that it made no sense to deny the men their entertainment or the contestants their shot at glory. It had also come to his attention that Styron Strand had sent word ahead to King’s Point for appropriate duelling grounds to be prepared and stands built from the rubble. The host he’d sent ahead from Varinar with Abel Darring had been given that deployment, and work was almost complete. It wasn’t going to be much of an arena, just a few stone stands for the luminaries to watch from, some basic tiered seating, but there would be standing space for thousands more, rubble to climb up and get a better view, and so on.

“We’ll have the first semi-final tomorrow, things going well,” Lord Styron said. “That’ll involve you, Sir Taegon.” The giant knight looked over, gave a half-hearted nod. “And Sir Jovyn.”

“The boy and the brute,” called Lord Wyliam Brabant. “A match-up I look forward to.”

“The second semi-final will be contested the following day,” Strand went on. “Sir Robin here, against Sir Quinn.” He gave Sir Robin Farrow a proud look, probably wishing he were his son, rather than Sir Gerald. “The two winners will contest the final bout two days later. That is four days from now, Amron. And our champion will be crowned.”

The king nodded absently. Turning, he thought. In a southern direction…

“Does that suit you, Amron?” Strand asked him plainly.

The king snapped back to it. “Yes. Four days. That should line up well.”

Lord Randall should have arrived by then, bringing them to their full complement of power, and they could consider their plans to invade.

“And when will that be?” asked Sir Michael Tunsen, now firmly back in line following that sour business over the death of Brydon Amadar. “Invasion, I mean?”

“I have not yet decided, Sir Michael. A week, I would hope, and we will be on our way.”

“Where?” asked the Ironfoot.

“Agarath, I’d think,” said Brabant, with a grin. “Unless I’ve entirely misunderstood this situation, it’s the Agarathi we’re fighting here, no?”

“You’re a funny man, Brabant. About as funny as a kick to the nuts.”

“Oh, but that is funny, Lord Grave. A kick to the nethers? Not funny when it’s happening to you, perhaps, but someone else? Excellent comedy.”

The Ironfoot looked at him. “Shall we put that theory to the test?” He gave his godsteel leg a swing.

“There’s an enemy host gathered at Dragonfall, Lord Marak informs me,” Amron said, moving on from the japing. “This will need to be dealt with before we advance on the mountain, or they will only come in behind us.”

“What about Eldurath?” asked Marcus Flint. “It sits untouched, probably swarming with soldiers. Do we plan to siege the capital, sire?”

“No, Marcus. We do not have the time.”

“But…couldn’t he be there? Eldur, I mean?”

The king shook his head. “Eldur resides in the Ashmount, as indicated by the storm that fills the sky above it. I am told vast numbers of men have gathered on the slopes, raising canvas cities. Lord Marak flew close enough to see them from afar. And much else besides, belched up from the belly of that mountain…”

As if to highlight the point, Sir Taegon Cargill unleashed a frankly horrid burp. A very unpleasant sound, it had to be said, and the man did not look in good shape at all. “Sorry, my king,” he mumbled, wiping his mouth. “It’s my stomach. Feels a little…” And a second, even more vile sound spewed out of his other end, causing the nearest men to turn up their noses and shift very urgently away. The giant grimaced, mouth twisting at some internal discomfort. “If you don’t mind, I should…”

“By all means, go,” Amron said.

The giant rose on his tree-trunk legs and went lumbering from the room, all but reaching around to squeeze his arse cheeks shut as he went. A certain smell wafted around the hall, several men coughed and covered their mouths, several others broke out laughing at the manner of his departure. But Amron was frowning. Frowning, yes, and wondering about his daughter Lillia, and whether she had anything to do with this. Could she? Did her tendrils of influence reach so far? After that shameful drunken business with old Bryce Coddington, he wasn’t going to put anything past her.

“Well, that might be a good time to conclude,” he decided. There was much and more they could dig into and discuss, but not now. He was starting to get more severe spasms in his shoulder, and his right thigh was aching horribly. He needed another tonic. And to take off his armour so he could knead at the muscle. Rogen Whitebeard had taken to helping him get at the painful kinks in his left shoulder, pressing with those long strong fingers of his, and he needed the man now. “Unless there’s anything urgent?” He looked around. Nothing pressing was brought forward. “Good. Then return to your duties. Prepare your men. If you need me, I will be in my private quarters.” He didn’t know where those quarters would be, but assumed something had been prepared for him. Probably Amara, Lillia, Artibus and the rest were already there, settling in.

The session ended there. A short session and little progress had been made, but truly, when it came to making real decisions, such as when to sail and where, Amron would rely on a much smaller cohort of advisors. Most of the men here could offer him no great counsel in that regard. Give me Ralf and a cup of wine, and we’ll figure it out, just the two of us.

The men filed out quickly enough, clearly eager to escape the stink. Amron, still sitting, hailed the Orca Lord as that happened, and the chieftain approached his throne. “Your Majesty.”

“I want you to continue fishing the sea, such as you can,” the king told him. “You did an admirable job feeding us in Varinar. Please do the same for me now.”

The man nodded his head of black-blue hair. “As you command.”

“Talk to Admiral Fairside. He will know where best to start.” Fairside was currently nearing the door, chatting merrily with Robert Borrington. “Eustace,” Amron called to him. The man turned, began jauntily over. “I want you two working together. And Captain Blake as well. He’s got a good nose for the weather. I need options, Eustace. Where best to cross the sea, and when. No further west than Dragonfall. We must land within marching distance of the Ashmount, do you understand?”

“Sure do,” Fairside said.

“And support the Orca Lord in his fishing endeavours. The more fish we can salt and dry, the better.”

Fairside rubbed his stubbly chin. “Rough out there, Amron. Plenty of beasts lurking in the churn, and big-uns too. Greatwhales, krakens, even had a greatshark or two reported. Fishing…well, that’s not going to be easy. I’m worried enough about crossing with the fleet. Fear what you suffered on the river is only the start.”

“Do what you can, Eustace. I want every vessel we have outfitted with as many spears, harpoons, crossbows, and defensive countermeasures as you can find. You know our numbers. When we cross, we will have near enough two hundred thousand men, and these men must be distributed accordingly, and in vessels able to defend themselves. Sir Ryger Joyce has put forth to me the option of using a decoy fleet. I am undecided on this, but would have you develop a strategy for me, should I choose to pursue it. Skeleton crews, big vessels. The sort of armada that might draw the attention of the dragons, and allow us to cross elsewhere, unseen.”

“Hmmm,” Fairside murmured. Clearly, he had his doubts. “Not sure we’ve got the numbers to waste on a trick like that. Hell, might be a struggle getting all the men across in one go, such as it is. I’ve been gathering up every vessel that floats, but still…two hundred thousand? That’s a mighty big host. Unheard of, really. And you’ll want to send them south all in one go, yes?”

“Yes. Ideally.”

“Ideally,” Fairside laughed. “Not much is ideal about any of this, but I’ll do my best.” He grinned up at the tall pillar of handsome that was the Orca Lord, and slapped him merrily on the arm. “Well then, let’s talk. Me, you, Blake. We’ll make quite the team, I reckon.”

They went off together, Eustace Fairside chatting happily away, the Orca Lord looking down at him with that frosty frown he often wore, unsure what to make of the man with the absurd facial hair and non-stop blather. By then, most had left the room. Sir Ralf was waiting by the door, talking with Rogen Whitebeard, and Sir Geofrey Bannard was also lingering. He seemed to be waiting until Amron was alone, which he now was.

“Sir Geofrey. You were very quiet during council.”

“I only like to speak when I’ve got something worthwhile to say.”

“Which you do now? Please, come forward.”

He did so, stiff and precise in his movements. A very martial man was Sir Geofrey Bannard, ruthless and uncompromising, and he took a very dim view of desertion. It was why Amron had sent him north to the Ironmoors, to gather as many Taynar deserters as he could and bring them back down here to King’s Point. Amron had not seen him since that day he returned to Varinar and gave him the duty. Not one he was especially happy with, but one he did very well, by all reports.

“I was sorry to miss you when you passed back through Varinar, Geofrey,” Amron told him. “I was abed at the time, I’m sure you were told.”

“I was, Your Majesty. Did you receive my reports?”

“Yes. Sir Hank Rothwell brought them to me. You gathered up over ten thousand men, I understand?”

Bannard nodded his broad chin. “About fourteen thousand, in the end. Some came down here with Brabant. I led the rest myself. Had to hang a few more too, I’m sure Rothwell told you?”

“He didn’t spare me the details.”

“They all had their chance. Made that clear to them, my lord. One chance. Not two. Will you return to the war or not? Most yielded easily enough, but not all. So I hanged them. Or took off their heads, for want of a gibbet or a good tree. Didn’t have time to mess about.”

“No. That is why I sent you in the first place, Geofrey.”

The knight nodded. He seemed to be leading up to something. “One lord stayed holed up in his keep. Stayed there with a handful of men until we began to smash down the gate. We were halfway done before the men came out, saying they’d yield, join back up with us. I hanged them all. One chance, as I said.”

“Indeed. One chance.” A hard man this. “And the lord of this keep? Did you grant him a special execution, Geofrey?”

“No. I threw him in chains and brought him here. Thought you might want to deal with him yourself.”

“I see. Where is he now?”

“Right down below us. The dungeons beneath the Spear.”

Amron was getting the impression that Sir Geofrey Bannard wanted Amron to see this man right away. So he stood up on his aching right leg and decided to get it done. “Show me,” he said, and Bannard nodded and led him on. Whitebeard and Ralf were still at the door. “Wait here a moment. I’ll be back shortly.”

The entrance was in a pile of rubble accessed through the courtyard outside. It was a way Amron knew quite well. Down here were storerooms, too, and it was here that the Sword of Varinar had been kept following the city’s fall, where Walter sat with the Eye of Rasalan, where Lythian worked to bond the blade. And my cloak, he thought, this cloak of Amron the Bold. Lady Anne Brockenhurst had found it for him in the vaults, and he’d been wearing it ever since.

But the dungeons were deeper, down a further flight of ancient stone steps that had the king’s right leg aching from the effort. He had to reach out and press a hand along the wall to steady himself, grunting a little into the darkness. Bannard held a torch ahead of him. “Leg still giving you trouble, sire?” he asked, glancing back.

And the shoulder. And the neck. And parts of my chest sometimes, too. The headaches, oh, they’re getting bad. The pain is spreading, Geofrey, spreading like a cancer, and the tonics I take only give me temporary relief, relief that grows shorter and shorter by the day…He might have admitted all that, but he didn’t, not to Geofrey Bannard. Ralf, Rogen, Artibus, of course, but to Bannard, he only smiled and said, “It can get a little stiff, yes,” as he limped down into the dark.

The air grew muggier the deeper they went, and he could hear groaning coming up from below. There were several sub-levels, several landings with branching corridors, with bored gaolers sitting on guard. Firelight flickered, illuminating passages lined with cells. On the upper level, common criminals were being kept, Bannard said. Men causing problems in camp, getting into knife fights and brawls and such. Lower down were the men taken into slavery by the fire priests, many of whom were howling and roaring and scrambling wildly at the bars. The worst of them were at the bottom, down in the blackness, with the rats. Maddened screaming filled the air, spitting and hissing off the low stone walls. There were some murderers down here, too, and rapists, all of them waiting for the gallows. Sir Geofrey led him along one such corridor, past the screaming men, the pleading men, the men reaching out with desperate hands, to a cell near the end.

“Here he is,” the knight said. He kicked the bars with a clang. “Wake up, filth.”

There was a figure curled up in the corner. Soiled, reeking, dressed in rags, all skin and bone. Amron peered forward, taking a moment to recognise him. When he did, he nodded. “Well done, Sir Geofrey. For bringing him back.”

The knight kicked at the bars again, though the prisoner didn’t stir. “Well, maybe he’s dead already. Haven’t been feeding him much.” He shrugged. “Would save you having to take his head off, I guess.”

“Oh, I won’t be taking his head off, Geofrey.”

“My lord?” He looked at him, confused. “The things he did here. The trouble he caused. You’re to say…”

“That it isn’t my right,” Amron told him. “The life of this lord belongs to another.”

A man, he hoped, who would be joining them here soon.
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The village was nestled in a pretty valley in the foothills against a backdrop of soaring grey peaks.

To its left, a river wound down from the higher ranges, rustling softly with its sparkling meltwater; to its right rose a steep and scree-covered slope, scattered with grazing goats and sheep.

The village itself was a very humble place, built of wooden huts and a few stone dwellings. Down the middle ran a simple dirt road with the buildings arranged to either side. There were barns, stables, cattle pens, a longhouse, housing a population of hundreds, if that.

Many of that population were starting to notice her as she approached. A big woodchopper stopped halfway through his swing, almost cutting into his leg, and gaped. A woman milking a cow jerked so badly she kicked over the bucket, spilling the milk onto the soil. A gaggle of washerwomen, gathered at great tubs, snapped out of their chattering and went silent. In fact, a silence seemed to come upon the entire village, the entire valley. The only sound was the crunch of gravel underfoot, the soft susurrus of the river. And Saska’s heart, thumping a beat in her neck.

If she’s anywhere, then she’s here…

She wiped her clammy hands together and looked from hut to hut, wondering which one might house her grandmother. Day by day, she had grown more certain she would find her. They are leading me to her, she thought. The Blue Traveller sent them to help me. Now that she was here, looking at this little village, she felt certain she must be here. A nervous excitement, growing during their long climb up through the valley, now reached its shuddering climax.

She looked to the old man, standing at her side, smiling that reassuring smile. He raised a long finger to point. “Hisalasha,” he said, in an urging voice.

This way, Saska thought. Or maybe it meant grandmother all along.

He was pointing at a hut, plain but pretty, a single-storey dwelling with a stone base, log walls, and a thatched roof. Smoke curled up pleasantly from a chimney, and a shaggy grey dog was sitting outside the door, apparently on guard. The dog began barking as they neared, mostly at Joy, who hissed back at him in return. Then the door opened quickly, and a woman bustled out, silencing the dog with a sharp word.

She looked over at the approaching party. A smile spread across her face as she saw the elder, and the elder smiled back. His daughter? Saska wondered, seeing a strong resemblance. She could see the firelight glowing past the door, smell the herbs and spicy scents in the air. An apothecary, she realised, looking back at the woman. She had that way about her, the stains on the fingernails, the clever, sharp, compassionate eyes.

“My grandmother,” Saska asked her. “Is…is she…”

The woman reached out and put a hand on Saska’s arm, squeezing lightly. There was something consoling in that gesture. Something that made Saska very afraid. The woman smiled a sad, sympathetic smile and led her into the hut.

Saska’s legs felt very weak all of a sudden. She saw the bed on the left, the table with the tonics and balms, the little fire burning with a pot on top. Dried plants hung on one wall; another was covered with a large sheepskin drape that seemed to act as a curtain, parting off another little room set at the back of the hut.

The apothecary nodded toward it. In there.

Swallowing, Saska stepped forward, tremulous with every pace. She reached the curtain, drew it aside, and saw her.

Her grandmother was lying on a bed beneath a sweat-stained blanket, feverish and frail. Beads of sweat dappled her wrinkly forehead. A weak wheezing sound struggled in and out of her throat as her rumpled lips murmured wordlessly.

“Grandmother?” Saska stepped in, reached out, squeezed her emaciated fingers. “It’s me, Saska.”

The Grand Duchess drew in a thin, wavery breath. Her eyes were twisted in pain, moving beneath the lids.

“Grandmother, it’s me. I’m here.” Saska’s voice broke from the emotion. There were tears, now, glittering in her eyes. “Can you hear me? It’s Saska. I’m here now. I’m here.”

The old woman’s eyes opened gradually, rheumy, delirious, struggling to focus. “Saska?” The word was a whispered rasp. “Where…where…”

“Here, Grandmother. I’m right here.” The tears slid down her cheeks. She tugged gently at the old woman’s hand, urging her, and with a great effort, she turned her head. The eyes swam, focusing.

Slowly, recognition dawned.

“Saska,” she croaked. Her voice was parchment-thin. The voice of one about to die. The old woman smiled, the corners of her mouth crinkling. “You came.”

“A long way. I came a long way to find you.” She squeezed her hand, squeezed it like she never wanted to let go. “I’m going to take care of you now, Grandmother. You don’t have to worry about anything. I’m going to…”

“No, child. The…the war…Your duty…”

“My duty is to you, right now. Just you.”

The old woman’s head gave an imperceptible shake. “Child…I am dying. But, to see you…just one…one more…”

“No,” Saska said. And she said it firmly. “No.” She hadn’t come all this way just to watch the woman die. “I’m going to make you well,” and she thrust a hand into her pocket. “Take this, Grandmother. It will make you better.”

She held the tonic out to her.

The tonic Eldur had given her.

Before she could even think about what she was doing, she was biting down on the cork, pulling it off, spitting it across the room. A hundred times she might have dashed it on the rocks, but she didn’t, she still had it, and whether it would work or not…

I have to try.

“Here, drink it.” She pressed it to her grandmother’s pale lips.

The old woman was too weak to argue. Her lips parted just enough for the liquid to dribble inside. A fine mist spun, silk-like, from the bottletop, a purplish red, and a strange smell came with it.

Saska paused a moment, uncertain, but only a moment. It was too late now.

I have to try.

“It’ll make you well.” She tilted the bottle; more liquid came out. “Swallow, Grandmother. You have to swallow it all.”

She watched the throat struggle up and down. The cords working in the fleshless neck. “Good. Get it all down. That’s it.”

The old woman coughed, spluttering. Saska continued to upend the little bottle, a little more, a little more. “Good. Good. We’re nearly there.”

More coughing. A grimace on the old face, twisting the features. Pain, what looked like pain. The throat worked hard now, drawing the potion inside. A reeking red fog rose out from her mouth, like dragon-breath, hot and burning. Doubt assailed Saska as she watched her grandmother’s face contort, watched her chest pump up suddenly, up and down, saw the stick-thin limbs begin to kick and struggle beneath the blankets.

“Grandmother, be calm. You have to be calm.”

She did not know what to do. The old woman’s body was bucking, red froth bubbling at the corners of her mouth, every movement becoming abrupt, violent. She tried to hold her down, but it was no use.

“Help,” Saska choked, panicking. She turned her head and called it out louder. “Please, help! You have to help!”

The apothecary rushed in past the curtain, saw the bottle in Saska’s hand, frowned, reached to take it and quickly drew it up to her nose. She took a sniff, just a simple sniff, and turned rigid as a tree trunk, stiffening all over. There was a horrid moment as her eyes rolled over inside her skull, then all of a sudden her entire body went limp, and she collapsed in a boneless heap, the bottle toppling from her fingers. Her father rushed in to catch her, but too late. A sickening crack as her head struck the floor, and Saska stared, wide-eyed. Her heart was smashing at her ribs. She saw the blood, leaking onto the boards.

What have I done? I’ve killed her.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know. I…I didn’t know!”

The old man was on his knees, shouting for help. On the bed, the Grand Duchess was still twisting, thrashing, her body moving with such violent spasms that Saska feared that her brittle bones might break. A terrible, pained wheezing was coming from her lips in sharp breaths. Saska couldn’t bear to watch it, but couldn’t turn her eyes away.

She was going peacefully. Peacefully. And I…

What have I done!

Some of the villagers flooded into the hut. The old man shouted something, and two strong men hurried over, lifting his daughter from the floor to carry her to her bed in the main room. Blood dripped out freely from a cut on her head, leaving a red trail across the floor.

Saska watched, paralysed, unable to do anything to help. You’ve done enough, a part of her was saying. Stupid girl, you witless fool. How could you be so stupid? How? How!

“Saska.”

The voice didn’t register at first. Not through all the noise.

“Saska,” it said again, and she turned to look at the bed, blinking.

Her grandmother was fully awake. She had settled; her body was calm, sitting up a little beneath her blankets. She stared at her granddaughter questioningly. Her eyes were clear as glass.

“Where am I, Saska? What is going on?” She scrutinised the villagers, all shouting and bustling frantically in the other room. “Who are these people, child? What are they all fussing about?”

Saska gaped at her.

“Saska? You seem very emotional. I do not recall you as an emotional person. What has happened?” No answer was forthcoming. The old woman looked around again. “Where am I? Why am I not in my rooms?|

“Your…rooms…”

“In the palace, child. This place…” She had no idea where she was, no idea what had happened. “Who are these people?”

“They’re…villagers,” Saska managed, trying to get over her shock. Her grandmother was well. The tonic had worked. Eldur had not been lying. “They’ve been…taking care of you.”

“Care? Are my doctors not good enough? I have the finest doctors in Aram, child.”

“You’re not in Aram, Grandmother.”

The old woman’s eyes narrowed. Her skin was drinking in colour, casting away its sickly pallor. There even seemed to be more flesh on her bones as though she was magically filling out. “Not in Aram? Then where, might I ask, am I?”

“You…well…” She didn’t think it wise to get into that, just yet. “What’s the last thing you remember?” Saska asked her instead.

“What do I remember?” The Grand Duchess paused to think about it for a moment. “I remember…Elio,” she said, and her face twisted at the memory. “I remember him returning to the city with his host. I remember talking to him on the balcony. And…Empress Valura. I remember her death.”

“Her death?”

“He burned her,” the old woman said, sighing. “Burned her upon her own throne. I was…forced to watch, child. And then…and then…” She shook her head. “I do not recall anything more.”

Then they must have taken you that night, Saska thought. Taken you from the palace, drugged you, brought you here.

The commotion seemed to be settling in the other room. Saska turned around. A bandage had been wrapped around the apothecary’s head, but she appeared to be awake. The elder was standing with her, holding her hand, speaking to her, as the woman nodded. Saska breathed out a long sigh of relief. She is well. Just a cut. That’s all it was. Just a cut.

“Are you going to explain to me what’s happening here or not?”

“You…you’re not strong enough, yet. You need rest…”

“Rest? To the contrary, I feel stronger than I have in years.”

Before Saska could do or say anything to object, the old woman swung her spindly legs over the edge of the bed and stood up, brushing aside her blankets. Her plain underclothes clung sweat-sodden against her knobbly old bones, and she frowned down at the poor quality of her garb.

“Who put me in these rags? Where are my silks, child? And what are you wearing?” She looked her up and down, frowning like an eagle. “You have no proper armour. And your dagger...the steel is dull, child. Where is the glow? It isn’t even misting. Just what is going on?”

It seemed that the old woman was indeed quite well. Saska could not get a word in. She smiled, laughed, and snatched her grandmother up into a hug. “I thought I’d never see you again. The day I left Aram. You were growing so weak, and…I never expected…”

“I’m stronger than I look. You might have had more faith.” Her grandmother wriggled away from her. “I need something else to wear. And to wash.” She sniffed herself, nose wrinkling. “I feel as clammy as a fish, child. And hungry. Gods, I daresay I haven’t felt so famished in a decade.” As if to confirm it, her stomach gave a very loud and prolonged grumble. “Well, there it is. Do be a good girl and fetch me some food, Saska. And clothes. Clean clothes. Then we can talk.”

Joy was sitting outside the little side room, watching the commotion, though it seemed it had all been a lot of ruckus for nothing. The apothecary was sitting on the edge of the bed now, evidently fine, if looking a little dazed.

Saska approached sheepishly. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t expect…”

The woman raised a palm to tell her all was well, smiling wanly. The elder stood beside her, looking toward the curtain. He seemed quite surprised to see that Safina Nemati was awake, on her feet, her shadow moving about behind the drape.

Join the queue, Saska thought. I’m as surprised as anyone, believe me.

“She’s well,” Saska told him, smiling. “Just hungry.” She mimed putting something into her mouth, chewing and rubbing her belly. “Food. For my grandmother. Hisalasha.” She pointed at the curtain. “And clothes.” She attempted to mime putting on a cloak and knew that she looked ridiculous, but it seemed to get through. The old man was well used to her clumsy attempts at mummery by now and saw that it was done.

Saska returned to her grandmother. “They’re bringing clothes and food. I think.”

“Think? Couldn’t you confirm it?”

“Not really. They don’t speak our language.”

“By our language, you mean Aramatian? Or the common tongue?”

“Both. Neither. They don’t speak either. I’ve tried.”

The old woman frowned, as perplexed as ever, as the village elder entered carrying a little bundle of clothing in his arms. The eyebrows of the Grand Duchess lifted as she looked at him, somewhat inappropriately, Saska thought. “My my, and who is this?” She gave what might be considered a lascivious grin. “Are you the one who has been taking care of me?”

“No, that’s his daughter,” Saska told her. I think, anyway. “This is the man who brought me here. And I just told you. They don’t speak our language, so there’s no point in even trying to…”

“Now, child, what sort of attitude is that? You’re hardly a skilled linguist now. Perhaps I’ll have better luck.”

Well, she didn’t. Safina Nemati might know half a dozen languages and local dialects, but all of those were from their own world, and none of them were known to the elder. He listened carefully all the same, trying his hardest to detect some commonality, but there was nothing there. Eventually, Saska put him out of his misery.

“That’s fine, thank you. Taltho,” she said. That word meant thank you, she had come to think, or something similar. “Can you please leave us so she can change?”

The old man nodded, understanding. Then he signalled to her that the food would be set up in the main hut, bowed to them both, one in turn, and left. The curtain swayed behind him.

“You can get changed now,” Saska said.

“I might have done so with him in here. I am not prudish, child.”

“Behave yourself, Grandmother.” Saska went to the little bowl of water set up beside the bed, found a cloth and drenched it. “Here. Use this to wash. I’ll see about arranging a proper bath for you later.”

“Will that fine old gentleman be joining me?”

“Grandmother.” Saska had never seen her so frisky. That potion hadn’t just made her well, it had made her into a lecher, too. “Just wipe yourself down and get changed. I’ll be waiting outside when you’re done.”

She left her to clean and clothe herself. Just outside the curtain, Joy sat and watched as the villagers prepared the hut for dining. A table was set up in the most spacious part of the room, with two chairs facing one another, and a tablecloth was laid down. Upon it was placed a large pot of steaming soup with two bowls, two spoons, and a ladle for serving. There was a plate of bread and goat’s cheese, a jug of water, and even something that looked like wine.

It was all done quickly and efficiently. In no time at all, the table was set, and they were left to dine in peace. Lady Safina emerged, freshly cleaned and dressed, to sit opposite her. Saska ladled out the soup. It was lamb with onions, leeks, and potatoes, thick and delicious if the smell was anything to go by. She let her grandmother select her own bread and cheese and poured two cups of water and two cups of wine. On tasting, she confirmed it. Wine, and very fine wine too. She should not have been surprised - everything was fine here.

“It’s good,” she said. “Try it, Grandmother.”

The old woman reached for the cup.

“Actually, eat first. You shouldn’t drink on an empty stomach.”

“And you shouldn’t be keeping me in suspense.” Her eyes were more demanding now. “Come, I’m quite ready to hear what you have to say. Now tell me where we are, Saska.”

“Fine. I’ll tell you. But brace yourself, Grandmother. It’s…quite the tale.”

And so it was that Saska spoke of where they were and how they came to be here. She spoke of how she had been taken that night in the glade, just after running into Jonik and Emeric Manfrey. Of the monoliths she spoke, and the Blue Traveller, and Eldur, and she spoke of her dreams and her grandfather King Lorin and how he was training her every night as she slept.

Her grandmother ate as she listened, spooning a measure of soup here, taking a bite of bread there, sipping occasionally at her wine. Nothing much seemed to disturb or surprise her. And if it did, she was hiding it well.

“Quite the tale indeed,” she said. “You weren’t lying, child.”

“And what about you? You said Elio Krator came back? That he burned Empress Valura alive?” The thought was horrifying. Though hardly surprising.

The old woman set aside her spoon, dabbed at her mouth with a cloth. “Yes, he burned her alive. A grim spectacle, to be sure, but Valura perished without a sound. That’s about as good as one can hope for when burned alive. It takes astonishing strength of spirit not to cry out when the flames begin licking at one’s flesh. Mercalo died with less dignity. They probably heard him from here, the noise he made.”

“Mercalo?” She’d never heard the name.

“Valura’s herald. He was chained to the wagon as well.”

Saska nodded. It sounded grim. “Is Elio Emperor now, then?”

“Yes. Emperor of the Aramatian Empire, as he calls it, though truly he’s no more than another pawn on the Fire Father’s board. After he fled Aram during the fighting, he found his way to Eldur’s door. The Fire Father gave him power and put him in chains. But I hope there is something left of the man I knew still inside him. Perhaps my words will get through.”

Saska scoffed and had a swallow of wine. She couldn’t be sure what her grandmother’s words were to him, but she could guess. She told him to stand up to his new master. To turn against him, even, and fight for good. The thought made her scoff again.

“Something caught in your throat, child?”

“Stuck in my craw, more like. Krator only ever wanted power, and now he’s got it. And you told him, what, to give it all up?”

“Not in so many words. I merely expressed to him the fact that we all must defy this spreading darkness if it is indeed to be repelled. Elio is merely another receptacle of Eldur’s evil, but he needn’t be; he still has light inside him, which if allowed to…”

Saska snorted. She couldn’t listen to this anymore. Elio Krator was beyond saving in her eyes. In fact, she liked this news, liked to think of Krator leading some horde into battle against them, because it would give her a chance to kill him herself. Another reason to get back, and quickly.

They spoke a little more. Of the fire priest pulling Krator’s strings. Of Braccaro, now turned into a beast. Of Calacan, whom this priest said was dead. A lot of ill news, in short, that only made Saska’s need to escape this land more urgent. Time was running out, and she was still so far from home. So far, and with no way back. But now, at least, she didn’t have to do it alone.

“We need to find a way home,” she said. “That’s our only priority now.”

The old woman nodded. She seemed a little weary. From the food, perhaps. Or the wine?

“I should like to take a short walk,” she said. “Have a look at this fine country you speak of.”

“Are you sure? We can wait until tomorrow, if…”

“I’m sure,” the woman said, and she stood up from her chair, shuffling over toward the door.

Outside, the sky was starting to darken in the east, the west aglow with the glory of the gloaming. The village hummed along quietly, pleasantly, going about its humble ways as little lights sprang to life in the valley. Safina Nemati surveyed her surroundings with a smile. “Well, it’s lovely. Not quite the paradise you made out, perhaps, but…”

Saska bristled at the remark. “You haven’t seen the rest of it yet.”

The old woman chuckled, drew in a long pull of cool mountain air, then stepped away from the hut and began ambling up the street. The people they passed along the way paused in their duties to bow.

The old woman smiled back at them, “Do they all do that?”

“The bowing?” Saska nodded. “All of them. All the time.”

“I suppose you’re terribly embarrassed by it all, Saska. Or does being a goddess sit more easily with you now?”

Saska didn’t want to be a goddess to these people, if that’s how they saw her. At the very least, she was some sort of prophesied figure. The carvings on those monoliths had made her into that, and who knew when they were put there, and by whom, and why.

“I have my good days and my bad days,” she answered. “My grandfather is trying to help me build a little more confidence. He’s taking up from where Elyon left off.”

They walked on a little while, taking things very slowly. Her grandmother was starting to move a little more stiffly, looking around at the mountains, the meadows through eyes that seemed half-open.

Saska was getting an uneasy feeling in her gut. Tired, she’s only tired. That’s all.

Soon they were turning off down a little path between two huts and heading in the direction of the river. The fields were quiet and peaceful, scattered with a few herdsmen bringing in the cattle for the night. Out past the valley, beyond the long winding road that they’d taken through the foothills to get here, the sun was plunging away beyond the wetlands, sparkling off the thousand pools and little jungly lagoons that dappled that magical land. Much as she loved it, and the other places that had come before, Saska did not relish the return journey.

So far, she thought, cringing a little. I’ve come so far to find her, and I have, and it’s wonderful, but…

“It’s a long way, isn’t it? Home? But you’ll make it, child. I know you will.”

Saska frowned at the choice of words. “We will, Grandmother. We’ll both make it.”

The old woman was looking at her strangely. She reached out and put a palm to Saska’s cheek, a cold palm. Her eyes were a little glassy, a little weak. “Shall we sit and watch the sunset? I’d like to sit, child. I’m feeling a little…well, I’m feeling my age all of a sudden.”

“Of course. We…can sit right here.” Saska took her over to an old wooden bench, set here perhaps for this very purpose of watching the sun go down beyond the valley. It was a rich sunset, the skies busy with bands of ragged, coloured clouds, sliding and slithering in different directions, here pink, here purple, here red. The old woman sat down tiredly, the light reflecting against her skin.

Her paling skin, Saska thought, as a tremor of worry edged through her. Her flesh looked sallow, wrinkling up, the warmth leeching out of it as the light leeched out of the world.

“So beautiful,” she murmured, and her voice was a thinning croak.

Tired, she’s just tired, that’s all. The exertions of the day, all that excitement.

Saska took her hand and held it, clutched her tight. She could feel tears building behind her eyes. A stirring of emotion she didn’t quite understand. “It’s beautiful,” she agreed. “Beautiful, like you are.”

She smiled down at her, hoping to stir a response, but the old woman barely seemed to hear her. She put an arm over her grandmother’s shoulder and drew her closer. She felt small, so very small and thin. Bones moving beneath the flesh, the wool. “Are you warm enough, Grandmother? Do you want to go back inside?”

No answer.

“Grandmother?”

“Yes, child?”

“Are you warm enough? We could go back inside, if you like. Or I could rush and fetch a blanket.”

The woman took her time in answering. “I’m fine,” she murmured. “Fine.” And she gazed at the colours, eyes glazing. “So beautiful. Oh, it reminds me of home.”

“Home? You mean…the sunset?” Saska couldn’t understand what else she meant; there was nowhere in Aramatia like this. Saska’s fingers grasped at her tightly, as though afraid to let go. There was a lump in her throat, tears in her eyes. One swelled and slid down past her nose and through her lips. She tasted it, the bitter salt.

Why am I crying? Why? It’s all fine. She’s well, she’s only tired, that’s all, just tired.

There were sounds in the village, echoing out across the field where they sat on that bench alone. Faint shouts of alarm, of people running, Saska glimpsed shapes rushing through the firelight. She perceived a wailing, a man crying out. She dared not even look that way, dared not think of what it all meant. She only sat, shivering, holding her grandmother tight.

“So beautiful.” The old woman gazed out through droopy eyes, trying to stay awake. Her lips moved, murmuring those words; her body sank, sagging, as though her spine could no longer hold it up. Saska gripped her, held her close; she was light as a feather, a skeleton in woollen rags. A dog was barking in the village, a bull lowing loudly across the field. The voices rang panicked through the bitter night air, and Saska knew why; she knew what was happening, she knew the shadow of death had come here tonight, a shadow she’d been carrying with her.

She sniffed, holding her grandmother’s tiny body against her own. Somewhere, somewhere deep inside her head, she could hear a cackling, an echo from a world away. She winced against it, knowing she’d been tricked. He gives and then takes away. Hope turns to ash, burning like my world.

“I love you, Grandmother,” she croaked, as the tears ran freely down her cheeks. “Know that I love you and always will. I only wish we’d had more time.”

She had no response. She pulled the old woman tighter, but knew she was no longer moving. The eyes were glazed over, unblinking. Her chest did not lift up and down. She lay tucked up against Saska’s side, so small, so still. Eyes half open, staring lifelessly to the west.

West. Home. Never to return.

And neither will I, she thought.
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Emeric and Ranulf had been deep in conversation when the adventurer broke off, mid-sentence, shut his eyes, and began smiling.

That smile was a good sign. Yes, Ranulf Shackton was not a man to be ungenerous with his smiles, but this one seemed to possess a particular meaning. Emeric waited for Ranulf to open his eyes again before asking: “Has he found a way out?”

“He has,” Ranulf confirmed, with an enthusiastic nod. “Tathranor tore his way up to freedom just a little way on from here. Our long trek in this tunnel is at an end, Emeric.”

The two men paused to shake hands. That was not lost on Buck Tannard, wandering along behind them in his carefree fashion. “Do I detect a spot of good news?” he asked, strolling up to join them.

Ranulf relayed what he had just told Emeric, and Tannard got in on the fun, shaking hands with the two men as well. Then, the others noticed. They were trundling along behind, two by two, Blackhand Walton with Gutterwash, Diddums and Gibbet following a few paces back.

Ranulf updated them, though there wasn’t much to report just yet. Yes, there was a way out; no, they didn’t know where it led. Ranulf did inform them that it was light outside - that was something the men always spent far too long wondering about, what time it might be ‘up top’ - though the light was fading. Which suggested it was dusk and that they would do well to get a move on if they wanted to have a look around, and confirm their location.

They continued down the long, wide, uniform tunnel at a brisk marching pace. Ranulf had said the exit was only about half a mile away, so they covered the distance in only six or so minutes. When they arrived, they found Kamcho resting among the tumbled rocks, happily preening his feathers. Emeric could see light spilling down through the large, rugged hole where Tathranor had burrowed his way up. There was a lot of displaced rock from all the digging. He picked his way through it and had a look up the passage.

“Huh,” he said. “I thought we were still much deeper underground.”

The greatworm tunnel had been rising in a very slow ascent, they believed, though it was so gradual as to be almost imperceptible. After many long days, however, it had brought them close to the surface; it looked no more than forty feet above them, up the passage that Tathranor had made.

Buck Tannard was poking about, kicking at a bit of rock with his foot. “That’s weathered granite,” he said, “real hard rock. Guess that bear was pretty desperate to get out. Clever fella to know where to dig.”

Moonbears were indeed very clever, Ranulf informed them. “I would imagine the tunnel slopes down again from here,” he said. “This point may have been the very apex of the greatworm’s ascent, representing the best chance for Tathranor to escape. He probably continued further down the tunnel to confirm this before returning. They have an astonishing sense of smell. He’d have known the best place to dig.”

“Let’s take a look,” said Emeric. “Gutter, Gibbet, you two stay and set up camp. The rest, follow me.” He began clambering up the passage.

The way wasn’t particularly steep, though it was very rough and uneven underfoot due to all the rock Tathranor had torn free. The first section was pure granite, the sort that even godsteel would take a couple of good strikes to cut. That the moonbear had ripped his way out through this displayed his astonishing power, though the granite didn’t last too long. After a short while, they passed through layers of sedimentary sandstone, then compacted dirt and scree. The tunnel was less stable here, and had partially collapsed after the moonbear had passed. Emeric cautiously tested the way before confirming it was safe, then pressed on up to the top where the tunnel exited into the glow of sunset.

He took a long breath of dry, warm air and turned his eyes around. The first thing to see was the mountains. They surged above him to his immediate right, a stark, brooding dark-rock range that could only be the Scales. The tunnel emerged into the low foothills, deep in the shadow of the soaring peaks, elevated above the sprawling parched plains that rolled away into the north. The sun was descending out there in the west, painting the plains in a rich golden glow, though to the east the skies were already darkening.

The others followed him out one by one, taking in their new surroundings. “We’re in the mountains,” said Diddums, stating the obvious. “What mountains are these, m’lord?”

“Those would be the Scales, Diddums,” Buck Tannard told his man. “Guessing we’re on the northern side here, with the sun setting out yonder.”

“Correct,” Ranulf said. “We’re still in Agarath here.” He pointed westward across the golden plains. “The Ashmount is out there, a couple of hundred miles away. To the northwest is Blademelt…that’s about two hundred miles from where we stand as well.”

“How do you know that?” demanded Blackhand Walton. “You’ve barely had a glance around.”

“I know because of that.” Ranulf pointed to the mountains that rose above them. A little to the east, a narrow valley cut through the range, more or less a gorge with soaring cliffs on either side, as though the war-god Dhatar had slammed down on it with his battleaxe, splitting the mountains in two. Through that pass were the lands of Aramatia, and being a border between the two nations, it was well watched and guarded. Ranulf’s finger lifted to show the men the famous fortress that performed the role. “Skyloft,” he declared. “One of Agarath’s pillars of strength, and quite unsiegable, as history has shown us.”

It wasn’t hard to see why. The fortress, much like the Nest, was built high up in the mountains overlooking the plunging valley. Marching an army up there had always been fraught with risk, and the difficult terrain, narrow paths, and perilous bridges one must navigate to reach the fortress prevented any approaching force from bringing any siege engines with them.

“I’ve heard of it,” said Diddums, proudly. “Skyloft. It’s never been taken, has it, Master Ranulf?”

“Not once, in all history. The same is true of the Nest, which is situated almost four hundred miles to the west, where the Scales rise into their very highest peaks. The Nest was, of course, the original site of Drulgar’s roost. Later, following the Dread’s defeat, it was built into the fortress we know today, where the sacred rites of bonding dragons to their chosen Fireborn riders were accomplished.”

“And now destroyed,” put in Buck Tannard. “Right, Ranulf?”

“Indeed. Destroyed, the day Eldur awoke. And thus returned to its original state - being the roost of Drulgar the Dread. Skyloft, however, was built many years after the Nest, to watch this pass through the mountains and provide a second outpost in the Central Scales, or what is otherwise termed the Spine. It was a second base of operations for the Fireborn riders as well, acting as both a training outpost and a watchtower. As with the Nest, there was never a large garrison here, because there never was much of a need. An approaching army would be spotted from hundreds of miles away by the dragonriders, and if the need arose to face it, a force would be summoned from Blademelt, or the Ashmount, if there was indeed an army there at the time.”

No one was surprised that Ranulf Shackton had made a speech. It was a ten-times daily occurrence, mostly enlightening, sometimes a little boring, depending on the topic.

“There’ll be a big old army there now, I’ll wager,” said Buck Tannard, looking in the direction of the Ashmount, far beyond their range of sight. “Can’t be nice, living in a volcano.”

“Hot,” grumbled Blackhand. “Reckon it’d be hot.”

“A fair assumption,” agreed Ranulf. “Hot, loud, probably rather frightening. But here,” and he gestured up to Skyloft, “I would think it is rather more pleasant. Clean mountain air, wonderful views into both Agarath and Aramatia, and not nearly so many people.”

“You don’t think there’s an army up there, then?” asked Diddums.

“I would very much doubt it. A few soldiers, perhaps, to keep watch, maybe a Fireborn rider or two. As things stand, Aramatia are allied to Agarath in this fight, being a part of the Lumaran Empire, and currently in thrall to Eldur, so there is no need to keep a watch on this pass.”

Emeric certainly hoped that was the case. He stood looking up at Skyloft, clasped among the high mountain peaks, trying to search for dragons circling in the darkening skies. The pall of night was falling on the fortress, and at this distance, it was hard to see with any clarity as the sun sank deeper into the west. If there were dragons there, he wasn’t seeing them just yet.

“Looks like the bear went off that way,” said Walton, pointing with his black-gauntleted hand. There were some partial paw prints where the beast had compacted the earth, and the occasional scratch or gouge of his claws on stone. “Back to the mountain, do you think?”

“Oh, I would say so,” nodded Ranulf. “The pull of home can be tremendously strong in all of us, but in moonbears it is particularly insistent. When they lose their rider, it’s where they go.”

“How far is it?” asked Diddums. He sounded like he wanted it to be on another world entirely.

Tannard laughed and nudged him. “Far, lad, don’t worry. It’s far. You see those mountains there, beyond the valley? It’s through that way, isn’t that so, Ranulf?”

Ranulf nodded his head, very happy to educate. “Those mountains are the Eastern Scales, a range otherwise known as the Tail. You see, we have the Spine here, and we have the Neck, or the Western Neck, to the…”

“West?” asked Buck Tannard. “Just hazarding a guess, Ranulf.”

“It’s so, Buck. West indeed.” Ranulf smiled easily and went on. “The Scales end there, in the west, at the city of Loriath, which sits at the base of the snout of the range, if you will, and in the east they reach as far as Moonbear Mountain, more or less. Almost a thousand miles in total and made up of three separate ranges, really - the Neck, the Spine, and the Tail.”

“And that?” Blackhand pointed to the deep gorge between the mountains, that axe-wound over which Skyloft watched. “Does that have a name as well?”

“Yes. We call it Breakback Pass in the north. It has other names, of course, in other tongues. If I remember correctly, the Aramatians call it The Black Gorge in their own language. You see how high the mountains are on either side. How narrow the space is between them? That plunges the pass into an eternal gloom, hence ‘black’, but the word also refers to a battle here between the Agarathi and the Aramatians, long ago. On that day, the Aramatians suffered a terrible defeat within the pass, which only added to the meaning of the name.”

Emeric knew about that battle. A bloody one, to be sure. Brutal. It was said that the ghosts of the dead still lingered in that pass to this day, preying on the souls of the living. Unwary travellers, if foolish enough to try to go that way, often entered on one side never to come out the other. Only well-armed groups could pass safely through, and even then, it wasn’t pleasant.

Ranulf was probably about to tell the others about that, but Emeric had heard enough for now.

“We need to be careful about being seen,” he said, getting down to business. “They use spyglasses in this fortress, and the devices have an excellent range. I don’t want anyone wandering out in the open here. We should be fine so long as we stay among these rocks, but if you venture toward the valley, there’s a good chance you’ll be spotted.”

“That’s if there’s anyone there,” grunted Blackhand. “Can’t say I’m seeing any movement up there, my lord.”

“You wouldn’t, not from here. But they’re there, I assure you. Buck, Blackhand, Diddums, I want the three of you to figure out a way to block this passage.” He gestured to the tunnel opening that Tathranor had made. It was fairly well hidden by a large boulder rising up behind it, and the high bluff of a shallow mountain that shaded it directly to the right, but he thought it wise to offer further coverage, just in case. “Gather up some rocks and sedge and close it up as best you can, but leave a space for us to clamber through. I want it hidden should a dragon fly near.”

“Leave it to us, my lord,” said Tannard.

“And gather some firewood to take down to the others. We’ll be camping down in the tunnel, so bring down as much as you can.”

Blackhand Walton was standing there, arms crossed, with a big frown on his face.

“What is it?” Emeric asked him.

The man shrugged. “Just wondering what the point is.”

“The point of what?”

“All of this.” He uncrossed his arms and swept his black hand around. “We’re hundreds of miles from anything out here, except that.” A black finger swept up in the direction of Skyloft. “So, is that the plan, then? To march men out here underground and try to win the fort, or something?”

“It’s never been taken,” Diddums said. “We just said that. It can’t be won. It’s too high.”

“And there’s no strategic reason to take it,” added in Buck Tannard. “Not gonna claim to be an expert in war strategy, but I’m thinking that fort’s nothing to us.”

He was right. It was nothing to them. Emeric sincerely doubted that they’d been led here for that reason.

“Well then, what’s the point in being here?” Walton complained. “We’ve been marching down that tunnel forever, it feels like. And all ‘cause of that vision. It must have given us more instructions.”

“It didn’t,” Emeric told him, and not for the first time. “The vision only hinted that we had to follow Tathranor. If there’s more to the riddle, it’s back in Ilithor with Sir Lythian Lindar.”

“So that’s it? We just have to guess as to why we’re here?”

“I prefer theorise,” said Ranulf, smiling happily. “We are here for a reason, Walton. We only need to figure out what it is.”

Emeric nodded. That was the only way to proceed. “Just get to your tasks,” he told the men. “Ranulf, can you get Kamcho to scout the area?” The adventurer did so with a series of clicks and whistles, and Kamcho came flying out of the tunnel to give the area a quick pass.

As the others set to their tasks, Emeric and Ranulf wandered a little way northward through the foothills. It was a calm evening, windless and warm, and ahead the lands stretched out beneath them, tumbling away to the great plains that dominated this part of Agarath, cracked and fissured, dry as bone and not especially inviting to travel. They came to a shallow cliff hanging over a little thicket of spindly trees below, and Emeric supposed this was far enough.

They stopped, looking out. To the west, a broad river could be seen winding down from the Scales; reflecting the last of the daylight, it meandered away northwest, thinning into the distance, here and there accompanied by small scrappy woods along its border nearer to the mountains, but growing more isolated as it bled from sight. Emeric pulled out his map and set it down on a ledge of stone. “The Wyrmwater,” he said. “A deep river, I’ve heard it said, with high banks when the water runs low. It will be low now, I would think. I wonder if it might provide some cover.”

“If we were to march men from here, you mean?” Ranulf asked.

“It’s a thought. The river runs within ten miles of the Ashmount. If we hoped to advance on the mountain from more than one side, it might offer us a modicum of secrecy.”

“Protection, perhaps, but not secrecy. Nothing will get within a hundred miles of that mountain without being spotted. Agarath sees all, Emeric. There are a thousand eyes in that storm.”

Emeric scratched his black-bearded cheek, thinking. Ranulf, too, was deep in thought, rubbing his thumb and forefinger along the edge of his chin.

“I don’t think this is about approaching the Ashmount from this side,” the adventurer said eventually. “As we know, Borrus Kanabar is attempting to advance upon it from the east, and King Daecar is rallying his forces to do the same in the west. I understand, of course, the value of flanking an enemy on the battlefield, or surrounding a fortress during a siege, but this is neither.” He continued to stroke his chin. “I see no great utility in approaching the mountain from a third side. I think this is something else.”

Emeric was beginning to think the same. There was something about this location that mattered; it wasn’t about the Ashmount, it was about here, but why?

He turned back to look up at Skyloft, no more than a shadowed smudge in the dark mountain peaks, the stars beginning to come out behind. “Could there be something up there, then? Some secret, perhaps? To help us win the war?” He had another thought. “This could be about the heir of Varin. She might be imprisoned up there, Ranulf.”

The adventurer’s eyes swelled up with hope. “I suppose…it could be so. But why here, Emeric? Why not the mountain itself, or Eldurath?”

“Because the vision led us here.” It was the only reason he could think of. He paused to consider the strength of their party. Including himself, there were six Bladeborn here, and while Buck Tannard and Blackhand were reasonable swordsmen, the other three were best described as passable. Ranulf, of course, could not fight himself, though Kamcho was an exceptional scout. If they could climb up there without being spotted, him and Tannard and Blackhand, maybe…

He was already shaking his head. The odds of them staging any sort of rescue were too long to be considered sensible. It would be much wiser to wait, watch the fort from here, gather intelligence using Kamcho, and send for help. Jonik would be of great value, master of infiltration and staying unseen as he was, but the man was off on a hunt of his own right now, searching for the lantern man. If the heir was up there, could they wait that long? Emeric frowned and scratched at his beard.

“A quandary,” Ranulf said, thinking along the very same lines. “If Saska is there, and that is far from certain, then we can be sure she will be squirrelled away somewhere, in a tower cell or dungeon, quite out of sight. If I sent Kamcho up there, he would never see her. Their strength and numbers? Yes, he could report back as to those, but it’s risky, Emeric. He could very well be spotted and killed, or else followed back to this position. We must consider this very carefully.”

“Very carefully,” Emeric agreed, pressing at the bridge of his nose. He was starting to get a headache trying to puzzle it all out. “Could Kamcho be sent in the dark?”

“He could, though his night vision leaves much to be desired. I lament often that he is not an owl, Emeric. But it would be wiser to start there, yes. He can fly high above it, at first, and determine whether there is fire. Torches, braziers, and such, that will indicate the presence of men. He may even get a reasonable sense of how many there are, though most will likely be sleeping.”

“And you’re happy to do it?”

“Happy? By no means. But willing, yes, so long as he is. He can take a first flight tonight, when it’s late, and…”

The flapping of wings cut him off. From the darkening skies, Kamcho himself came flying toward them as though eager to join the conversation. He was shrieking excitedly, and it didn’t take Emeric but a moment to see why.

Another bird was with him. Another eagle, he saw at once. And it seemed to Emeric to be a bird Kamcho knew, the way they were circling and swooping together, twisting in flight. Emeric recognised a pair at play when he saw one, and this was playful behaviour.

“They know each other,” he said.

Ranulf nodded, brows knitted. He turned his head slightly as though trying to listen to their clicks and whistles. Trying to decipher what they meant. Emeric had seen this many times before with Kamcho and knew not to disturb the man.

For a few moments longer, the two birds continued their excited aerial dance, before Kamcho detached suddenly and came down to land on a nearby spire of rock, his companion racing over to settle nearby, widening his wings and giving out a piercing shriek. Ranulf drifted over toward Kamcho. The big gold-and-blue eagle was whistling at him, Ranulf focusing intently, head gradually moving up and down in a nod as he understood.

Then he turned to Emeric Manfrey. “This isn’t about Saska,” he said.

“Then what?” Emeric asked, leaning forward. “Is this eagle from another of the Elders?”

“The Second Elder,” Ranulf said. “I got to know him well during my time in the Everwood. This eagle is called Dalalio. They both must have survived the Fire Father’s purge.”

“So…” Emeric was trying to get his head around it. “The Second Elder…he knew we’d be coming? He sent this eagle to…”

“No,” Ranulf said, peering back toward Breakback Pass. “Dalalio has been here for that. Watching over the pass. It’s why we’re here, Emeric. Why the vision led us here. This isn’t about Skyloft, and it isn’t about Saska. It’s about The Black Gorge.” He turned to look at Emeric Manfrey with an expression of sudden urgency on his face.

And his voice was urgent, too.

“We must call for more men at once.”
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“Right, let’s go,” Jonik said, giving Mooton a kick. “You’ve slept long enough. Bulmar, get packed up.”

Sir Bulmar Brown threw off his blanket and rose to gather up his things. He never made a complaint, though Mooton Blackshaw more than made up for it. He lay there on his back, massive, armoured, unhappy. “I barely slept,” he moaned. “Can’t sleep for hell down here.”

“Up, Mooton. You’ve been sleeping for five hours.”

“Five minutes more like. The rest is just tossing and turning.” He rolled over and got up to a knee with a groan, then punched the ground savagely with a gauntleted fist. The whole cavern shook from the impact, and crack lines spread out across the floor. “The gods didn’t make rock for sleeping on. Bugger me, I’d kill for a featherbed.”

“You’ll kill us all if you keep punching the ground every time you get up. What if there’s a cavern right beneath us? You could cause a collapse.”

“Or a cave-in,” put in Bulmar Brown.

“Right. Or a cave-in. Control your temper, Mooton.”

The big man grunted and gave an irritable shrug. “So what’s the plan for today?”

“The same as yesterday and the day before that. And the day before that,” Jonik added, for good measure. “We keep on searching. That’s why we’re here.”

“Aye. Chasing a ghost. Reckon Rasalan’s pulling our leg with this one. The lantern man? Load of bollocks if you ask me.”

“I think we only need to have patience,” said Sir Bulmar, as he neatly packed up their gear. “It’s only been a few days so far.”

“That’s all? Feels like a bloody lifetime. Wish I’d never agreed to come.”

He gathered his things up miserably, grumbling and complaining all the while. To be fair to the big man, it was worse for him than the others. Jonik was hardly a small man, at his height, and Bulmar Brown was burly enough, but neither of them was Mooton Blackshaw. Not a man designed for crawling and clambering around in the dark, Jonik reflected. Good in a fight. Not so good at exploring. And the tightness of many of the tunnels here made life fairly grim for him, to be sure.

Once packed, they set off, and as ever, Jonik led from the front. An old hand at this subterranean stuff, he’d just about seen it all. Tight turns. Dead ends. Unutterable darkness. Plunging drops. He led all day, every day, following his nose in much the same way as he’d followed his nose when he first went searching for the Mistblade. That had turned out well…sort of. He hoped the same would be true again.

The lantern man, he thought, as he led them down another tight tunnel. Last of six, and the lantern man…

They entered a tight tunnel - yet another tight tunnel - that had Mooton Blackshaw howling in outrage from the back. “By the buggering bloody gods, will this torture never end! This tunnel’s as tight as a Taynar’s arse. Can’t we find another way?”

We may have to, Jonik thought. Certainly, they’d had to backtrack more than once on account of the size of the man, unable to wriggle through a space that Jonik and Bulmar Brown could manage. Thankfully, on all such occasions, Jonik had quickly found another, larger tunnel that seemed to lead in the same direction. No doubt Mooton was hoping for the same thing now.

“We’ll see where it leads, Moot. Just hold on.”

He crawled onward, desperately hoping it opened out. They’d been in this tunnel for a while now, sometimes walking upright, sometimes crouching, but only now had it required that they get down on all fours and scramble. Going back the other way was an unappetising thought.

The passage was a twisty thing, jutting with rocky knuckles and ossified fungal-like growths. It also seemed to be climbing in a gentle ascent, which was always a favourable sign. By now, Jonik had little notion of how deep they were, but he did know one thing - he didn’t want to go any deeper. They’d reached the zenith of their depth on the first day, when they climbed down that collapsed hole in the tunnel that led from Bone Cavern, and from then on it had been mostly a level or sometimes gently upward climb. Jonik’s best guess was that the lantern man would be trying to do the same thing in his hope of finding a way out.

There was a reek in the air ahead. Jonik smelled it first, as he clambered up through the passage, weaving past the knobbly, fungal growths that peppered the walls with increasing intent to take full dominion over this realm. Behind, he could hear Mooton just swiping them aside as they broke and showered down through the tunnel, clattering back into the darkness.

Then, “Bugger me, what the hell’s that stink?” the man thundered. “Smells like a god took a shit down here.”

The image was very ‘Mooton Blackshaw’. In fact, it didn’t smell anything like shit. More a rotting, decaying, fish-guts sort of reek that was becoming eyewatering. “Something’s dead,” Jonik said. He knew that for sure. “And something big,” he added. That was his best guess.

“You think Tathranor made it in here?” Sir Bulmar asked.

Sir Bulmar Brown was not a man to ask stupid questions, but that was a very stupid question.

He realised it himself without it needing to be pointed out. “Right. No, it won’t be him. He went another way. I was just wondering if perhaps he’d somehow circled around, and…” He trailed off before he could dig a deeper hole.

“It isn’t Tathranor,” Jonik said. “Be ready, in case there’s trouble.” Death draws life, he thought, pressing on. The tunnel continued to climb and weave until it led them into a larger chamber. Jonik pulled himself up through the opening and turned to help Bulmar Brown. Mooton followed after, squirming his bulk through the hole with an angry look on his face. That look smoothed off, though, when he saw where they were.

“Well, that’s more bloody like it,” he said. “Finally, some room to breathe.”

It was true - the cavern here was very spacious and open - but the breathing part wasn’t advisable with the reek. Jonik saw the culprit at once; a little way ahead was a very large, dead worm, nowhere near the size of a greatworm, but apparently of the same burrowing breed.

“Bugger me,” said Mooton Blackshaw, seeing it too. “Thought Shackton said all these things were dead.”

“The greatworms, yes. This is a lesser breed.” Jonik walked toward it, holding his moss-torch to light the way. “Count the ways out from here, Sir Bulmar,” he said, looking around. He could already spy several tunnels pockmarking the walls. “If the lantern man came this way, we’ll have to figure out where he went next.”

“If?” snorted Mooton. “We haven’t come all this way for if.”

“It’s just a word, Mooton. Stop jumping on everything I say.”

He reached the worm. The creature was perhaps as wide as Mooton was at the midsection, which wasn’t inconsiderable. Its hide was grey, nubbly and rough. It seemed about twenty metres long, with a head much like the greatworm skulls they’d taken for their camps, only a fraction of the size. Rows of teeth. A lamprey-like circular jaw. A reinforced cranium to shield the brain.

“How’d it snuff it, then?” Mooton asked, giving it a kick which caused the entire carcass to wobble. He was standing on the other side, wrinkling his nose at the smell. “Must have died recently. The scavengers aren’t even here yet.”

“It was killed by a godsteel blade,” Jonik said.

“You what now?” Mooton apparently hadn’t heard. He looked over the top of the carcass to where Jonik stood by the head. “I thought you said it was killed by godsteel.”

“It was. Take a look.” The massive knight stomped around to join him. Jonik pointed at the evidence. “Right there. It’s clear as day.”

There was no denying it. Around the head and neck were several deep cuts that had drained out the creature’s blood. One in particular was savage, a large open cleave at the throat where the blood pooled thick and sticky. Jonik knelt down and dabbed with a finger, tasting it. He spat. “Urgh.”

“Does it taste like cherries, lad?” Mooton chuckled.

“There’s no word for what it tastes like.” Jonik swilled his mouth with a small sip of water and spat again. He knew bad tastes, too, after eating that dead geckantula. “There were two Bladeborn,” he said. He could tell by the cuts - they were different, made by separate blades. He also felt quite certain, now, that he knew exactly who had made them. “They’re close, Mooton. They can’t have gone…”

Far, he was about to say, before a sudden shout rang out across the chamber.

He turned his head.

Bulmar Brown was in Blockform, shouting a warning, preparing to meet the onrushing form of a slithering worm. Gods. It looked even bigger than the dead one and was shooting out of a tunnel like water propelled through a spout, mouth agape and teeth glistening.

Jonik pulled out Mother’s Mercy and rushed forward as Bulmar sidestepped the onrushing worm, cutting at its flank. The creature made a strange squealing sound and diverted its course away, but Mooton wasn’t having it.

“Oh no, you don’t!” He thundered after it with his battleaxe in hand, leaping and swinging. The axehead struck the reinforced spine, and got lodged there, ripping the weapon from Mooton’s grasp as the worm thrashed away across the chamber. “Hey, that’s mine!”

“There’s another one,” Sir Bulmar shouted. Jonik swung in the direction he was looking and saw a second worm come shooting from another tunnel, higher up the wall. No sooner had it emerged than a third slithered out into the cavern, and following behind that one came a string of smaller ones, no bigger than large snakes, wriggling skilfully down the walls toward them.

“Target the big ones,” Jonik shouted. He chose one and engaged, using his agility and speed to get around it, hacking at its side as he flew by. The first one still had Mooton’s battleaxe stuck in its back and was clearly being slowed down by the heavy weapon. It made a comical sight with the Beast of Blackshaw chasing after it and shaking his fist. At another time, Jonik might have laughed. If he wasn’t so busy trying not to be eaten.

“Watch the mouths! Those jaws can grind through granite!” He guessed that meant they could probably puncture godsteel, too.

He darted away from an incoming worm, giving its flank another lick, but the creatures were much tougher than he’d thought. Their outer bodies seemed to be protected by a thick carapace of bone, thicker at the top of the back, but still durable at the flanks. There was a rustling sound behind him, and Jonik turned in time to see one of the smaller ones fling itself toward him, moving with incredible speed. He threw himself backwards, swinging his blade in an upcut as he went, and parted the thing somewhere down the middle. The two halves tumbled to the ground, spewing white gore, wriggling and squirming. Another was coming up behind Sir Bulmar Brown, who was chasing after a big one, and didn’t see it. It wriggled up, propelling itself off a sloping rock and wrapped the knight up like a python, quick as a whip.

Gods, they’re fast. And more were coming too. There were still only three of the big ones, but at least a dozen more of the snake-worms had come shooting from the tunnels, and more appeared to be on the way.

“I’m coming, Bulmar!” Jonik ran for him, but made it only halfway before the knight wrestled the snake-worm off him, threw it to the floor and crushed down on its head with a godsteel boot with a loud, satisfying crunch. Then he picked up the long carcass and started swinging it around, gore flying in all directions, throwing it straight into another approaching worm and knocking it smack into the nearest wall. The knight was very staid of personality, but apparently quite creative in a fight.

“Good kill,” Jonik called to him.

Bulmar Brown nodded.

“Let’s take them together.” Jonik looked around. “That one.” He pointed at one of the bigger worms, circling around the perimeter of the cavern and angling back their way. “Go right. I’ll go left. Target the head and neck.”

He had just enough time to call those words before the circular mouth rushed toward them. The two Bladeborn waited, waited, then dashed to the left and right. Mother’s Mercy flew forward in a thrust, driving deep into the meat of the neck. The worm shuddered but kept on going, tugging the lodged blade along with it, which slipped straight from Jonik’s grasp.

Damnit!

A laugh thundered across the chamber. “Ha! Not so funny when it’s you, is it!”

Jonik scowled, gave chase, pulling his dagger to fend off the flying snake-worms. Some he cut, others he just swiped out of the way with his fist. Ahead, the big worm seemed to be retreating toward a tunnel, perhaps thinking the better of this fight.

“You’re not taking that blade!” Jonik shouted, sprinting after it. The worm had other ideas. It reached the tunnel, slid two or three metres inside…and stopped, squirming madly.

Jonik saw the cause of its distress at once. The tunnel was about the same width as the worm, but with three feet of godsteel sticking out of its flank, it couldn’t wriggle in. Confused, it just kept trying, unaware of the problem. The laughter across the chamber suggested that Mooton was still watching the spectacle.

“For the sake of the gods, Mooton! Do some fighting for a change!”

Jonik ran up to the worm, avoiding the thrashing back end, took hold of the hilt, and pulled Mother’s Mercy from its flesh. At once, the creature bucked free, squirming frantically into the darkness and leaving a trail of sticky blood along the wall.

Jonik snatched a breath and turned around. Across the chamber, Sir Bulmar Brown was being assaulted by what looked like at least two dozen snake-worms, while Mooton Blackshaw charged toward him with a greatsword in one hand and a massive battleaxe in the other, roaring out, “Elmhall!” and “Blackshaw!” as he went. The worm that had stolen his axe had been duly dealt with, and quite violently, to judge by the mess Mooton had made of its head, and the third of the bigger worms was nowhere to be seen. Clearly, it had fled as well, leaving these minions to carry on the fight.

Or children, he thought. Good parenting in the world of these worms left a lot to be desired.

Jonik rushed over to join the others, but he wasn’t going to be needed. By the time Mooton got there, Bulmar had already killed half a dozen of the smaller worms, and the arrival of the big man had the rest of them slithering off in fright. Jonik stepped up, wiping down his sword on his cloak. “Are you injured? Either of you?”

“By those?” Mooton scoffed. “I’ve pushed out bigger shits.” He grinned, looking around to make sure all the enemies were gone. His eyes landed on the dead one they’d found when they entered. “So, guessing the lantern man dealt with that one, then?”

Jonik was about to answer when a new voice cut him off.

“No,” it said, calling from across the chamber. “We slew it, Mooton. Don’t deny us a good kill.”

Jonik turned to the voice and smiled. At the edge of a tunnel stood a man holding a lantern, lit by white-green bioluminescent moss. Another man stood behind him, long-bearded and caked in dirt. Both men were astonishingly filthy and wild.

A lantern, green-white, and a shadow man with it. Last of six, too, in a shadowed space.

Jonik thought of the words from the vision, words he’d worked out the first time he’d heard them. He hadn’t mentioned it until he had his confirmation, just in case he wasn’t right. But he was right, and the confirmation stood before them.

He smiled and walked over toward Gerrin and Sir Owen Armdall.

“Fancy seeing you two here,” he said.
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The rain was spitting down from a cold grey sky. Around the circumference of the duelling grounds, banners hung limp and wet, occasionally stirring when the wind picked up, giving out a quick, wet crack before settling. Thousands of voices hummed in an anticipatory murmur, spread across the crude stone stands, the piles of rubble, the shattered buildings that gave a vantage from nearby. The two contestants were warming up on either side of the circle. Sir Quinn Sharp, moving steadily through his drills. Sir Jovyn Colborn, darting forward and back in Strikeform, sniping, thrusting, slashing with his blade.

“Oh gods, he looks so…so…” Lillia could hardly find the words for it. “So dashing. So handsome. He’s such a hero, isn’t he, Auntie? Has there ever been a young knight like him?”

“Few, I would say,” Amara said, kindly. “He doesn’t seem in the least overawed by the occasion.”

“He isn’t. Why would he be? It’s his destiny, and mine, and he knows it. So why worry? He knows he’s going to win because…”

“Because you have arranged it to be so?” queried her auntie. She wore a playful grin on her face. “Is that the real reason, Lillia?”

“No,” the girl snapped back at her. “What do you mean?”

“Oh, come, child. You know very well what I mean.” She leaned across to her. “So, tell me, how did you do it?” she whispered. “Did you have someone spike Sir Taegon’s food? A spot of poison stolen from Artibus’s stores, perhaps? He did say he was missing a few bottles…”

“Yeah, because they smashed on the ship, that’s why. When those weird dragons attacked us. You can’t blame me because that giant eats too much. I heard he eats as much as ten men and can fill an entire latrine ditch in a single sitting.”

“Charming, Lillia.”

“It’s the truth, though. If you stuff your big face like Taegon does, you’re bound to eat something rotten eventually. And anyway, he was still well enough to fight. Jovy just beat him, fair and square.”

“I think some might differ on your definition of fair and square. Yours is positively circular. Taegon was very plainly not well to fight, child. I’m quite sure he soiled himself several times during the bout. I could smell it from here.”

“No, you couldn’t. You’re just trying to be funny, as always. He was fine. A bit of an upset stomach, that’s all. Don’t try to diminish Jovy’s win, Auntie, it’s very unbecoming of you. You should know better at your age.”

Amara laughed. “Oh, should I?”

“Yes, absolutely you should. How do you think it would make Jovy feel to hear you talking like this, taking away his great achievement? He beat Sir Taegon because he’s better, that’s the truth of it, and you know it.”

“So you had nothing to do with his upset stomach? Nothing at all?”

“Of course I didn’t. It’s ridiculous that you would even suggest it.” And Lillia huffed, lifting her chin, in a gesture to prove her innocence.

Well, she was going to take this one to her grave, that was plain to Amron Daecar. He could not say whether she had a hand in Taegon’s bout of illness or not, but it had most certainly weakened the man considerably, no matter what his daughter claimed. Cargill had spent the entire match lurching about unsteadily, roaring and trying to gee himself up, hacking and swiping as Jovyn dashed and darted around him, picking him off in ones and twos.

And indeed, he had soiled himself. That was evidenced by the brown watery trail that he left behind him at certain points, leaking through the thin gaps in his armour. Not an especially edifying spectacle, though at least it was of no fault on Taegon’s part, unlike that old fool Bryce Coddington, shaming himself by fighting drunk.

The rain was growing a little stronger, tip-tapping against the tarps raised above their stand. Here, many of the senior leadership were gathered to watch, including most of Amron’s council. Wine was being served, and ale, and trays of food were carried around by squires and some of the younger soldiers. There was a good buzz about the place, plenty of chattered conversation going on from the gathered lords and knights. This was hardly the arena in Varinar. It wasn’t even a match for the fighting grounds in Crosswater. But Lord Styron Strand seemed very pleased all the same.

“It’s been a success, I think, wouldn’t you say, Amron?”

“A great success, Styron. You should be proud.”

He was, plainly. He even smiled, a very rare thing indeed. “Let’s hope we get no interruptions. This would be just the time for the dragons to come, wouldn’t it?”

“With our luck? I wouldn’t be surprised.” Amron had a sip of his wine. The three judges were prepared and in place, the announcer ready to call the match. “A shame Sir Robin didn’t make the final, Styron. It would have been just rewards for your efforts.”

“He should have honoured me by winning, then. But losing to Sharp, nothing wrong with that. He’s proven himself a worthy finalist.”

It had been a fearsome match, the second semi-final, quite the opposite of the first. Two men of similar skill and capability going toe-to-toe for what felt like hours. All three bouts had swung this way and that, the lead changing hands constantly, each more gruelling than the last. By the end, both Sir Robin Farrow and Sir Quinn Sharp were on their last legs, and that would give Jovyn an advantage, too. He’d fought a much simpler match and had an extra day of rest as well. That could very well be telling, in the end.

The announcer called the two contestants to the centre of the circle. It was to be the best of five bouts, this, rather than three, and that would suit the younger, fresher fighter also. Rain glimmered on the surface of their plate armour as they stood there, face to face, the audience humming excitedly, fidgeting and shifting to get the best possible view. A sudden wind pulled through the air, causing all the banners to whip and snap and then float, for just a moment, as though proudly displaying the colours of the kingdom. It was a nice moment. The crowd even gave an awed oooooh as it happened.

Almost an omen, Amron Daecar thought, and not without a twist of irony. It’s almost like Vandar himself is watching.

Then the banners fell, settling back down. All sound seemed to be sucked from the air as the wind dropped, and the crowd went quiet. Amron looked at his daughter, saw the sheen of nerves in her eyes. Her lips were moving in a silent whisper, maybe a prayer of some sort. Jovyn and Quinn Sharp stepped back from one another, making room, drawing their blades, giving them a final preparatory swish. A glance from Jovyn in Lillia’s direction, and the girl nodded at him, their eyes connecting.

Win, that look said. Win for me. For us. The young knight nodded back, turned again to face his opponent. Amron had to admit, his heart was thumping a little harder than normal. Weeks of rounds, over a hundred entrants, three separate venues, and it all came down to this.

The bout began.

No sudden fire and fury from these two, no, that wasn’t their way. Sir Quinn was watchful, a very clever fighter, and Jovyn would try to use his speed, but not recklessly. Aleron and Elyon combined, the king thought. Elyon would already have rushed in, maybe catching his opponent off-guard, maybe not, while Aleron would take his time in working his opponent out. Jovyn was somewhere down the middle. He moved left, moved right, sidestepping cleanly, tried a few snipes and darts that got the crowd going, backed off, went again, left, right, forward, back, testing Sir Quinn’s defences.

“Cagey,” remarked Lord Randall Borrington.

“Sharp’s a cagey sort,” agreed his brother Robert.

They clicked cups and drank, thick as thieves.

“Who’s the favourite then?” the older brother asked. He looked over. “Strand. This is your tournament, isn’t it?”

“It is the king’s tournament,” Lord Styron said.

“Bah! Only in name. Come now, who do you favour, Strand?”

“Sharp. I would have to say Sir Quinn.”

“Well, I say the boy. I’ve got a good eye for these things.” Randall might have said that only to contradict Styron the Strong. Had Strand said Jovyn, no doubt Borrington would have said Sharp. Such was the way with rivals. House Strand were powerful Taynar vassals, House Borrington the right hand of the Daecars, two old houses of roughly equivalent influence, strength, and nobility. Naturally, that had always put them at odds. Historically, it had meant occasional bouts of bloodshed, though now it was limited, Amron hoped, to a bit of friendly ribbing.

“Care to set a wager on it, Strand?” Randall said, gulping his wine. He held his cup out for a squire to fill. “Right to the top, boy, right to the top. So? What do you say? A bit of land? A castle, maybe?”

“I say I’m not a betting man, Borrington. Never was.”

“Not a betting man, but certainly a boring one.” Randall Borrington gave him a good-natured smile, as though it would take the edge off the insult. It didn’t. Styron harrumphed unhappily and decided it was better to ease away, moving through the press to the other side of the balcony. “Something I said?” Randall asked, with a laugh.

“Two hours you’ve been here, and already you’re causing problems.”

“Making solutions, more like. That old grump’s always had a stick wedged up his arse. Robert says he’s been trying to muscle in on your authority, Amron. Well, I’m here now. Happy to put him in his place.”

“That isn’t what I want, Randall. We’re all in the same boat together.”

Randall Borrington shrugged. “Seems the world changed while I was lying in that damnable sickbed. Lying there while my fortress fell around me, while that filthy horde smashed through my doors and swarmed up through the western gate. Damnit, I’m ashamed. Was my charge to hold them off, and I failed you. And worse, it was Strand who held Blackfrost before you arrived. Strand! A bloody Ironmoorer! Protecting the seat of the Daecar lands!”

“Easy, Randall. We all take wounds from time to time.” Amron looked at the man’s neck. “How is it? Does it give you much pain?”

“Only when swallowing, or turning my neck, or speaking. So…” He snorted grim laughter. “Nothing like you’ve got to suffer. That’s why Strand’s been trying to muscle in on you, I’m hearing. Thinks you’re not fit to lead us, or some nonsense.”

“Untrue,” Amron said. “Styron and I are well past that now.”

“Well…sure. Suppose he’ll satisfy himself with taking over young Rodmond’s seat instead.”

Indeed, Styron was with Rodmond Taynar now, bending his ear over this or that, standing right up near to him, much taller, older, and more physically imposing. He isn’t wrong, Amron thought. Styron may never have wanted to undermine the king’s authority, but Rodmond Taynar made for much easier meat.

Amron turned his attention back to the match. A few strikes from both parties had brought the score to five points apiece, the lead changing hands with each new score. The crowd reacted to every hit with oohs and ahhs and generous applause, cheering for one side or the other. Lillia, of course, was screaming support, shouting advice, hollering abuse, cursing the judges whenever they awarded Sir Quinn any points at all, while Amara chastised her all the while, trying to tell her to show restraint.

“No fair!” Lillia called now, as Sir Quinn was awarded a clear two-pointer. “He never even hit him! Judges, open your eyes!”

Lord Wyliam Brabant pumped out laughter from nearby. “Princess, please! Even a blind man could see that strike! Blind and deaf! We all heard the clang!”

“You’re as biased as they are, Brabant!” Lillia shot back. “You lot north of the lake are all the same!”

Brabant laughed again, thoroughly enjoying himself. “I’m an Oloran man, my lady! If you think I give two hoots about a Taynar, you’d best read up on your history!” He grinned and had a gulp of wine, then shouted, “Another! Great strike!” as Sir Quinn caught Jovyn with a glancing blow that awarded him another point. “Your dashing hero needs to shape up on his backtrack parries, Princess. Is that not something you worked on with him?”

Lillia gave him a look to kill. “Shut up, Brabant. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Me? Well, I daresay I’ve been in this game rather longer than you have, my lady!”

“Oh, give off, Brabant,” shouted Bryce Coddington. “You’re about ten minutes older than she is, you great whelp.”

“Try ten years, Coddington. That’s ten good years mastering the trade.”

“The only trade you’ve mastered is how to drink, hunt, and whore.”

“That would be three trades, old man. And if I’ve mastered them, you invented them!”

The laughter that followed caused Lillia to hiss again. “Would you be quiet! I can barely hear myself think!” She leaned forward on the balcony, immensely annoyed, clicking her tongue and waving them to silence. It didn’t work. Put a crowd of men in front of a duel, give them ale and wine, and they’re going to make some noise.

The banter continued back and forth a while, Reginald Hightree and the Ironfoot joining in as Quinn Sharp built an early lead. That only made Lillia all the more annoyed, though when Jovyn struck a whirling blow to Quinn Sharp’s helm, and the judges’ paddles shot up, unanimously awarding a three-point score, Lillia leapt into the air with them. “Yes! Jovy, yes! Keep it up, come on, yes, keep it up!”

“Sounds like their bedplay,” someone japed to Amron’s left. His eyes swung over, a scowl on his lips. It was Sir Robin Farrow. “Er…sorry, sire. Not meaning to…” He trailed off under the might of Amron’s glare. Some things were off limits. Some things a father did not want to hear. That was one of them. “A poor remark, my lord.”

Amron held his glare just a moment longer to amply display his displeasure, then turned back to the action. The scores were coming quickly now, a thrust for two points from Jovyn, an excellent parry and strike from Quinn Sharp for two of his own. Three pointers were rare - only that one from Jovyn so far - but both were very much on the attack, swinging around in Strikeform and Glideform, and it made for a rollicking bout.

“Good on them!” bellowed Randall Borrington. “No dull old Blockform here! This is a proper bloody fight!”

“You arrived just in time, brother,” Robert said, slapping his back.

“Damn right I did. A proper bloody fight!”

The noise was rising, the wind occasionally whistling through the grounds to set the banners snapping. The rain had ceased for now, or almost, thinning out to a fine grey mist that swirled and blew about in one direction and then the next. Amron’s right thigh was beginning to ache quite severely, and he was suffering from frequent darts of pain in the deep muscle tissue of his left shoulder, as well as stinging sensations that shot up and down his arm. He had only taken a tonic two hours ago when Randall Borrington arrived. Once before it would have lasted many hours longer, but now it withered almost immediately, offering scant respite, scant sanctuary from his pain.

He shifted his weight, discreetly rolled his left shoulder, trying not to show it. Pain surged up and down his arm, forcing him to squeeze a fist, open it out, squeeze it again, an attempt to leech the agony out of his muscles. It worked, to some small degree. But the pain returned, harder, stronger, rolling in like a swell in the ocean.

It was all he could do to keep from groaning. To hold his poise and watch the match, knowing that it wasn’t just the two combatants on show. He was as well. Standing there, before the great and good of his vast, sprawling army. He knew they would be looking at him. Knew that he could not grimace, or stagger, or sulk from his pain. He must fix his jaw, stiffen his neck, keep his lips from twisting as the spasms intensified.

“Amron.” It was Amara’s voice, coming from her cushioned seat. “Do come here, Amron. Stand beside me.” He shifted closer to her, right up close. “Stay strong,” she mouthed up to him, through her smile. “I’m here.” She took his hand, hidden away behind the balcony wall, squeezed it tight. It helped, just having her there. Knowing there was someone who understood. “Ride it out, Amron. It’ll pass soon enough, you know it will.”

He could barely concentrate on the fighting. The pain was crashing over him now in terrible, tormenting waves. He wanted to buckle, to scream, to rage, but he couldn’t. Was Quinn winning? Jovyn? The announcer was shouting out the score, but the words were a jumble, clouded in his head, his sight beset by sparks of bright light. He squeezed his eyes shut a moment, opened them, half blind. He had to reach out to the wall to steady himself and hoped that no one saw.

“Deep breaths,” Amara murmured. “Nice and slow.” She was still holding his hand, fingers tight, pressing, releasing, almost to guide him along. He followed the rhythm of her fingers, out and in, slow and smooth, the pain reaching its crescendo. The apex was utter agony, a crushing assault that made him want to snap and gnash his teeth, to tip his head back and howl and smash it into the stone just to knock himself out. But he stood there, bearing it. “Nice and deep. It’ll pass, Amron. It’ll pass.”

And it did, eventually, the pain passing on, like a great ship cruising by a little rowboat, causing it to rock and rattle and threaten to founder, but settling again as the monstrous vessel slid away. Amron Daecar was that little rowboat. The great warship was his pain. Coming out of nowhere, disrupting his life.

And if it comes in battle? If it should rock me then?

There was a great surge of noise as Lillia leapt to her feet, screaming wildly. Whether in joy or anger, he could not immediately tell. Slowly, it filtered through to him that the first bout was over, that Sir Jovyn Colborn had come out the victor. Lillia was leaping up and down and hugging Carly, screaming Jovyn’s name, Randall and Robert roaring approval. Gentler applause came from the others on the balcony. Across the grounds, the noise was fearsome, hoots and cheers, some jeers and taunts, a great torrent of sound that gently ebbed away as the two combatants moved over to their corners for the break.

And Amron breathed in again, a full breath this time, holding it in his lungs and letting it hiss out through his teeth. The assault was over, the pain reduced to moderate and more manageable levels, if never quite gone. Amron could feel the prickles of sweat on his forehead, the heat radiating out through his clothes. His heart was racing at a fearsome clip, gradually settling now as the ship slid away

“Here. Wipe your forehead.” Amara had a small cloth in her hands. “Do it casually. A sweat brought on by the excitement of the bout, that’s all.”

He took the cloth and did as she bid him. Wiping his forehead. Smiling, such as he could, knowing the eyes would be on him. “Thank you,” he murmured to her, under all the noise. “I wonder sometimes what I would do without you.”

“Oh, your life would be a great deal easier, I should think.”

“No,” he said, and his voice was serious. “I really don’t think that’s true, Amara.”

She smiled up at him, almost blushing, if she could do such a thing. “Well, I’m always here for you, Amron. You know that. I’m always here.” She clutched his hand again, a gentle squeeze, looked at him smiling for a prolonged moment, then turned to Lillia, who was gushing about how wonderful Jovyn was, and said, “Oh, a hero indeed, little bear. What a show! Oh, what a show!”

Amron heard a scuff of movement behind him, and Rogen Whitebeard slid up to his side. “My lord,” he said, into his ear. “There’s word from the River Gate. An arrival, I am told. You and Lord Randall are requested.”

“Lord Randall?”

Whitebeard nodded, hair dark with rain, framing his slim grey wolfish face.

“Right now?”

Another nod from Whitebeard and Amron found it a welcome distraction. It wasn’t entirely appropriate for him to leave in the middle of the match, but he needed to stretch his legs, get the blood moving. Oft as not the simple act of motion helped to distribute his pain more evenly, preventing it from pooling in certain areas. Certainly, that’s how it worked when he trained. He could ill afford another attack, not here in sight of the men.

Amron gestured for Whitebeard to inform Randall Borrington, then leaned down to Amara. “I’m being called away,” he told her. “Someone has just arrived at the River Gate. I’ll try not to be too long.”

“Someone? Who?” She paused. “Lythian, do you think?”

“Perhaps.” He hadn’t really had time to think about it, but that would be a boon indeed. For Randall Borrington and Lythian Lindar to both arrive on the very same day. “Tell Lillia I’ll be back as soon as I can.” He looked at his daughter, currently shouting out support for Jovyn as he stepped forward to begin the second bout. “That’s if she even notices I’m gone.”

“Be quick, and perhaps she won’t.” Amara reached up to touch his cheek. “Go. The demands of the crown, and all that.”

“Indeed.” He smiled at her and ambled away through the crowd, out the back of the stand and down the crude stone steps that led from its rear. Rogen and Randall came with him.

“And what’s this about?” the Lord of the Twinfort demanded. “Some mystery guest at the gate, Rogen says.”

“We are all privy to the same information, Randall.”

“So it would seem. But why me? You’re the king…fair enough. Why should I be dragged away from all the fun?”

Amron had no answer for him. “The sooner we reach the gate, the sooner we’ll find out.”

“Fine. Let’s get this done.”

Off they went through the sprawl of the broken stone city, several guardsmen walking escort with Rogen Whitebeard behind them. When they reached the River Gate, Amron saw that it was open. Soldiers bristled atop the rebuilt walls to either side, and here several stout new towers had sprung up too. This square had played host to the senior command pavilions once, but now it was given over to the stacking of weapons, the hoarding of supplies, the shodding of horses and fletching of arrows. Along one side ran a line of forges, glowing orange inside, the clink and clang of work ringing out. Amron saw Forgemaster Merilore in one, banging away at a brand new blade, Walting and Wainwood operating from two others as their Forgeborn apprentices bustled about them.

“Well, this better be good,” Randall grumbled as they approached the gate. “Longer walk than I expected to get here, Amron. The match’ll be over before…” And he stopped, mouth falling open. “No. It can’t be…”

From the crowd of men at the gate, a young, thin, pale, and terribly bedraggled figure came forward. He wore armour, very soiled, stained, dented and scratched, beneath a cloak that might once have been blue, but was now brown, grey, here and there black from much filth accumulated on the road. It was immediately apparent that this man had come a very long way to be here. And just as Amron realised who it was, Lord Randall spoke his name.

“Lenard? Is that…can that be you?”

“It’s me, Father. It’s me.”

“My boy!” Randall exploded. “My boy, my bloody boy!” He surged forward, breaking from his shock and wrapped his son up in a meaty embrace. Clutched him tight for a long moment, then let him go, put his hands to the sides of his face and looked at him. “You’ve come a long way, my boy! You brought half the road with you!”

“Yes, Father. From the Undercloak. At Tukor’s Pass. I came from there with some men.” He pointed them out, these companions he’d travelled with, perhaps a few dozen or so. “Good men, all of them. We lost a few on the way, gained some others. All willing swords to add to the war.”

“The more the better. Knighthoods! Knighthoods for every damn one of them!”

“A couple are knights already, Father.”

“Lordships, then! Riches! I don’t care! You’re here, my boy! You’re here!”

Sir Lenard seemed rather abashed. A lot of men were stopping in their work to look over, nudging at each other and grinning. Randall Borrington could make a lot of noise, and he wasn’t a man to give two shits about what anyone thought of him. Men of great power were often like that.

“Father, might I…” Lenard extracted himself from the man and turned to Amron. He gave a very low bow. “Your Majesty. I would like to offer my deepest apologies for being absent from the order these last few years. I should never have been in that brothel. If I hadn’t…”

“Water under the bridge, Sir Lenard.” Amron waved it away with a smile. “I was delighted to hear of your return.”

“Thank you, my lord. And, about that…” He looked around, unsure of something. “Can we speak in private, my lord?”

“Of course. Rogen.”

The ranger went to the nearest pavilion, rasped an order, and the men inside cleared out. It was filled with stacks of spears, swords, sheafs of arrows, boxes of feathers and arrowheads, horseshoes, all heaped and cluttered against the canvas walls. Once inside and alone, Sir Lenard cleared his throat, shuffled his feet, cleared it again, opened his mouth to speak and closed it.

“Well, Lenard, out with it,” said his father. “The king doesn’t have all day.”

“No, of course. I only…I have thought a lot about how to say this, um…how to say it delicately, but now that I’m standing before you, sire, I…” He quailed a little in the presence of Amron Daecar. “I, well…”

“Is this about Jonik?”

The knight swallowed, nodded. “Yes, my lord. I just wanted to say, well…” He licked his lips, took a shuddery breath, then began speaking very quickly. “I wanted to say that the things people say about him are untrue, my lord. I know what he did. I know about Sir Aleron and how terrible that was. And I know how much it pains him. I know how much it drives him…to be better, to do better, to save people and to help. He led us bravely, my lord, when we defeated the Shadow Order, and he always treated us well. After my time in the pits I was…I am not ashamed to say that I was skittish as a mouse, afraid of my own shadow, but Jonik helped me become myself again. He was patient and kind, and he saved my life more than once.”

He placed his hand on his chest, tapping once and twice. “I have several wounds here, inflicted by a grimbear. I don’t know exactly what happened in the weeks that followed, but I’m told that Jonik found me, convalescing in an inn, he and some others, and that he was the one who insisted I be brought to the Undercloak, where I could receive the treatment I needed. I would be dead without him, several times over. I know you probably despise him for what he did to your son, but…I only…I wanted you to know of my own experience. I wanted to say that he has done many great things as penance, I think that’s why… penance for what he did to Sir Aleron, and to you, and that if only you would forgive him…”

His eyes flicked up, and down again, looking away. “If only you could forgive him, then I know it would mean everything to him, more than any title or honour he could get. Just a word from you, even just acknowledging that he is your son would….I know I’m crossing the line, my lord, but I feel I have to say this, for everything he did for me…if you would just acknowledge him as your son….I don’t mean legitimise him, just…well, if you would ack…”

“That’ll do, Lenard,” said his father. “That’s plenty enough now. Give the king a moment to think.”

“Yes, Father. Yes…of course.” Lenard Borrington took a breath and dropped his eyes to the floor, as though terrified of how the king would react.

Well, this was clearly the reason why he’d been requested. His father, of course, must come at once. But why him? Because of this. Because Lenard wanted to give out this gushing tribute. And he wanted to make his request.

“I don’t despise Jonik, Sir Lenard,” the king said.

The knight’s eyes slid up, still doubtful. “No, my lord. Of course. No.” He paused. “I just thought…”

“I don’t know him, Lenard. I have spent no time with him, but a brief interaction, and never in the knowledge that he was my son. The man who killed Aleron…that is not the man you served. I know he was under the influence of a Whisperer back then, coerced to do the things he did. And I have always known, Lenard, that it is not the blade we blame, but the hand that wields it. Jonik was only ever a blade, gripped in the hand of another. I’m glad to hear you think of him so highly.”

The young knight breathed out. “Yes, my lord.” A smile fluttered onto his lips. “I hope I didn’t go too far, with…”

“Not at all. I praise your courage, Lenard.” Amron took the forearm of Lenard Borrington and gave it a firm shake. “Good to have you back. We need every Varin Knight we can get. But I have to get back to the match, or risk fratricide by my very own daughter.” He smiled. “You two, stay here. I’m sure you have plenty to catch up on.”

And Amron left them there, striding back toward the arena. The rain began to thicken as he went, a rain much like the rain that fell the day that Aleron died. Acknowledge him, the king thought. Acknowledge that he is your son. A bold ask, to be sure, but he respected Lenard for asking it. Acknowledge him, yes, but how? To the world? He shook his head. No, that wasn’t what he meant. He wants me to say it to his face, that’s all. To tell him I forgive him. To tell him he is my son.

He wondered if he would get such a chance. And he wondered what he’d do if he did…

The noise grew louder as he neared the arena, rising, falling, rising again. It seemed to be reaching some stirring crescendo, the sort to suggest the match was imminently to be decided. He paced along, pain striking up through his right leg with each hard step. There was a demon inside him, a tormenting black demon, and he would forgive his son for that as well.

Penance, he thought, in payment for the things to come. Amara’s words. He was suffering for something greater, proving himself worthy to Vandar. Vandar had cut him, not Jonik. He cut him to set him on this path. And I’ll walk it till the bitter end.

And now he could see the stand ahead, see the crude steps leading up to the balcony. The great stirring crescendo had risen to an apex and stayed there. There was cheering, prolonged and wild and roisterous cheering rolling out through the air. Amron reached the steps and strode up them quickly, saw the lords and luminaries all staring out to the grounds below. He looked past them, to his daughter. She was screaming and jumping up and down.

“And where have you been?” demanded Bryce Coddington. “You missed it, you fool. You missed the whole damned thing!”

He ignored the old man, pushed right past him and up to Amara. She reached out and squeezed his hand as soon as he appeared, smiling up at him. “So, was it important?”

“No. Yes. I’ll…tell you later.”

He looked down and saw what he already knew - Sir Jovyn Colborn, Varin Knight, helm in the crook of his arm, sword raised aloft, saluting the crowd. He turned around a full circle, bowing to them, as Sir Quinn Sharp stood by, putting his hands together, generously joining the applause. Lillia was squealing in such unfettered delight that Amron feared she might indeed lose consciousness. Carly was there, right beside her, tears in her eyes. Sharing in her joy. “He did it, Princess! He really did it!”

“I know, I know! I KNOW!” Lillia shrieked.

The ovation went on and on. Amron wasn’t certain he could ever remember such a prolonged applause, such a popular champion. He smiled, even laughed aloud, at last able to show his support.

“Sir Jovyn Colborn,” said Amara, “the Last Blade of Vandar.” She dabbed at her eyes with a cloth. “I feel so proud, Amron. Like a proud mother. Gods, how silly of me.”

“It’s not silly at all.”

“Father!” Lillia had spotted him, standing back in his place. She squirmed around Amara’s chair. “Where were you!”

“I was forced away, sweetheart. I’m so sorry, I…”

“It doesn’t matter! He won, Father, he won!”

“I know. It’s wonderful.”

“He’s your Last Blade! He has a place in your council now. A place at your side. He’s your Last Blade, Father! You have to make him a special sword and armour. The Forgemasters. Is that where you went, to speak with them? You did, didn’t you? When you saw Jovy take the first bout, you knew he was going to win the match, so you went off and gave them his measurements. Didn’t you?”

“Well…”

She laughed a great surging giggle and threw her arms around him. “It’s so wonderful. I’m so happy. I’m so happy I think I could burst.”

“Best not,” chuckled Amara, dabbing her eyes again. “You’ll only make a mess, child.”

“I’m not a child anymore, Auntie. I’m a woman, and I’ll be a wedded one.” And her eyes went up to her father’s, so bright, so beautiful, so demanding, so very like her mother’s. “I’m going to wed Jovyn before he sails to war, Father. That’s the real prize for him winning. He gets to marry me. He gets the hand of a princess, and he’s earned it now; he’s worthy. He isn’t a king like Robbert Lukar, but that doesn’t matter. He’s the Last Blade of Vandar, and he’s worthy.”

Amron was slightly at a loss for words. He remembered Lillia saying something about that the day Jovyn fought Sir Lambert Joyce back in Crosswater, but he hadn’t really thought she was serious. Well, she looked very serious right now. “Lillia, I…”

“I’m marrying him, Father. Amara promised I could.”

“Did I now? Well, I don’t recall…”

“I’m marrying him,” she said again, louder. “I have to. I have to wed him in case…in case he dies. To declare our love before the world. To make it real. We can have the wedding here, right here, where he won my hand. We can get a big pavilion up and others around it and make it all pretty. It’ll be perfect, Father, a perfect way to send you all off to war. So I’m marrying him, and that’s that.”

And that, indeed, was that. She really could make him do anything.
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“You might have bloody said something,” Mooton Blackshaw complained. “You tricky bastard, Jonik, you’ve known it was them all along?”

“Suspected,” Jonik said, correcting him. “Though it was a fairly strong suspicion.”

“So you’re the lantern man, Sir Gerrin?” asked Sir Bulmar Brown, just to confirm it. He was smiling at Jonik’s old mentor - Bulmar and Mooton both knew him well from their time travelling together to the Shadowfort.

“I guess I must be,” Gerrin said, lifting up his bioluminescent lantern. “I’ve been an Emerald Guard, a king’s sworn sword, a Shadowmaster. Don’t see why we can’t add ‘lantern man’ onto the list.”

Owen Armdall seemed quite confused. “I’m sorry, what’s this lantern man? I can see that Gerrin’s holding a lantern, but how did you know about it? It sounds like you’ve been looking for us?”

“We have,” Jonik told him. “The lantern man is from a vision, Owen, seen in the Eye of Rasalan.” He paused to recite the words: “A lantern, green-white, and a shadow man with it. Last of six, too, in a shadowed space. That’s a part of it, and the bit that told me we were looking for you two.”

He gave them a moment to work it out, and a moment was all Gerrin needed. He was always sharp as a spear tip, the old man. “That’ll be you, Owen - last of six. You’re the last of Janilah’s Six. Guess that means all the rest are dead.”

“Not all, actually. Sir Kevyn Bolt is still alive.” Jonik had taken it to mean the last of Janilah’s six sworn swords who had stayed to serve him. That would be the Oak of Armdall, who’d been with him until he died.

“So I’m guessing that I’m the ‘shadow man’ in that little riddle,” Gerrin said, in that familiar gruff voice that Jonik knew so well. “A reference to my Shadowmaster past?”

“That’s what I thought,” Jonik agreed. “There are bits that actually mention the ‘lantern man’ too, but the line I quoted has the context. I knew it was probably the two of you as soon as I read it.”

“Knew it, and said nothing,” Mooton grumbled.

“Have you been down here all this time?” Sir Bulmar asked, fascinated. “Jonik said you two went down with him when he went searching for the Mistblade. You got separated, he said.”

“Aye, that’s right, Bulmar. Some rushing river swallowed him up, and we thought that was the last we’d see of him. We spent an age trying to find him, before eventually giving up and making for the surface, but that wasn’t so easy either. Gods, it’s a maze down here. We ended up in some tunnel, going north or south, we couldn’t say, and ended up following it for the gods know how long. Must have fought about a thousand bugs along the way, insects, lizards, all sorts of things, but good thing I had the Oak of Armdall with me. Damn fine sword, this man, damn fine. Would be dead a dozen times over were it not for him.”

“He exaggerates,” said Owen Armdall, straight-faced. “I only saved him eleven times.”

Gerrin gave a bark of laughter. “Well, who’s counting? We worked together, is what I’m saying. He saved me. I saved him. Kept each other’s spirits up when we thought that all was lost. And, eventually, we got spat into some huge cavern, all filled with…”

“Greatworm skeletons?” Jonik asked.

“Aye, that’s right. You’ve seen it?”

“We’re based there. Call it Bone Cavern. Found your campfire there, Gerrin, and the markings you’d made as you searched the tunnels. The vision hinted that we should follow a tunnel with a ‘marking, uncut, a line like lightning’. I figured that meant a tunnel with a dangerous drop that didn’t have a marking. There was only one tunnel like that. How was the fall?”

Gerrin laughed. “Not so pleasant. We were banged up a bit, but got away mostly unscathed. Been wandering around down here since then.” He looked around the cavern they were in. “Killed that worm there only a couple of hours ago,” he said, gesturing at the one they’d first found. “Guess a few of its friends came to investigate. They’re quicker than they look, aren’t they?”

“Rapid,” agreed Jonik. “The smaller ones especially.”

“They’re thieves, too. Jonik here had his sword nicked by one of them.” Mooton Blackshaw gave a big, happy laugh. “What a thing to happen, eh!”

“Yes. What a thing.” Jonik sighed and neglected to point out that Mooton’s axe had also been robbed. “I don’t suppose you’ve found a way up through one of these tunnels, Gerrin? The vision must have led us to you for a reason.”

“Is reuniting with your old mentor not reason enough?” There was a twinkle in Gerrin’s eye. Jonik smiled, realising how much he’d missed the old man. He’d tell him that later, maybe, and everything else besides. Right now, the immediate matter of this vision seemed the most important thing. “As to finding a way up, no, not exactly. It’s more complicated than that. Isn’t it, Owen?”

“I’d say so. If we’re right about where we are.”

“And where’s that?” asked Sir Bulmar Brown.

“Come,” said Gerrin. “I’ll show you.”

They left the cavern the way that Gerrin and Owen had come, Jonik stepping ahead with those two while Mooton and Bulmar trailed behind. Jonik was very glad to see them both, certainly, all except for the smell.

“We thought it was the dead worm that caused the reek,” he said, “but I’m starting to doubt that prognosis.”

Gerrin laughed. “That bad, are we?”

“I’m guessing there are no pools of water down here for you to wash in?”

“Nope. The facilities are sorely lacking. There’s a bit of a drip through another tunnel we’ve been drinking from, but washing’s not been a priority.” He glanced over at him. “You’re giving off a bit of a stink yourself, you know.”

“A molehill on a mountain next to you.”

Another laugh from Gerrin. “So, you found the Mistblade, did you? Be nice to think that all our effort didn’t go to waste.”

Jonik nodded. “I took it to Ilithor, with Emeric. We met in Lakeheart, by chance, when the Dread attacked the city. The others were brought there too. Now the Heart of Vandar’s been remade, Ilith’s dead, and the only one who can wield the blade has been taken, and no one knows where. That’s why Elyon went to the Tower of Rasalan, I think, to fetch this book of visions. To help win the war, obviously, but also just to try to find Saska.”

There was a lot for the others to unpack from all that. So much so that they walked in silence for a short while. Then Gerrin looked at the Oak of Armdall. “Sounds like we missed a thing or two, Owen.”

“Seems so,” the Oak agreed.

“And a lot more, too,” Jonik told them, thinking of the Dread, of Brexatron, of the other titans, of kings rising, lords falling, all sorts of other things. He didn’t mention any of that, yet, but instead turned to a more personal topic. “You should know. Harden’s dead,” he told them. “Killed by a stormhag. Emeric found him in her lair.” There was another entire story in that as well, but not for now. “He managed to bury him in the woods outside. Sent him off to join his family.”

They walked on for a pace or two. “He was a good man,” said Gerrin. “Hard as rocks, and grim as them too. But good company all the same.”

Jonik nodded, Owen too. They took a moment to think of him, walking in silence for a bit, and Jonik thought of all the others who’d died. Other men that Gerrin knew. Grim Pete, Soft Sid, all of the Blackshaws they’d travelled with, except for Bulmar, Mooton, and Torvyn. He didn’t want to dwell on that, though. There was good news as well, about Emeric being alive, and on the trail of Tathranor, and Jack and Brax being back at Bone Cavern, and Captain Turner, all of them hoped, still making mischief back at Rustbridge.

It was hard to keep track of it all, really. All the good and the bad, the triumphs and the losses. He supposed Owen would want to know about Prince Raynald’s death, and Amilia’s, and that Robbert was now his king. But now wasn’t really the time. Ahead, he could see the tunnel opening out. All of that would have to save for another time.

A few seconds later, they were emerging into yet another subterranean hall of echoey proportions. At first glance, it wasn’t unlike a hundred others Jonik had seen. Rocky, uneven floor. Walls pitted with scars and tunnel openings. Here and there vegetation growing; vines, moss and fungi carpeting the rocks and boulders. Water dripping from the ceiling. Bats swooping. Insects scuttling away from the light. All standard stuff down here.

But then, he saw the structure of the ceiling. At once, he was reminded of King’s Crown Cavern, and the ruins of the fortress that had never been completed. But this was different. There, the ruins lay scattered across the ground. Here, they were emerging, partially visible, through the cavern roof.

They were not ruins, Jonik knew at once, but foundations. Across the cavern, he saw what looked like massive stone supports, darkened by age and covered in patches of nitre. One was pocked with hundreds of little holes through which insects were crawling in and out. Where two met was a great stone arch inhabited by a colony of bats. As Jonik studied these features, Sir Bulmar Brown and Sir Mooton Blackshaw came out from the tunnel to join them. Mooton was still complaining that a man of his size didn’t belong down here.

“This better be bloody it, Gerrin,” he barked. “If there’s another tunnel, you can count me out.”

“No. We’re here, Mooton, don’t worry. Take a look up.”

The big man raised his eyes. Jonik saw them change slowly as the realisation dawned and something eager, something hungry, came upon them. “Well bugger me bloody. That’s got to be…”

“Blademelt,” Gerrin said, not wanting his thunder to be stolen. “These are the lowest foundations of the great fortress of Blademelt, we believe.”

Jonik had figured that out as well. It’s the reason we’re here, he knew. Follow the lantern man…

“Have you searched for a way up?”

Gerrin nodded, pointing toward the bat colony. “There’s a way up through there. Owen found it yesterday.”

The Oak of Armdall took up the tale. “You enter through a rift in the rock down that side of the cavern,” he explained. “If you squeeze through, you’ll find a wide enough fissure that you can shimmy up. At the top, you come out above that arch, and there’s a hole, just where that column is.” He pointed at it. “You can climb up through there and into the lower foundations.”

“And what’s there?” asked Jonik. “Is there a door that leads into the fortress?”

“No, but there’s a hatch. It’s higher up again, at the top of a stone ladder cut into the rock. It doesn’t look like it’s been opened in years. Maybe decades.”

“Until now,” Mooton came in. “You opened it, obviously.”

But Owen Armdall shook his head. “Not yet. We were discussing that last night. If we were spotted, we’d lose the element of surprise. And I heard footsteps up there, faint, but audible. I’m not sure if they were coming from right where that hatch opened out, or somewhere else, but I didn’t think it was the right time to go exploring.”

“Fair enough,” Jonik said. “We have to be smart about this.”

Gerrin held up a hand, calling for quiet. They all did as he bid them, even Mooton, leaving only the squeaking of the bats, the occasional flutter of swooping wings, and the sound of dripping water. Beneath that, Jonik detected a deep, thrumming energy of the sort made by thousands of men. It was coming from far above them, filtering down through the layers of rock. “You feel it?” Gerrin asked.

All of them nodded.

“Must be thousands up there,” said Sir Bulmar Brown.

“If it’s Blademelt, there might be tens of thousands,” Jonik said. “Even a hundred or more. And the gods know what else.” He walked a little closer to the arch, peering up to try to find the hatch, but it wasn’t visible from here. He could vaguely see the breach in the roof, where Owen had climbed up past the column and into the level above, but nothing more. “So we don’t know what that hatch opens into?” he asked.

Owen Armdall shook his head. “Hard to say until we climb through. Could be into anything in the fortress sub-levels: storerooms, cellars, dungeons, cisterns, service areas, armouries.”

“What we need is a detailed schematic,” Jonik said. “Some plans that show the fortress’s structure from top to bottom.”

Mooton snorted. “Good luck with that. What we need is some balls. Let’s just go up and take a look.”

“No. Not yet. We can’t give away our position.”

“We’re not likely to find any plans,” Gerrin said. “If there are any, they’ll be in Eldurath under lock and key. Or some other Agarathi stronghold. I don’t think I have the energy for a heist.”

“What about the refuge?” Jonik asked, sensing he was clutching at straws. “Could Ilith have had plans stored somewhere?”

Gerrin didn’t think so. “Ilith had no part in Blademelt’s design. And from what you said, it sounds like that refuge is a little the worse for wear.” He shook his head. “Far as I see it, we don’t have much choice but to take a chance. But not yet. We wait.”

“Wait for what?” Bulmar asked.

“Reinforcements,” said the old Emerald Guard. “If we go snooping up there and are spotted, we’d best be ready to lay the fortress to a proper assault. If we don’t, they’ll collapse this whole cavern and lock us out. We’re only going to get one chance at this, and we’re damn well going to make the most of it.”

Jonik agreed with every word. “Emeric said more men were coming from the north to help us search the tunnels around Bone Cavern. He gave that command before he realised what the visions meant. Those men won’t be needed to search anymore, but we can use them for this instead.”

“How many men did he send for?” asked Sir Owen Armdall.

“I don’t know. Dozens…”

“Dozens,” snorted Mooton. “We can’t assault Blademelt with dozens.”

“We’re not going to assault it,” Jonik said.

It was all coming together in his head, the pieces clicking into place, forming a picture he liked the look of. He could see now why that vision had led them here. He knew exactly what they were here to do.

“Borrus is currently battling his way across the Bloodmarshes,” he said. “By now, the whole of the Bane might have emptied out and be marching right here.” For all they knew, there was a great northern host only miles away, closing in as they spoke. “Once Death’s Passage is won, the siege will begin. It will be brutal. And bloody. We’ll lose tens of thousands of men, and even then, there’s no guarantee of victory. History is a great teacher. And it tells us Blademelt is almost impossible to win.”

But there was another way, and that’s why they were here.

“We’re going to sneak up there,” Jonik said, “and open the gate for them. The only thing we need to know…is when.”
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She lay on a pyre, a simple thing, wrapped in a cream linen shroud bound in twine.

It should be silk, Saska thought. This pyre should be grand and stately, raised at the heart of Aram, with thousands gathered to mourn her.

That was how it might have been, at another time. A full state funeral for the long-serving Grand Duchess, with all the pomp and ceremony afforded her station. The drums and the horns and the trumpets and the songs, and whatever else they did as she was carried from the crypts. The great procession, the throngs lining the streets, the flowers thrown, the tears unleashed.

Rivers of tears for her, Saska knew. Seas of tears. Oceans. She had touched so many lives, warmed so many hearts, spoken with such wisdom, led with such strength. Empresses sought her counsel. Kings sailed the seas to see her. Lightborn lords and Moonriders knelt before her and paid her undying fealty. For decades, she had been a pillar in the south, unmoving, unyielding, constant in her rule. She had worked in the light to make a better world, and moved in the shadows of secrets too, but now she was gone, gone to the Blackness Above.

To the stars, Saska thought, looking up. I hope you find your way home.

A tear ran down her cheek. She did not wipe it away. Alone she stood, with only Joy at her side, several miles away from the village. She had chosen the spot herself, here on this cliff, the mountains looming to the east, the world tumbling away west, endlessly west, to the place Saska needed to go. It felt right, bringing her grandmother here. It was about as close to home as she’d ever get.

One last look before she joins the stars.

A cold wind ran through from the mountains, carrying with it the scent of pine and woodsmoke. Closer to the village, another pyre had been built. She looked that way, but couldn’t see it from here. Just a faint shroud of light beyond a little rise, where the village had gathered to say goodbye. Voices drifted to her distantly, joined in a murmur of song, and at the heart of it a male voice that sang louder than all the rest.

The elder, she knew, singing for his daughter. Sending her on her way. As was the custom here.

She wondered if she should sing as well, some sweet melody to recall her dear grandmother. But she didn’t know any songs, not really, nothing that fit, and she’d never had much of a singing voice anyway. So she satisfied herself with a few short words instead.

“I wish I’d had more time with you,” she said, as she had when she’d died. “I wish I could take you back with me, and lay you to rest properly, as you deserve. I hope…” She faltered, swallowing the lump in her throat. “I hope you find your way home, Grandmother. The stars are the same here, I know they’re the same, so it shouldn’t be so hard. You can see your daughter again now, and your brother, and your husband, and everyone else you’ve lost.”

The stars were starting to emerge now, blinking awake on the black canvas above. Saska thought that was how it was done, that she had the timing right. To light the pyre just as the stars came out, and to lay her grandmother down, facing up at them so she knew where she must go.

“I guess I’ll watch for you,” she said. “I’ll watch the skies until I see a new star, and I’ll know. I’ll know which one you are.”

She drew a breath, nodded to herself. There was nothing else to say. She reached down, picked up the torch that she’d set aside, already burning with a flickering flame. Shadows flew and rippled across the ground as she lifted it, shoved the fiery end into the stacked wood, left it there to catch alight. The flames took quickly, fluttering through the base, chugging their smoke. A change in the wind sent an ashen gust into her face, and she took a few paces back into the clearer air, standing and watching with her hands clasped at her navel, the heat of the blaze spreading, the flames snaking up through the latticework of wood, feasting.

For a long time, she stood there, watching the mortal vessel devoured. Hoping, as though such a thing might actually happen, that she would see Safina’s brilliant spirit released, see a ghostly apparition rise from the flames and float off up there to the stars.

But it never happened. All was as you would expect when flame met wood and fabric and flesh; the blackening, the breaking, the snapping and the cracking, glowing ash rising, cooling, dying. So she had to imagine it instead, imagine the moment when her grandmother’s soul broke free, and she imagined it with such conviction and clarity that she even smiled as she saw it, and turned her eyes upward to follow as her grandmother drifted away. And in the sky she saw a new star shining, twinkling bright and silver with a little touch of gold.

She smiled at it, staring for a long, long time, locking its position into her mind, memorising the stars around it. “That’s her,” she said, kneeling beside Joy. “Right there, that silver-gold one. Do you see, Joy? That’s my grandmother, Safina Nemati.”

In the north, men dug graves, put down headstones, but in Aramatia, the stars were made monuments instead. “No matter where I am, I’ll always be able to find you,” she whispered, letting a last tear slide down her cheek. That gave her comfort, a comfort to know that her grandmother was up there, watching over her now. She leaned down, rustled through her pack and pulled out a clay bottle and a wooden cup. She filled the latter with wine and raised it. “Be at peace now, Lady Safina. I’ll try to do you proud.”

She drank a deep swallow, draining half the cup, then stepped away from the heat of the blaze and took perch on a rock by the cliff. Joy sat beside her, rubbing up close and purring, but Saska could not help but feel terribly alone. It had been two nights since her grandmother died, since Eldur played his cruel trick. A gift, someone else might call it. To grant Lady Safina another hour or two of life, to give them a chance to say goodbye. But Saska didn’t see it that way. To her, it was just another way to try to break her. To give the woman life, and then snatch it away. To kindle Saska’s hope, and then kick it to ash.

She sat there now, on that rock, feeling so very alone. “It’s just you and me now, Joy,” she said, curling her arm around the cat. “We don’t need anyone else. We’ll…we’ll find our way home together.”

She had left the village the night her grandmother died, had carried her here to be alone. Only once had she returned, to ask for food, and when she did, she found the whole place in mourning. A darkness had fallen over it; no one seemed to be at work. Under grim wet skies, she’d seen smoke curling up from the longhouse, and she’d heard the ululating sounds inside. The wailing of women, the sobbing of grown men. The apothecary had been loved, dearly loved in this community, and she was dead now, dead.

Dead, because of me.

She sighed, looking west, back the way she’d come, to the distant coast far beyond her sight. Eldur lured me here to waste my time. He lured me here to be with my grandmother, and then he took her from my arms. That the apothecary had also died was an even greater tragedy. She was younger, beloved among these people. Important, maybe, in the care she gave. And all it took was a sniff. A sniff of that vile potion and she collapsed and hit her head, and later…later…

Saska grimaced, drank, swallowed. How had it come to this? Sitting here, by her grandmother’s burning body, in an alien land a world away. Weeks from the coast. Not knowing if she’d find a boat. Or people to sail one. Or which way to go. West, west, that’s all she had. West! I woke on that coast, so it must be that way. She snorted at the utter paucity of that evidence, but what else did she have to go on? She’d tried, of course, to mime ‘boat’ to the old man, tried on several occasions during their travels to ask him about all that, but he’d only smiled at her in that kind, patient way and said nothing to suggest he understood.

She sighed, slurped, swallowed. Leaning back, one foot up on the rock, looking up to the stars, to her grandmother, looking west. “We have to go, Joy,” she said. “We can’t linger around here any longer.” The starcat was lying down now, forepaws curled to cradle her chin. Looking away west as well. “So you agree? Good, I’m glad. Tomorrow,” she said, deciding with a nod. “We’ll sleep out here tonight, and leave tomorrow.”

But tomorrow was tomorrow. Tonight…she had wine. Not a long-term tonic for the troubles she had, but tonight, yes, she’d drink her fill.

She went to fill up the cup again, decided to just cut out a step, and pulled straight from the bottle instead, tossing the cup aside. She was getting a little drunk already; she could feel it, everything fuzzing a bit around the edges, a warmth creeping into her head, saturating her limbs. It would help her sleep, she was sure of that, and that was help she needed because she’d barely slept a wink since that night.

She had a flash of it, of her grandmother dying like that, resting up against her arm, fading away like the setting sun. The way the light went out of the world, just as it went out of her life. Dark took the land, and it took her too. It was a fitting way, Saska supposed when she thought about it, for a great Lightborn to go, drifting off into her eternal sleep as the light drained out from the sky.

Did Eldur design it to be so? Time it to be so?

She had gone in peace, at least, Saska would have to grant him that. A gift, then, was it? Is that how the Fire Father saw it? She shook her head, once and twice, and drank down another hearty gulp. It was cruelty, nothing but cruelty, she knew. A hug…then a sudden stab in the flank.

He gave her life, and he took it away. He did it to prove his power.

She drank again, drank until the bottle was dry, glugging, slurping, spilling some down her lips, wiping it with the back of her hand. When it was finished, she tossed the bottle aside to roll across the rocky ground, rustled around in her bag and plucked out a second. More, yes, she needed more. She pulled the cork with her teeth and drank a long swallow, draining a good quarter of the bottle in a single go. Her throat moved up and down, sucking the warm liquid, and a pleasant, slow feeling began to come upon her. She didn’t want to think of any of it now, not her grandmother, not Eldur, not the journey ahead, the dangers, and the wine was helping to calm her.

Let it lie until tomorrow, she told herself, swallowing. We’ll think about it all tomorrow.

She moved from the rock, lay down on her bedroll and stared groggily up at the stars. She held the bottle in her hand, clutching it loosely against her side, turning her head every now and then to drink. She let her mind go blank, such as she could, hoping to drift away into a dreamless sleep. No visit to the beach tonight. No visit to her grandfather. No dreams of Elyon either, those impure dreams, and they came often enough. Just blackness, drunken blackness would serve, that sweet oblivion of the sotted, and to awaken to a brighter day.

Well, not quite.

She slept; she was not sure how long, but when she awoke, she did so to darkness. She was still lying there, on her back, the bottle up against her side, almost empty. A groan moaned out through her lips as she felt the hammering in her head, the fullness of her bladder. Gods, did she need a piss. She sat up, wincing and rubbing her eyes with the heel of her hand. This was no doubt a downside of too much drinking. The early calls of nature pulling you right out of your sleep.

She managed to roll over and crawl up to her knees, her bladder feeling like it was about to pop. The pyre had burned low, she saw, all cinders and charred wood, charred bone.

One good thing about being all alone - at least she didn’t need to worry about her dignity. No finding a good spot behind a tree, or rustling off into the bushes to squat away from prying eyes. A part of her felt like making her water right here, but supposed that was a step too far, pissing where she slept, so she stood up, a little off-kilter, and stumbled a few paces away behind the rock.

She was about halfway done pulling down her breeches when something caught at the edge of her vision. Movement, over by the fire. A flicker of flame, maybe, and a twist of shadow. She looked lazily over, breeches down by her bare thighs, then pulled them up abruptly. A figure was moving her way.

“Gods,” she blurted, nearly pissing herself from fright. It was almost enough to sober her up. Almost, but not quite.

She squinted at the newcomer, thinking it was probably the elder, or one of the tribe, coming to see if she was all right. Joy was sitting up, watching, in no way alarmed. Not a threat, then, Saska realised, and a new thought suddenly occurred to her.

The Blue Traveller. Coming in the night, like last time. If she hadn’t been awoken by her bursting bladder, no doubt he’d have crept in, unheard, and set Joy off with that thunderous purring again.

She snarled at the thought of it. Good. This was good. A chance to give him a piece of her mind, and drunkenly, too, so she wouldn’t hold back. A chance to ask him why he didn’t warn her about the tonic. Why he sent those people to lead her here…only to watch her grandmother die.

“You’ve got a lot of explaining to do,” she called over, voice slurring. She stumbled around the rock, moving toward him. “Questions. They’re dangerous as dragons, you said. But damn it, I’m going to ask them anyway, and you’re going to…”

She stopped. It was only then that she perceived a womanly figure, not a manly one; curved hips, long hair, a woman for a certainty.

Not him, then. Damnit. And not the elder either.

“Who’s that? Who’s there?” She sounded horribly drunk.

Well, she must have been. Either drunk or dreaming, because this couldn’t be real.

The figure came forward, looking as puzzled as Saska felt.

It was Princess Talasha Taan.
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“Bloody rain,” muttered Lord Borrus Kanabar, swiping aside the pavilion flaps.

He was speaking quite literally. The rain here at the southern edge of the Bloodmarshes fell red, like blood, and had a similar consistency, too, thick and unnaturally heavy.

The Lord of Rivers shrugged out of his cloak and put it on a peg. He had a cursory look around as Sir Torvyn Blackshaw followed in behind him, ever at his side. “I’m told there’s something important to discuss,” Borrus said.

“Yes.” Lord Killian Oloran’s voice was a shade above a whisper. “There’s news from Lythian, just come down from the Bane.” Killian had a letter in his hand. Elyon had already read it, as had Rikkard and Robbert and Lady Marian Payne, Horus Buckland, Sir Gereon of Greyguard, Sir Lothar Tunney and Lord Wilson Gullimer. Basically, everyone. Borrus might hold the final command here, but in this, he was the last to know.

He took the letter and read it over. Then he marched back outside a moment, looked up at the sky, and came back in. “I can’t see the moon. Where are we in the lunar cycle?”

No one had an immediate answer. Seeing the moon was uncommon here in the Bloodmarshes, on account of the fog and the rain.

“Well?” Borrus said. “No one?”

“It’s swelling,” said Marian Payne. “Almost ripe.”

Borrus looked at her blankly. “What does that mean? Swelling? Ripe? We’re talking about the moon not a bloody avocado.”

“A ripe moon refers to a waxing gibbous,” said Rikkard Amadar. “We may be only a night or two away from that.”

“A night or two?” Borrus had another study of the letter, then handed it to Sir Torvyn to read. “Blademelt’s a full day-and-night march from here. And that’s if we face no further resistance, which we surely will. We’d never get there in time.”

“No,” Elyon agreed. “Which means that Walter’s wrong, and Devrin’s right.”

That was the central debate, Lythian had written, over a particular vision regarding the attack on Blademelt. Walter had insisted that he had written ‘waxing’ gibbous, and that was the night they must attack; Devrin was certain that he’d seen a ‘waning’ gibbous when he glimpsed the vision in his dreams. Seeing as the men refused to come to any agreement on the issue, Lythian had simply put it all into a letter and had it sent here, so they could decide what to do with the information themselves.

Basically, he passed the buck.

“We need to be there by the waning gibbous,” Elyon Daecar said. “Or what they otherwise call the rotten moon, Borrus. You have the ripe moon, then the full moon, and by the end of the full one, it’s gone rotten.”

Borrus peered at him, unsure. “The rotten moon, is it?”

“It isn’t,” dismissed Marian Payne, sighing. “Elyon is attempting humour, ignore him. One common term for it is the fading moon. The dimming moon is another.”

“I prefer rotten, but whatever.” Elyon shrugged his shoulders.

“And when will that be?” Borrus asked, identifying Marian as their resident expert on the lunar cycle. “This dimming moon.”

“Five or six days from now. After the full moon. Elyon was correct in that part. We won’t know for certain until we confirm the current phase of the cycle.”

“Right,” Borrus said, still puzzling it over. “You said this came from Lythian, Kill?”

Killian nodded. “Via Torus Stoutman. He flew through Dragon’s Bane some days ago and handed it over to Sir Karter. He had it sent out here with a messenger.”

“Cutting it tight, isn’t he? If this Walter Selleck’s right about the waxing gibbous, or whatever you call it, that ripe moon, then we’re going to miss it. Unless it’s next month? Could it be next month?”

“I hope not,” piped in Sir Lothar. “That would mean being out here for another month. No one wants that.”

Murmurs of agreement. Life on the Bloodmarshes was widely considered to be unpleasant at best and frankly unacceptable at worst. Elyon hadn’t been here anywhere nearly as long as most of the rest of them, but already he was hungering for a good gulp of clean air, and the comfort of being able to see more than fifty feet in front of his eyes. It was tiring, having to be on alert for dragon attacks all of the time. And they came often, appearing from nowhere and disappearing just as quickly every day and every night. Sometimes, if the men were able to muster a swift response, the dragons were peppered with arrows and spears and driven off. Occasionally, they were even killed when they picked out the wrong group and had their wings clipped, to be set upon and overwhelmed. Mostly, though, their rush attacks were successful, killing a few men, or even as many as a dozen, before they slipped back into the fogs. These were daily occurrences that had just become the norm. And everyone wanted clear air again, so they could see the bastards coming.

“Why didn’t Lythian send this earlier?” Borrus demanded. “Might have been useful to give us a bit more time to decide what to bloody well do.”

“The original messenger was waylaid,” Killian said quietly. “And by waylaid, I mean killed in a dragon attack. You may notice a bit of damage to the letter. The man burned, but thankfully, the letter was tucked safely behind his breastplate and saved. Only the upper edge of it got singed. It took a while for another man to take up the duty. I believe Lythian hoped for us to have this information sooner.”

Borrus made a harrumphing sound. “Information. It’s hardly much to go on, is it? It’s all just bits and pieces.” Borrus clearly didn’t think much of these visions, to no one’s surprise. “We don’t need any help winning Blademelt,” he declared, with customary belligerence. “We’ve had the firefolk running for weeks, and no pointy walls are going to stop us.”

“They may not stop us, but they will slow us, of that we can be certain.” Rikkard always offered a counterpoint to the man’s more reckless instincts. “At the very least, we’ll lose tens of thousands of men in a protracted siege, and I’m not sure we have the time for that.” He glanced meaningfully at Elyon, who knew just what his uncle was thinking. “If there is a chance we can push for victory at Blademelt more quickly, we must take it. Or would you dismiss the help of a god, Borrus?”

“Bloody yes I would. I’ve had it up to here with gods, Rikkard. Gods, demigods, titans, the lot of them. It’s just one big game to them, and we’re the pieces on the board. Bugger them, I say. Bugger the bloody lot of them.”

He walked over to the drinks table, where there were some jugs of ale and wine set up along one side of the command pavilion. It was dusk, and as happened every night, several pavilions were pitched for the host’s commanders, while the rest of the men sprawled out wherever they could bed down for the night, as the defensive lines were dug in, the watch set, the fires lit, and so on.

By now, it was quite a formidable host. Following the victory at the crossing, they’d combined their strength as planned, and as Lord Gullimer had said, the way south from there was much easier to navigate. That final crossing with the bridge of barges was the last of them. After that, the waterways were never wider than a few metres across, the earth became firmer, and eventually the islands all closed in, coalescing back into a more solid landmass.

As it turned out, Borrus had won his own crossing on the same day they did. Rikkard had informed them of that after his trip to treat with the Lord of Rivers.

“So?” Elyon had asked him when he came riding back with his men. “Is Borrus going to march and join us here?”

Rikkard shook his head. “He’s already pushing on. Borrus won his crossing an hour before us. He wanted to make it clear that he won that particular race.”

Elyon laughed. “Everything’s a contest with that man. Pushing on? How far?”

“A few miles further south.” Rikkard took out his map and they huddled around it. “He says to meet him here, and pool our strength. Then we’ll drive south together.”

And that’s what they’d done. A few hours later, following very little sleep, their small host had met up with Borrus’s much larger one, a host of primarily East Vandarians supplemented by a couple thousand Olorans, maybe five hundred Paynes, some Pentar men, and the southern forces under the command of Risho Ranaartan. When they arrived, Borrus had been there to greet them, smiling massively as he marched right up to Elyon and lifted him into a bear hug.

“Gods, you’re looking more and more like your father every day,” he’d said. “You’ve even got a scar now, right there on your cheek, not quite like his but almost. How are you, Elyon? How bloody are you!”

“Fairly bloody, Borrus. I’ve been fighting a lot.”

The man’s laughter was loud enough to awaken gods. “Come, come, let’s talk. We’ll stop the night here. I won’t move us another inch until I’ve heard all your stories, Elyon. I want to be bored of you, do you hear? Bored!”

So it was that Elyon Daecar had spent yet another night drinking. First, it was with Rikkard back at Dragon’s Bane, then Robbert following the victory on Parley Island, and now Borrus Kanabar, the new Lord of the Riverlands and Warden of the East. When Elyon suggested they should not imbibe too freely, Borrus had only waved a hand and said, “Bugger that, Elyon, absolutely not. When was the last time we saw one another? Back in the Riverlands, wasn’t it, shortly after your father was cut.”

“Just before he sent you south,” Elyon said.

“A lifetime ago,” Borrus reflected. “And we’ve both lived a dozen lifetimes since. I want to hear your story, all of it, every damn chapter, good and bad. And your father. I’ll hear about him as well. Rikkard and Killian haven’t seen him in the gods know how long either, so it’s down to you. And for that, we’ll need drink!”

He’d laughed, already onto his second cup of ale, and getting quickly through that as well. The ale was one thing that was in decent supply here. For one, Borrus Kanabar was always of the belief that they needed it for the men to toast the dead after any battle. Given that men were dying every day in small skirmishes with the Agarathi and from the frequent dragon attacks, ale, mead, and watered wine were necessities. Horus Buckland, a famous drinker himself, had agreed. War was a grim, bloody business, and a man needed a drink after a hard day’s fighting (or marching) to set himself right. Now, wagons loaded with barrels and casks were rumbling south from the Bane every day. And with them came thousands more men - Vandarians, Tukorans, more of Buckland’s Rasal host - all summoned south by their lords in the final push to win Death’s Passage.

Elyon, of course, hadn’t needed much convincing. “Fine. We’ll drink, Borrus. But if we’re set upon by a massive attack, and I’m too sotted to speak, let alone fight, I want it on the record that it’s all your fault.”

“Very well. You’re absolved of all blame. So, let’s hear it, Elyon. Your story. And…well, I suppose…” He went awkward all of a sudden. “I guess we should talk about…”

“Jonik,” Elyon said. He had a good instinct of what Borrus was thinking, and he was happy to get it out of the way. “You served under him. I know.”

“Well, I…served under?” he huffed. “I wouldn’t say I served…”

“It’s fine,” Elyon said. “He saved your life down in Solas. You owed him a life debt. And when you got to know him, you learned to like him. It’s fine, Borrus. Really.”

The big bald lord had a frown on his face. “You’re…sure? I was worried you’d think I’d betrayed you.”

“You haven’t,” Elyon assured him. “I’ve spent a bit of time with Jonik myself, and…” He shrugged. “I understand why you might have liked him. Or tolerated him, anyway. And I don’t blame you or anyone else for serving with him. He’s done a lot of good recently. No one can deny him that.”

Elyon realised, as he spoke, how much his feelings had changed toward his bastard brother. A part of him felt guilty for it, as though he owed it to Aleron to keep on hating him. But a better part knew that wasn’t healthy, or even right, and probably not what Aleron would have wanted either. By now, his hate would feel a little petty in the light of everything he knew. He hoped he was a wiser and more forgiving man than that.

With that cleared up, they’d talked for hours, drank too much, ate too little, and laughed a great deal. Of course, Elyon felt fairly dismal the next day. “Was it worth it?” Rikkard asked him, as he emerged bleary-eyed the following morning.

“I’d tell you, if I could remember.”

“Then I’d say it was worth it.”

Whether it was worth it or not, Elyon couldn’t say, but it was certainly very familiar. Much of his pre-war life had been spent crawling out of one tent or bedchamber or another, sometimes following a night drinking with the men on the road, at others a banquet or ball when he ended up in the arms of some nubile maid. It was hard to think that all that was only a couple of years ago. It really did feel like a full lifetime, as Borrus had said.

That day, thankfully, Elyon was not expected to do any fighting. They’d stayed in camp, in the end, to allow for more men and supplies to catch up. Five thousand had come that day, and the next, as they pressed to the south, another seven thousand had come marching through the mists to join them. Now, almost a week later, their numbers had swollen to over fifty thousand, and Death’s Passage was well and truly under their control. Only the final stretch lay ahead, where the passage broadened out along the Agarathi coast, with Blademelt barring the way.

And Blademelt was now the focus.

Sir Torvyn Blackshaw was still studying the letter sent from Lythian, an eyelid occasionally flickering, or lip twitching as he read. Little facial ticks from his long years in Pal Palek’s pits. “This vision suggests our attack must happen during a dark, stormy night, under a red rain,” the old knight said.

“That could describe tonight,” retorted Borrus from the drinks counter. “Or most nights here.”

“And if those conditions are met tomorrow night, during the waxing gibbous?”

“Then I guess we’ll be missing our shot, Torv.” Borrus said that dismissively, like he didn’t care. “I’m not going to let myself be ruled by some misheard words and half-seen shapes. That’s no way to conduct a war. We’ll attack Blademelt when I decide, not before.”

That caused a slight stiffening of spines from several of the men in the room. Rikkard was the one who spoke. “Do not forget in whose company you stand, Borrus. There are greatlords here besides yourself. And a king and a prince as well. We permit you the rule of this host as a courtesy, but this is too big a decision to be made by you alone. We must consider it carefully and take it to a vote.”

“A vote?” Borrus scoffed. “You mean talk about it endlessly and go around in circles?”

“I mean decide upon a course together and follow it. For a start, we can judge the value of this vision. You seem to think it’s a waste of time, Borrus. Does anyone else share that doubt?”

Rikkard looked around at the rest of the council members. There was a bit of murmuring, a few noncommittal shrugs. Buckland said, “I’m Rasalanian. So duty-bound to believe in anything Rasalan wants to show us, but it’s the nature of it. All these half-seen glimpses. The guesswork, filling in the blanks. Sevrin’s a fine fellow, and Devrin’s a bright young lad, but neither of them is Godrin, nor are they directly of Thala’s line. Makes me uneasy.”

Sir Lothar nodded. “I don’t like it. We’re trusting too much in the words of a few men a thousand miles away. We’re right here. We should decide when and how we attack.”

“I agree that the lack of certainty makes it harder to commit to a course of action,” said Lord Gullimer. “But it seems clear to me that we must be ready, and in position, should the conditions of this vision be met.”

“That would mean leaving right now and marching through the night,” put in King Robbert. “If this waxing moon is tomorrow evening…”

“We’d never make it,” Borrus said.

“We might,” countered Rikkard. “If we send ahead an advanced force to engage whatever enemy patrols we find, clear them out for us to pass. If we march with all our strength, right now…”

“We’ve just set camp,” Borrus argued back. “Now you’re asking the men to scoop up their bedrolls and keep on going? Not just all night but all day as well. In the vague hope that…”

Elyon had heard enough. This entire process had been set in motion by him when he paired Sevrin, Devrin, and Walter Selleck together with the Eye of Rasalan. He’d done that in the hopes of being given a glimpse, something that might help them to win the war, and that’s exactly what he was getting.

“There’s something we haven’t considered yet,” he said, cutting Borrus off.

“And what’s that?” asked Sir Gereon.

“The gate,” Elyon said. “Lythian writes of the gate in his letter. The main gate of the fortress, facing north.”

“Yes? And?” Borrus seemed a little put out at being interrupted. “So we’ll attack the gate, that’s obvious. I don’t think…”

Elyon cut him off again. “I think it’s more than that. Before Rikkard, Horus and I came down from the Bane, a messenger called Rankin arrived, sent by Emeric Manfrey. He came with a letter asking for more men to help in Emeric’s expedition. Specifically, they needed men to help them explore a vast cavern with hundreds of interconnected passages.”

He paused, then said, “I think one of them leads beneath Blademelt. When Emeric came back to recruit more men, he had every intention of riding to Dragon’s Bane himself. But he didn’t. He changed his mind and sent Rankin instead. He left that important duty to a common soldier and rushed back under the Red Sea to return to the rest of his party.”

Lord Gullimer frowned. “You’re suggesting he knew something important? That’s why he rushed back at once?”

“I’m suggesting he learned something important. There was another letter.”

“Another letter? From who?”

“Lythian. Brought to King’s Crown Cavern by Torus Stoutman. Emeric only received it when he returned through the tunnel. As soon as he did, he gave Rankin the order to ride to Dragon’s Bane instead.”

“And the contents of this mysterious letter?” asked Borrus, uncertain.

“We don’t know for sure.” Elyon glanced at his uncle, who’d been the one to speak to the man. “But whatever it was, it was clearly important enough for Emeric to turn around and go back south at once.”

“Another vision,” said Sir Torvyn Blackshaw. “That’s all it can be.”

Elyon agreed. “And a twin to this one.” He pointed at the letter still grasped in Torvyn’s hand. “This mention of the gate. That’s the crucial clue, and the timing…if they’ve found a way beneath Blademelt, the timing’s going to be crucial.” He paused, thinking a moment, then said, “It’s a waning gibbous, a fading moon. It can’t be the waxing one…that’s too soon. It has to be the waning moon. We have five days, six at most, then we all have to be ready.”

“All of us?” asked Robbert Lukar. “You mean Emeric and his party as well?” He frowned when Elyon nodded. “But…how do we coordinate with them? Someone would have to go back to Dragon’s Bane, west down the coast, and then all the way south through this greatworm tunnel. That’s hundreds of miles. No one could get there in time.”

But Elyon Daecar disagreed. It was hundreds of miles, yes, but if anyone could do that, he could.

“I’ll have the wind at my back,” he said, smiling and swirling his right hand gauntlet with a gust of air. “Just be ready for that waning gibbous,” he told them. “And keep your eyes on the gate.”

And that was it, his decision made. Within no time at all, Elyon Daecar was heading north again, back across the Bloodmarshes, gliding alone in a race against time.
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“Saska?” Talasha said, blinking. She could not believe what she was seeing. “Saska Varin? Is that you?”

“Talasha?” The heir stumbled closer, sounding drunk and looking it, too. Her eyes were drawn, her skin a shade sickly, her lips red-stained from what seemed like wine. There was dirt on her cheeks, soot stains cut with streaks. It looked like she’d been crying. “Are you real? Is this a trick?” Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Are you him?”

“Him?”

“Him. Eldur. Or the Blue Wizard. Traveller. But he’s a wizard or…a god. He’s a god, I think.”

Talasha was profoundly puzzled. “How are you here, Saska?”

“Me? How are you here, more like? Eldur brought me here, the bastard.” And she spat drunkenly to the side, red spit, splattering into the rocky ground. That confirmed the wine, then. That and the two clay bottles that lay scattered nearby, dribbling red. Saska staggered a little closer, squinting and peering all the while. “It’s actually you, Talasha? Or am I dreaming?”

“It’s me. You’re not dreaming.”

Fresh tears were building in her eyes. She was three paces away, two, one, reaching out to prod at Talasha’s face. Saska’s eyes ran over her, glistening wet, as her fingers poked at her cheeks, her jaw, at the tight pink scars that crossed her face. The girl barely seemed to notice them. She must be blind drunk indeed. “It’s you,” she slurred, satisfied by all the prodding. Then she burst into sobs and fell forward into her arms, grasping at her wildly. “It’s actually you!”

Talasha was suddenly overcome with emotion. It was like the girl breaking down in her arms had broken her too, and she found herself grasping back at her, holding tight and crying. It wasn’t especially dignified, she didn’t suppose, but who cared about that? Talasha had been months alone now, months in solitude, shitting in bushes and living on scraps, swerving from danger in strange new lands and avoiding the embroilments of strange new people, and her dignity during those long endeavours had not been of much concern. Saska Varin might look a state, with that bedraggled hair and poor wool garb, but what of her? She was a princess turned hermit turned traveller of worlds, and she wore a suit of filth to show it.

“Saska.” She clung to her, happy beyond words to see a friend. “I just can’t believe it. I can’t believe…”

“You’re here!” Saska finished for her. “I can’t believe you’re here!” She pulled back and looked into her eyes with a great red smile on her lips. “How? How did you find me?”

“Find you? I wasn’t looking for you, Saska. I never even knew you were gone.”

Saska’s face sagged into a look of total confusion. “You…you didn’t know?”

“No. I haven’t seen anyone since Elyon. Since…” And she remembered her face again, her ruined, torn face. It made her turn away from the glare of the fire to make sure that the light didn’t show the scars. Darkness was better for her now, for a face like hers. The last time she’d seen Saska had been that same day when she left Elyon behind with the Nightblade and flew away into her new life of solitude. She’d only seen the heir from a distance, riding along with the Whaleheart and Leshie the Red Blade and her sellswords, the Butcher, Baker, Surgeon and the rest. She’d been unable to face them all back then, with the wounds so new, her face so swollen and disfigured. These days she didn’t really think about it much, being on her own all the time, but seeing Saska again…seeing her looking at the scars that way, eyes moving over them…it brought it all back.

“Elyon told us what happened,” the heir said sympathetically. “You still look beautiful, Talasha. No one can take that from you. The scars…”

“They’re nothing. They don’t matter.” It was ridiculous to even mention them, with all else that was going on. Talasha drew her in and hugged her again, if only to stop her looking. “I’m so glad to see you. I suppose…well, I suppose you’re why I’m here, Saska. You’re why he sent me here.”

“He? Who sent you?”

“A stranger. I met him in the Everwood. He came out from the shroud and gave me this.” She wore the necklace the stranger had given her, with the locket on the end. She held it up in her palm, pressed the pin at the back to click it open. Inside was the tuft of hair, bound in string, dark with strands of grey. “It’s his,” Talasha said. “He said it was mostly his. But not all.”

“I need to piss,” said Saska.

“Huh?”

“Sorry, I’m bursting. Just…wait here a moment. I want to hear all about it.” Saska swung around and dashed away past the fire, heading toward the trees further back from the cliff in a waddling run. Talasha watched, mouth hanging slightly open, then began to laugh. The comic timing was excellent, she had to admit, and damn if it felt good to chuckle again.

As she waited, Talasha wandered over to the scattered remnants of Saska’s picnic and found to her delight that one of the wine bottles wasn’t empty, with perhaps a third of it still left. She took a sip, not expecting much, but was pleasantly surprised. She had a second mouthful, savouring this one, running it about from cheek to cheek before swallowing it down and sighing. It had been a good long while since she’d tasted wine, probably since her days in Ilithor, long months ago, and gods if it didn’t taste good.

By the time Saska returned, most of the bottle was gone. “I’m drinking your wine,” Talasha confessed. “Guessed you’d probably had your fill of it.”

“So you’re doing me a favour, then?”

“That was my reasoning.”

Saska smiled. “If I never drink another drop, it’ll be too soon.” She looked a lot happier having emptied her bladder. “I saw Neyruu out in the trees,” she said, glancing back. “Didn’t even raise her head to look at me. Must be tired?”

“We’ve flown a long way.” A very, very, very long way.

“Right.” Saska looked at the locket around Talasha’s neck. “Guided by that, I’m guessing?” She came up next to her. “May I?”

“Of course.” Talasha removed the necklace and gave it to her. The heir of Varin turned it over between her fingers, smiling almost reminiscently. She used to do the same with the coral necklace she wore, though she wasn’t wearing it now. “You said it was from this stranger you met in the Everwood? The hair?”

“Most of it, yes. The dark hair, I believe. He had dark hair, the stranger.”

“Does it do anything?”

“Yes, as it happens. It opens doors.”

“Doors?”

“Between worlds. Every land has an unseen border, Saska, a veil beyond the sea, and that hair has been my key. I feel the veil opening to let me pass, closing again behind me. I’ve travelled through rather a lot of them to be here.” She paused, wondering if Saska’s experience had been similar. “And you?”

The girl shook her head. “I awoke here. I haven’t passed through any doors. None that I remember, anyway.” She was still looking intently at the hair, puzzling things through. “Only the dark hair belonged to this stranger you met?”

“That is my understanding, yes.”

“And the lighter hair?”

“Well…if the dark hair is like a key, then the light hair is like a beacon. That’s to say, it has drawn me on between these worlds, Saska, a pull of instinct that’s hard to explain. Until now, I wasn’t sure what or who it was leading me to. But since you’re here…”

“You think the hair’s mine?”

Talasha nodded. It was the best she could come up with. The only thing that made sense. “I know it’s not the same colour as your hair, but…”

“It isn’t mine.”

“Oh? Then you know…”

“It’s my grandmother’s,” Saska said, and her voice was sad when she said it.

Talasha’s puzzlement persisted. “Your grandmother? You’re to say Lady Safina’s here as well?” The news buoyed her. Yet Saska’s face did not. “Saska? What happened?”

The girl swallowed, eyes flicking glumly over to the campfire. But not a campfire, Talasha realised now, but a pyre, and it all clicked into place. “We…just had her funeral. Me and Joy. I wish you’d come a bit earlier, Talasha. To…say goodbye.”

“Oh…Saska. I’m so sorry.”

“No. It’s fine. She…had a good life.” The girl smiled uneasily, trying to be bullish about it. Most likely, she’d cried herself dry over it all already and didn’t need all that bubbling back up. Better to close that page and move on. She looked up and pointed to the stars. “That’s her, I think. That silvery gold one. I’m pretty sure that’s her.”

“Then it’s her,” Talasha said. If Saska believed her grandmother was there, then she was. That was all that mattered. She shifted over and put an arm around the younger woman’s shoulder. Still a teen, she thought. Or was she twenty by now? It was hard to know, and it didn’t much matter; eighteen, nineteen, twenty, it was all too young to go through the things she had. “She was a great woman, Saska. Was she brought here with you, by Eldur?”

“No. Separately. I spent weeks trying to find her, and then she died.” She didn’t say how, but it seemed a sore wound. Perhaps later, Talasha would dig into it. Now didn’t seem the time.

A short silence lingered between them. Talasha had seen another fire not far away, burned down low like this one, but decided not to ask about it. Another pyre, maybe. Another death.

A few more moments passed, then Saska said, “I met him too. The man who gave you this.” She still had the locket in her hand. “He came to me in the dead of night and told me things had been arranged. Well, he said a lot of things. But that, about things being arranged. It’s all this. It’s me coming here to find my grandmother. It’s you being drawn here, too.” She frowned, trying to get her head around something, staring down at the lock of hair. “A key, you said. The hair.”

“Right.”

Saska nodded to herself. “Only gods can pass between realms,” she murmured. “That’s how Eldur got here. He’s half a god himself, and he bore the Soul of Agarath. Another key. Same as this hair. Gifts from gods,” she said.

Gifts from gods, Talasha thought, agreeing. Certainly, the stranger she’d met in the Everwood had seemed to be some god or another. Indeed, when she’d touched his hand and looked into his eyes, she’d seen a depth of years and wisdom that frankly, she could not begin to fathom. That he had come here to give Saska a nudge as well did not seem overly surprising to her.

“What did you call him earlier? The stranger?”

“The Blue Traveller,” Saska said. “He wore a blue cloak. Said to call him a traveller who liked the colour blue, so I just put the two together.” Her eyes went sideways to her. “Did he wear blue when you met him?”

Talasha was trying to remember just that. She’d been in a morass of self-pity and gloom back then, and in the ashen remains of the Everwood, colours hadn’t exactly popped out, but reflecting on it, she supposed he did have some blue about him. “He wore a cloak of feathers,” she said. “Some were blue, I think. And he had on a blue belt as well.”

“Same person,” Saska said. “Do you think?”

“All this seems too much of a coincidence to be otherwise.”

The girl nodded. “Nice to have a mysterious god on our side, I suppose. Though I’d take less of the mystery, being honest. They’re too cryptic by half, these gods.”

Talasha smiled, feeling the big scar across her forehead tighten and stretch. “Believe me, I’d have preferred a bit of clarity too. He told me almost nothing at all, just to ‘feel it’ and that it would ‘show me the way’.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

Another short silence.

“So…how long have you been looking? You said you’ve seen other worlds?”

“Many.”

“Like this one?”

“Some. Others…” Talasha shook her head, preferring not to think about them.

“What?” Saska leaned in closer. “That bad, are they?”

“Wastelands,” Talasha said. That was a good word for them, but a sanitised word. Hellscapes would be better, infernal lands of the dead and the damned. “Places where they failed,” she added, and Saska understood.

“So if we don’t get back…?”

“We will get back.”

“And you know the way?” Saska’s eyes were hopeful, almost like a child looking up to a parent or elder sibling, needing comfort. “If the locket guided you here, to my grandmother, then…”

“I would hope it will help guide us home as well. But if not, I have taken notes.”

“Notes?”

“A map. Of sorts. Star patterns, flight times, directions of travel, and so forth. I would like to think I can get us home, though do not expect it to happen quickly. Neyruu and I have been flying for weeks.”

“Weeks?” She could see at once that Saska Varin found the word more than a little discouraging. “Is there no quicker way?”

“Not that I know of.”

“I doubt Eldur took weeks,” the girl said, chewing her lip. “He’d never waste that time getting here and back. There must be a…”

Talasha raised a hand. “There is no sense in speculating on the demigod’s mode of travel, Saska Varin. We must work with what we have, and what we have is Neyruu, this locket, and my carefully recorded scribblings. That will have to do.”

Saska’s face went apologetic. “Of course. Sorry. I didn’t mean to…”

“You don’t need to apologise. I quite understand your urge to get back, though these are the realities we face. We can leave tomorrow morning, once Neyruu is rested. Now, this land…” She looked around. “We flew over it mostly in darkness, but it looked verdant from what I saw. Is there good hunting here, Saska? Foraging?” She was thinking about gathering food and supplies. And wondering if there might be game for Neyruu to catch. “What sort of a land is it?”

“It’s a paradise,” Saska said, joylessly.

“A paradise, you say?”

“Aramatia made it. So Eldur told me anyway. There are people here, kind people.” She looked through the trees. “There’s a village, just a few miles that way. That’s where I found my grandmother. A pretty village beside a river. Mountains behind. A spring, further up.”

“A spring?” Talasha shifted forward a little.

“I haven’t seen it myself,” Saska said. “I just saw it in a painting in one of the huts. Seems like a holy place to the people. Well, that isn’t surprising. Aramatia likes her springs, doesn’t she?”

“Yes, she does.” Talasha was thinking something through, wondering if she’d been brought here for another reason besides Saska. Both equally important, maybe… “I’d like to visit this spring. Do you know where I can find it?”

“What? Right now?”

“No time like the present. So…?”

“It’s…just east of the village, at the base of the mountains. Right where the river comes down.” Saska frowned. “Are you going on foot, or…”

“I’ll fly, I think. Before Neyruu gets too comfortable.”

“Make sure you give the village a wide berth, then. I doubt they’ve ever seen a dragon before.”

“I’ll bear that in mind.” Talasha looked up at the stars, at the one glowing a little gold, and particularly brightly, it seemed, and pulled a breath into her lungs. There was so much more that she wanted to know. About Safina’s death, and how she came to be here. About Joy, and why she was here too. She wanted to know what Saska knew, from back home. How were things when she left? What of the blades? Did she know anything of Cevi, whom she’d left behind in Ilith’s refuge? How was Elyon? Ranulf? Might she even have news of Lythian, her sweet captain?

But all that could stay for later. “I won’t be long,” she said. “If you could procure us another bottle of that wine while I’m gone, I wouldn’t object.” Talasha smiled, feeling the now familiar tightness as her scarred flesh pulled and stretched. The forehead scar was the worst, but there were others on either side of her face that were unsightly and stiff as well. When she’d visited the Everwood, it had been to drink from the Spring. A vague hope that maybe it might heal her, if such a thing could happen, but she’d only found it spoiled, lightless, dead. Then the Blue Traveller had come, as Saska called him, and set her on this path, and here she was, in another land of Aramatia’s making, with a holy spring nearby.

She scratched at her forehead scar as she wandered past the pyre, away toward the trees where Neyruu lay sleeping. Again, she had a vague hope that her scars might be healed, but it was another purpose that drove her. Nothing so conceited and superficial as that. Something far greater, she thought.

“Wake up, Neyruu, it’s time to fly.”

The dragon stirred reluctantly, raised her long neck and peered into the starry skies. A frown and a grumble and her head slumped back down.

“It’s late, I know, but we have something we have to do. It’s not far. Just a few miles. Now up, up. You can sleep for hours after.”

Their relationship was better than it used to be, though bickering was still a part of it. Talasha had long since resigned herself to being second-best in Neyruu’s eyes, never quite a match for her first and original rider, Kin’rar Kroll. That was fine. Kin’rar was a treasure. To be second best to such a man as him, such a trueborn rider, such a natural in the saddle, a natural in the skies, was no insult. No insult at all.

The dragon rose sleepily and shook herself off like a dog, twigs and leaves flying, then leaned back down for Talasha to climb up. She did not fasten herself into the saddle, didn’t need to on such a short flight. “Quiet now,” she said. “We don’t want to wake the village.”

Neyruu grunted and gave another shake, yawned, stretched her wings, then swung around looking for a good place to take off. She plodded out through the trees and into a clearing, turned a full circle and was satisfied.

Then pumping her wings, up they went. To search out the holy spring.
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It was a cold calm night in Ilithor. And the sky was full of stars.

Across the plateau paced Lythian Lindar, wrapped in a thick cloak, keeping the watch. Tonight, with Sir Storos Pentar away, he would keep it all by himself, all night. Most nights, no, they split it or shared it, but tonight Lythian had given Storos the evening off, and he’d decided to spend it down in White Shadow, most likely getting uproariously drunk.

It made Lythian smile to think of it. Storos, down there in one of the last of the taverns that hadn’t been destroyed, singing some jaunty Pentar song, tankard in one hand, the other trailing over the shoulder of a fellow drunk, crooning into the early hours of the morning. It was the man’s first time off the plateau, after long weeks stranded up here, and he deserved to make the most of it. If he found some willing woman and had his way with her, fine. If he got so drunk on the bootleg liquor from the backwater alleys that he passed out in the gutter, that was fine as well. So long as he didn’t freeze to death, or come down with pneumonia, anyway.

“Enjoy yourself, just don’t get in trouble,” Lythian had told him, as he left.

The knight had only frowned and said, “Lythian, the city’s had enough trouble already. I’m not sure there’s any left to find.”

That was true enough. In the days immediately following Eldur’s attack, Lythian had expected another assault. The Heart of Vandar had been made, and they would return in force to try to take it, destroy it, or otherwise make sure it could never be used. But they hadn’t. Eldur had not returned. No dragon had been sighted, save those flown by their allies. The war was far to the south of here, and all of Eldur’s resources were being deployed in the battles there.

Lythian still kept watch, just in case, through habit if nothing else. Mostly, he would gaze out at the skies, just in case he should see a dragon incoming, but he would look to the stair as well, the one that led up to the plateau. Maybe, he thought, she would come climbing up one night. Varin’s heir returned to them at last. If that was so, and Saska was to return, Lythian wanted to be awake and alert to meet her.

There was an armchair set near the edge of the plateau, offering fine views down through the valley. Storos had brought that out here one night, saying he could keep watch just as well from a comfy old chair as he could while pacing up and down or resting his rump on a rock. True though that was, Lythian suspected he had probably dozed off in that chair, and more than once. He hadn’t exactly caught him in the act, but oft as not, the man looked decidedly too well rested after a long night out here alone. Suspiciously so, in fact.

Lythian strolled over to the armchair and sat. He didn’t do so often, or for long - no, too long and he risked getting too comfortable, and where Storos Pentar might nod off on watch, Lythian would never allow himself to do so. He would sit, only to rest a short while, then stand and pace again, and right now he was due a good sitting. So he settled into the upholstery, folding one armoured leg over the other, looking over at the stack of books that Storos had heaped on a little side table. The knight had brought them out to keep him occupied, books on history and warfare, siege strategy and the like, and there were a few old adventure yarns mingled amid the stack as well.

They were fairly modern novels, written in the last hundred years or so in the more fashionable narrative styles, and no doubt they had been Tyrith’s once before. Ilith’s heir had been imprisoned up here by Janilah Lukar since he was a child, after all, so the king had probably allowed the boy a few small pleasures such as these.

Well, he wasn’t all bad, then. He may have kept Tyrith up here as an indoctrinated thrall, but he gave him a few silly books. That Storos, half a child himself, had sniffed them out did not much surprise the Knight of the Vale. Each had pictures of dragons and battles and muscular heroes and pretty maidens on the front cover, mostly faded and worn so the details were no longer clear.

Lythian picked one up, looking at the cover. It showed a beautiful woman, very buxom and scantily clad, held in the arms of a shirtless warrior as a dragon lay dead at his feet. The book beneath it in the pile was rather similar, though the dead creature was not a dragon this time, but a snowbear, the man wore a furry cloak - open at the chest, of course - and the woman…well, she was just as buxom, perhaps even a little more, in fact, and in no way dressed for the wintry conditions with the frankly tiny strip of fabric she wore at the top and bottom.

“Well, Storos, I can see the appeal.” Lythian had no doubt these were the books Storos read at night - or looked at, anyway. The rest - the big dusty tomes on history and war - were just for show, Lythian suspected, and hadn’t been so much as glanced at.

He chuckled at the thought, breath fogging, though in truth, he didn’t blame the man one bit. They were living through a war, and didn’t need to read about one. Why read about history when it was being written all around them? Frankly, a bit of escapism was probably what they all needed. Storos going down to White Shadow was just the same: to walk among the people, hear their stories, tell some tales, get drunk, and maybe find a girl. Once before, that was just life, but now normal life was escapism from the twisted thing that life had become.

Lythian placed the two books aside, and as he did, he spotted one that caught his eye, poking out the side of the pile. He pulled it free and looked at it. At once, he thought of Talasha.

The woman on the cover looked just like her. She was not scantily dressed, but wearing the garb of a Fireborn rider, her long jet hair whipping in the wind as she flew swiftly over a battlefield on her dragon. Lythian smiled and touched gently at the faded face. The dragon even looked a little like Neyruu, though it was more light blue than grey, and was a smidge bigger as well. He looked at the cover for a long while, then turned the page and opened the book. A part of him wondered if there would be some secret in this story. Was it like the painting? Was this yet another clue scattered through time by Queen Thala and the heirs of her line?

The thought excited him. Maybe the book would detail Talasha’s story? Maybe it would tell Lythian where she was and what had come of her. Yet as he flipped the pages, he realised, no, it was just another yarn, a work of fiction, and not of fate. There were more pictures inside, and these weren’t quite so faded as the cover. He realised the woman looked less like Talasha than he’d thought. And the dragon was not a female, but a young male instead. The heroine also met a handsome warrior with black hair like hers and an astonishingly muscular body, and Lythian certainly didn’t fit the profile.

He had to smile. For a moment, he’d really thought Thala had laid out another clue, which just went to show had strange the world had become. Chuckling to himself, he put the book aside and sat back to enjoy the night. He sank a little deeper, gazing up at the stars. Not a breath of wind in the air tonight. So tranquil, so calm. It was almost enough to make him forget all the horror going on out there...

“Never sleep on watch,” growled a deep voice.

“Godsdamnit,” Lythian blurted, sitting up sharply. He turned and saw Vilmar the Black standing right there beside him. His heart lurched into a rapid beat. “You’re too damn light on your feet, Vilmar! Give a warning next time, for Varin’s sake!”

Vilmar looked down at him. “You were sleeping.”

“I was not.”

“Close. You were drifting. Did you learn nothing from me, boy?” He snorted in disappointment, as though he was some old mentor who’d taught Lythian all he knew, then poked at the table of books with a black boot, causing the pile to sway and almost topple. “That your sort of thing, is it? All that smut?”

“No,” Lythian said, defensive. “If you’d been here, you’d know that Storos brought them out.” He stood up from the chair to face him. “Where have you been?”

“The mountains.” He said it like it was obvious, which it was.

“I know, but where in the mountains? Read the subtext, Vilmar. I’m asking why.”

“To hunt, that’s why. I told you I was done with your games.”

“They’re not games, and they’re not mine.” Well, that was it. The peace and quiet of the night was well and truly ruined. Vilmar had a special way of exasperating him. “You’ve been gone for weeks. I don’t mind you leaving for a day or two, but weeks? That’s too much.”

“Some hunts take weeks.”

“Then choose other prey.”

“Others take months. Sometimes years. There are things I’ve been hunting for decades that still elude me.”

Lythian closed his eyes, pressed his fingers into his temples. “What were you hunting, then? Was it something rare?”

“Rare enough. Got its eyeball here, if you want to see.” He didn’t wait for a response, but reached into his black, mud-spattered cloak and brought out an actual eyeball. It was about the size of his fist, astonishingly colourful and hard, like marble, not soft at all. It looked more like some fabulous stone than an eyeball, actually, though Lythian took his word for it.

“What sort of creature has an eye like that?”

“Old kind. Gravaron, it’s called. Bit like a small dragon, but made of stone.”

“Flightless, I take it?” Lythian didn’t think a stone dragon was likely to fly.

“Aye.” Vilmar shoved the eyeball back into his pocket. Lythian wondered briefly if it had some special power or magical property, and that Vilmar had been hunting it down not for his own satisfaction and pride, but for the purpose of helping to win the war. But apparently not. Apparently, it was just a very rare eyeball made of stone.

“Well, you’re here now,” Lythian said. “And you’re to stay here, Vilmar. No more unsanctioned hunts, do you hear me?”

The man was never going to take that well. “Are you the boss of me, boy?”

“No. But Amron is. We need to return to him soon, and I can’t have you off in the mountains when we do. He is at King’s Point now, and there’s a certain vision he needs to hear about. You’d know all about that if you’d actually been here.”

Vilmar shrugged, like he didn’t care. “Stuff your visions. They’re nothing to me.”

“Fine. You don’t have to care about that. But you do have to honour your oath to your king. He needs you back at the Point, with the gruloks. No one else can understand them like you can, Vilmar. They’re a formidable asset in this war, and…”

“Asset? You call them an asset in front of Hruum and he’ll twist your pretty head off, boy.”

“It’s just a word. Do you have to be maddeningly churlish, Vilmar? Might I remind you of a word you used, before you went missing? You said you were done ‘interfering’ with the war. Well, you’re not. Your king requires further interference from you, and you’re damn well going to give it to him.”

He had not intended to be this angry. But damn the huntsman, his manner was so severely grating it just brought it out of him. “Yes? I need your word, Vilmar. Are you going to honour your duty to your king, or not?”

The man snorted his most disagreeable snort, and his shoulders lifted and sagged. But he didn’t say no, which Lythian took for a yes. It would have to do.

“Good.” And he softened his voice. “It’s good to see you, anyway.”

“Sure.” Vilmar bared his beastly teeth. “And you, boy. And you.” That was about as nice as he ever got. Lythian would take it as a win. “So, you out here all alone, are you? You and your smutty books.”

“They’re not mine, I...” Lythian stopped, sighed. Don’t rise to his taunts. “Storos is down in White Shadow,” he said. “I gave him the night off, or he’d probably have deserted, the same as you did, Vilmar, due to boredom. He’ll be back tomorrow. And in poor shape, I would think.” He looked to the forge. “The others are sleeping. Probably arguing with each other in their dreams, the way they are.”

The huntsman made an ugly grin. “That bad, eh?”

“Worse. They can’t agree on anything. They’re as stubborn as each other, almost as stubborn as you are, and that’s saying something. If Walter says something is green, then Devrin will say it’s blue, and they’ll argue about it for hours.” And it wasn’t just with the visions, either. It had spilt over into daily life here now, their disagreements, and frankly, it was all a bit exhausting. “Still, it’s important work they’re doing,” he went on. “You may not believe in these visions yourself, Vilmar, but there can be little doubt that they’re shaping our course.” He turned and looked to the southern skies, blazing with bright-shining stars. “I sent Torus Stoutman to the Bane only days ago, with a letter. A letter that might hold the key to winning Blademelt. Another was sent to Emeric Manfrey; that one could very well be important too, and there are others. This one for Amron…”

“You said,” cut in Vilmar, entirely disinterested in the subject. His eyes roved the plateau, the city beneath it, bathed in darkness. Higher up, a few lights glowed down in the palace, or the bits of it that remained. It was almost as quiet down there as it was up here now, with the Bloody Traders gone, carried off south on dragonback a few days ago to help lend their blades to the war. Only Del and Cevi remained down there, more or less, and Leshie, who was still recuperating. And Dog. That was the dog that Emeric and Jonik had brought here, a dog they’d named Dog. Not the most original name, Lythian didn’t think, but it suited the animal down to the ground. Mostly, Dog just hung around with Leshie and the others and they made a sweet little gang, it had to be said. The big old mastiff, the redhead Bladeborn, the Agarathi handmaid and the lanky Tukoran farmboy.

Lythian occasionally went down to visit them, for no other reason than to make him smile. Well, and to escape Walter and Devrin’s bickering, and Storos’s grousing, those too, but mostly to check in with the group, see that they had all they needed. They were a little spot of colour in an otherwise bleak and colourless world, and never failed to brighten his day. I’ll go down one last time, before I go, he told himself. It would be a nice way to leave, before heading off to war.

Vilmar the Black was still scanning the lands below them, looking utterly bored already. “Pentar’s down in the city, you say?”

“Yes,” Lythian was drawn out of his musings. “Though only for tonight. He should be back to…”

“Might join him,” Vilmar said.

That made Lythian frown, then laugh. “You? You might go and join him?”

“Aye, me. Something funny about that?”

“Well yes, Vilmar, I should say so. You hate cities. And you hate people. The idea that you would want to go down into a city to be around people is rather amusing to me, I confess.”

The old man snorted at him through his big, scarred, ruined nose. “Barely anyone left. That’s my kind of city. Big old dead one. And I fancy a climb.”

“Fine.” Lythian wasn’t going to stop him. “Just as long as you actually come back, and don’t just continue into the valley.” He had to be suspicious regarding the huntsman’s motives. Maybe he’d just spotted something far away down there, during his long scan. Vilmar the Black had quite astonishing eyesight when it came to picking out prey, so it wouldn’t surprise him.

“If I do, you’ll know where I am.” The huntsman said nothing further, but only turned and prowled away toward the stairway, disappearing almost at once over the edge and out of sight.

Lythian wasn’t entirely disappointed to see him go. He had been rather enjoying his peaceful evening up here on his own when the huntsman interrupted. He sat again, resting into the thick cushioning of the armchair, folded one leg back over the other and…

“Lythian,” called a voice.

He sighed very deeply. “Yes, Walter,” he said, without turning. The man should be sleeping. Can I not get a moment’s peace? “What is it?”

“Best come, Lythian. It’s Devrin.”

That got his attention. Lythian pushed back up off the chair, turned and walked over to the forge. There Walter waited, dressed only in breeks, skinny legs poking out from the bottom, small hairy belly hanging over the top, soft, feeble arms dangling away from narrow shoulders. Somehow, the man managed to be scrawny and paunchy all at once. Lythian would have preferred never to see him in this state.

“It must be urgent,” he remarked. “You didn’t even put on a gown, Walter.”

“He had a dream,” the other said. “It’s fading fast, though, so…”

“A dream? You mean to say…?”

Walter nodded. “Best come.”

They went quickly through the forge into the living quarters beyond, down the corridor and into the library. Devrin was there, sitting up at a table, face scrunched up in concentration, a quill pen in his hand, inkpot next to it, parchment laid out before him. He was scribbling words, muttering to himself, shaking his head, seeming unsure. He looked up as they entered. “Wait. Give me a moment.”

They hung back by the door. Devrin, unlike Walter, was fully dressed. He must have fallen asleep in here again, as he often did. “Now would be a good time to fetch a robe, Walter.”

“Right. Course.” The man stepped out, returning a few moments later with a gown tightened about his waist. Devrin was still deep in focus, and looking increasingly frustrated, as he grunted at himself, shook his head side to side, started to scribble something, stopped, snorted, shook his head again, said, “Ah!” with sudden enthusiasm, wrote something down, looked at it, frowned again and angrily scribbled it out. And so on.

The others stayed back, watching this curious display. “How did you know he was dreaming?” Lythian asked.

“Woke me up,” said Walter. “My room’s right next door. Heard him muttering through the wall, so popped in to see what the fuss was. He was groaning about shadows, and such. A colourful light. I started scribbling myself, writing out what I was hearing,” he gestured to a nearby table, where Lythian saw another quill pen, another parchment, etched with a few scribbled words. There was an inkpot as well, though it was on the floor in a puddle of black. “Knocked it off,” Walter explained. “Was all in a rush, and just clipped the rim when I went to dab the nib, and… well, that woke him up.” His shoulders went up and down, and his face went guilty.

“Right,” Lythian said, understanding. “So...you interrupted him, Walter, in the middle of his dream? He was seeing it again, the final glimpse. And you…” It was quite amusing, actually, come to think of it. Walter had fallen asleep when the Eye of Rasalan gave its final glimpse, before shattering, and now this. Now Devrin was seeing it again, seeing the final glimpse in his dreams, and Walter had awoken him halfway through. Lythian found himself chuckling. “You’re a lucky man, Walter. I don’t think anyone can deny it. But not in this.” And he laughed again.

The scruffy man made a surly face. “I was just trying to help. Didn’t know I was going to knock that pot off, did I? I was still half asleep myself, Lythian.”

“I know. No one’s blaming you, Walter.” Lythian gave him a gentle pat on the back to console him. “It was just bad luck, is all. Not something commonly associated with you, my friend. That’s why it’s funny, in a tragic sort of way.”

“Well, Devrin didn’t find it funny,” Walter grunted. “Should have seen the look he gave me when he woke up. Like he wanted to take that inkpot and smash it right over my skull. Reckon he was onto something before I came in here.” And he gave a sigh. “I’m stretching my luck out too thin, maybe? Thinking of the princess, and the boy, and all that, you know?”

No. Lythian didn’t know. “What are you talking about?”

“Oh. Nothing. I’m not meant to say.”

“Walter. If this is important…”

“It’s not. Nothing to do with you, anyway, or the war. Just a request from a princess, Lythian. Stoutman brought me a letter, the last time he was here.”

“Did he now? I wasn’t aware.”

“Why should you be? Nothing to do with you. I did something similar for Amara, once, so I’m guessing the princess got it in her head that I could help.” He saw the puzzled look on Lythian’s face. “All that business with Vesryn, you know about that?”

“I…I’m not sure. Remind me.”

“I lent him my luck. Channelled it into him, at Amara’s request. You know, when he was locked in a cell in Varinar? Well, it could be that it helped him get out, so he could ride down south and fight the Dread. Helped him regain his honour, as Amara wanted.”

Lythian was more than a bit confused. “Elyon released Vesryn from his cell. He was the one who sent him south, to King’s Point, to…”

“My luck works in mysterious ways, Lythian. That’s what they say about the gods, isn’t it? And what is my luck if not the power of Vandar himself?”

“I suppose that’s true,” Lythian said, pondering. “And this request from Lillia…?”

But Walter never got around to answering that question. From the heart of the library came a snapping shout of, “Damnit, I can’t remember! There was more, I know there was more. Much more, and you ruined it!” That remark was directed at Walter Selleck. Devrin was staring over at him with blazing eyes.

“Now now, princeling. I can see you’re angry, but…”

“Angry? I’m damn well incandescent, Walter!”

“And unfairly,” Lythian said. He was not typically one for taking sides with these two, but in this case, he felt like Devrin was being a little unreasonable. “Walter was only trying to take notes, Devrin. Now come, let’s hear it. What did you see?”

The prince grunted, lifted the parchment and waved it. “This. Pretty much nothing, Lythian. Just shadows and lights and not much else. Here, take a look.”

And Lythian did so, stepping forward to read it through. Shadows, light, colours, yes, but there was meaning here all the same. Not much, and nothing clear, but it said enough. And it said something else as well.

“It’s time for me to leave.”
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“I hear voices,” said Sir Owen, as they walked briskly down the tunnel.

Jonik could hear them too. There was a general murmur coming from ahead that could not be made by Sir Stafford, Braxton and Jack alone.

“I suppose more men must have come,” Jonik said. That was good - it was why they were here, to recruit more men for the attack on Blademelt. He only hoped they were decent stock. They needed powerful men for the assault, Bladeborn warriors well-armed and armoured, an elite team if they could get it. Common soldiers would only get in the way.

They came to the end of the tunnel, and Bone Cavern sprawled into view. At once, Jonik saw lights spotting the eerie, greenish dark, broadly spread among the high pillars and rocks. The greatworm skull that they’d taken for their main base of Skullhaven was particularly well lit, but so too Skullhold, Blackhand Walton’s preferred home. Further off, Jonik saw soft glows illuminating a third and fourth skull as well, suggesting those, too, were now being inhabited. In the air, he heard the clang of steel, echoing from across the cavern. The grunts of combat, the cheering of a small crowd.

“There’s someone coming,” Sir Owen said.

Jonik drew his gaze back and down. True enough, a shadowed figure was indeed approaching from the direction of Skullhaven, moving briskly across the bare rock. Jonik recognised the figure at once, began down the slope, the Oak of Armdall following. When they reached the bottom, Jack of the Marsh was more or less on them.

“Ghost!” His broad freckly face was lit in a smile. “You’re late, you should have come earlier. He’s already left.”

“Who?” Jonik was at a loss, but that was nothing new. Jack always liked to keep him on his toes.

“Emeric,” the Marshlander said. “He came through less than a day ago. Stopped only to tell us his news, then hopped onto Shade and rode hard to the north.”

The two men came together and shook forearms. A smile was shared, then Jonik turned to his companion to get the introductions out of the way. “Jack, meet Sir Owen Armdall. Sir Owen, this is Jack of the Marsh.”

“Well met,” said Sir Owen.

“And you.” The two shook.

“So what was Emeric’s news?” asked Jonik, as they began toward Skullhaven. “Did they find a way out?”

“Up near Skyloft,” Jack confirmed, nodding. “Tathranor dug his way out there, in the foothills.”

“Skyloft.” Jonik mused on its location. The famous sky fortress was a long way from anything, protecting the border between Agarath and Aramatia. It doubled as a training school for dragonriders and wasn’t large enough to house a significant garrison. “Is Emeric planning to attack it?”

“He didn’t say much about that. Just that they needed men and lots of them. He’s planning to ride Shade all the way to Dragon’s Bane again, see if he can recruit a whole army. Says he couldn’t risk sending a messenger this time. This one needed to be him.”

“He came back alone, then?”

Jack nodded. “He ran the whole way. Left Ranulf and the rest out there in the tunnel. I swear, Emeric’s just built different. He never stops, that man. Kinda like someone I know.” Jack gave him a brotherly nudge. “So, how about you? Find anything of interest through there?” He thumbed back through the tunnel they’d exited.

“Well, I found Owen for one,” Jonik said.

Jack nodded, not realising the significance at first. When he did, his face brightened in realisation. “Of course! Owen Armdall. You went down into the depths together, back in the Lakelands.”

“And Gerrin,” Jonik said. “We found him too.”

“You did?” Jack made a disbelieving sound. “So…the lantern man...”

“Was Gerrin. Owen here was the ‘last of six’ part. They’ve been lost down here all along, ever since we were separated.”

“Holy mother of the mire,” said Jack. “That’s wild.” He looked back at Owen, walking just behind them. “Gods, you must be starving for a bit of daylight. How long has it been? Gotta be months by now?”

“I prefer not to keep a count,” said Owen, a little grimly.

“Sure, I can imagine. I’ve only been here for weeks, and I’m starting to forget what the sun looks like. It’s big and round, right? Yellow in colour?” He laughed at his own banter. “So where is he? Gerrin? And Moot, Bulmar?”

“We left them behind. Was quicker coming back, just the two of us.”

“Back from where?”

“A cavern beneath Blademelt. We came to get some more men to assault it from below.”

“Celaph’s fangs! Really?” Jack’s eyes were big as goose eggs. “You found Blademelt, Ghost?”

“Well. Gerrin and Owen did. But we found them.” The fighting was still going on across the cavern. The kiss of steel. The cheering of the men. Jonik was enthused by the din. “How many men are there here now, Jack?”

“I’m not sure exactly. Fifty or sixty, I think. A few more trickle in every day.”

“Anyone good?” Jonik asked. “Bladeborn?”

“Some. The ones fighting right now - they’re Bladeborn. And they know you already, so I guess that’s helpful.”

“They know me? Who are they?”

“A few sellswords. They were flown down from Ilithor a few days ago. Only arrived here through the tunnel last night.”

“Ilithor?” It didn’t take Jonik long to figure out who Jack was probably talking about. “Is one horribly scarred? Another with a set of ridiculously white teeth.”

Jack of the Marsh gave a short laugh. “Sounds about right. You want to go say hi?”

“That’s why we’re here,” Jonik said, and Jack of the Marsh led them on.

Soon, they were approaching the source of the noise, coming up to where a ring of men stood around two combatants engaged in fierce combat. There was a lot of cheering going on. Jonik spotted Brown Mouth Braxton among them, hollering with the rest of the men, Sir Stafford of the Bane observing more sedately. Jonik paused to judge the crowd, trying to count out how many Bladeborn there were, but it wasn’t possible with all the shouting and jostling. They looked good enough, though, rugged and well-worn, and not too young or old. Hopefully, he’d find a few diamonds in this rough.

Three at least, he thought, because the two combatants were the Butcher and the Baker, and the Tigress was also present, standing alone, no man wanting to be particularly near her, watching with that cold catlike stare of hers. Her gaze moved to Jonik as he appeared, and he felt something of a shudder go through him as he met her eyes. Not something he’d ever get used to, the way she stared like that. Then the ring of combat ceased and a great roaring shout went up.

“The Shadowboy is here!” The Butcher’s voice. And the crowd all turned to face him, frowning. “It is the Shadowboy, a very powerful boy! He is your lord here. All of you should kneel to him, yes! Kneel!”

Some of the newcomers started kneeling.

“You don’t need to kneel,” Jonik said, sighing. He wasn’t particularly happy about being called Shadowboy either. That was Leshie’s name for him, and she could just about get away with it. He didn’t extend that courtesy to the Butcher. “Sir Stafford, a word.” Jonik moved away toward one of the massive greatworm skeletons.

Sir Stafford followed him over while the rest dispersed. “M’lord. You’re back.”

“Yes.” Sir Stafford the Slow did like to state the obvious.

“Did you find anything out there?”

“I found Blademelt.” Jonik had no intention of dancing around it. “I need you to tell me about the new recruits, Stafford. I trust you’ve been appraising them?”

“Appraising, m’lord?”

“Judging them. Counting the Bladeborn. Are there any knights, sellswords? Are they swordsmen, spearmen? Ages. Experience. That sort of thing.”

“I’ve been taking records,” Stafford confirmed. “There are no knights here, m’lord. Well, one. A hedge knight, not a proper knight. Couple other Bladeborn men-at-arms, and a few sellswords, like these.” He gestured to the brothers, who were currently bickering over who won the contest. “They came yesterday. They’re loud, especially the big one. I don’t know how to talk to him. He’s even louder than Mooton.”

“My ears burn,” said the man himself, overhearing. He came swaggering over in his tattered red cloak and oddments of red plate armour. “The Butcher always has burning ears when he is spoken of. I have it at night. Someone speaks of me from across the world, telling a story of how I am the greatest sellsword who ever lived, and I wake up with burning ears. Yes. They burn all night and day.”

The Baker came with him. “So the Shadowknight returns from the shadows.” He looked nothing like his brother. A stocky, strong-looking man with large knuckly hands and the big hairy forearms of a blacksmith. “And in these shadows, he found Blademelt, yes?”

“Its foundations,” Jonik told them. “There’s a large cavern beneath it where my men are waiting. But only three of them. I need more.”

“You have three more,” the Baker said, pointing at his chest, then his brother, then waving a hand vaguely in the direction of the Tigress. She still stood aside, watching. “This is why we have come. The White City became boring. We will meet our father soon.”

Jonik wasn’t sure about that last part, so ignored it. “Are you well to fight?” He remembered that the Baker had taken a wound the night Saska was stolen. The Butcher, too, had suffered minor injuries during the attack on Ilithor.

“The Shadowboy clearly did not see us, brother,” the Butcher said. “If he had seen, he would know we are ready.” He slammed his chest. “I am ready to kill a hundred men and rip the throat from dragons with my teeth.”

“Careful you don’t get burned,” smiled Jack. “That’s where the fire comes out.”

“Fire does not bother me, Marsh-Jack. I was a fire-eater once, in Matia. When men drink milk, the Butcher drinks lava. It does not taste good,” he said.

Jonik had to fight not to roll his eyes. “If you say you’re well, that’s good enough for me. Sir Stafford, I’ll want you too. Ideally, another dozen good men will do.” He glanced at Jack and away, knowing he would ask to come, despite the dangers. But this was not just dangerous. If it did not go to plan, it would be a full-blown suicide mission. “Stafford, you said you’d been taking records?”

“Aye. They’re in Skullhaven.”

“Good. Show me. I’ll want to inspect the best men myself.”

Back in Skullhaven, Sir Stafford took Jonik through what he’d learned. He had shown impressive industry in noting down the names of all the incoming men, their ages, left and right hand preference, experience, Bladeborn blood, favourite stances if they knew the forms, chosen weapons, and so on. He’d also tested them himself in training and noted his own assessment of their proficiency.

“I haven’t gotten around to fighting all of them, m’lord, but most. Them brothers, they only came yesterday, as I said. So haven’t fought them, but…”

“I know about the Bloody Traders,” Jonik said. “Tell me of the others. This hedge knight, who’s he?”

“Oh. Sir Hadros. Calls himself the Homeless.”

Jonik frowned. Sir Hadros the Homeless. The name seemed vaguely familiar to him. “I’ve heard of him, I think.”

“Aye, m’lord. Might be you heard it from Lythian Lindar when you were up in Ilithor. Sir Hadros was part of that party sent out from King’s Point to gather deserters, after the battle over there.”

Jonik nodded. That was it. Lythian must have mentioned him. Or maybe Sir Pagaloth, who’d been involved as well. “It came to ruin, that expedition,” Jonik said. “Only a few survived.”

“Aye, the hedge knight was one of them. Says he killed fifty Agarathi before he managed to get away. Reckons it’s worth a Varin cloak, that. He talks about that a lot - getting one of them cloaks.”

Jonik was eager to see this man. Anyone who had survived that massacre near Fronnfallow must have a glow of good fortune about him. “Who else? You mentioned some men-at-arms?”

“Yes, m’lord. Two of them. They’re Pentar men, both good swords. Served under Sir Karter at Rustbridge.”

“Do they have names?”

“Atkin and Alaric, m’lord.”

“And the sellswords? They’re also Bladeborn?”

Sir Stafford nodded. “They were serving some knight over in the Bane. Sir Kollas or somesuch. Said he went down with a fever and died, so they answered the call to come here instead.”

“Names.”

“Martin Longrod, Ballos the Boar, and Lame Ralf.”

“Lame Ralf? That doesn’t exactly inspire confidence.”

Stafford shrugged. “He’s not actually lame. Just some stupid name, m’lord. You know what these sellswords are like.”

“Yes. I’m getting a good impression.”

That was the sum of the Bladeborn in the ranks, a further six to add to the Bloody Traders, making nine in total. With himself, Stafford, Owen, Gerrin, Mooton and Bulmar, it would make fifteen in total. He considered the number for a moment. Was it enough? This was intended to be a surgical strike, very clean and direct, so perhaps that number was sufficient. There were some excellent fighters among the party as well. Mooton Blackshaw, the Butcher, and the Tigress alone ought to be enough to cause a world of trouble.

As he was pondering, Jack clambered in through the jaws. “I’ve got Atkin, Alaric, and Sir Hadros out here, Ghost. I don’t know where the sellswords are.”

“Probably exploring,” Sir Stafford said. “They go out hunting for that gold, m’lord. Or precious stones. Whatever they can find.”

“Typical sellswords,” said Jack, smiling. “Always trying to sniff out a bit of extra coin, even when the whole world’s ending.”

Jonik stood from the carved bench along one side of the skull. “Show me, Jack.” He followed the Marshlander back outside into the cavern, Sir Stafford trailing. Over at the cookfire, Braxton was stirring and tasting a stew, as several other men stood by hungrily, waiting for him to give a nod and conclude it ready for consumption. The Baker sat nearby as well, honing his sword, though the Butcher and the Tigress were nowhere to be seen. Jonik didn’t want to think of where they were or what they might be up to. He’d heard the Butcher declare their love many times, and talk about this sellsword company of Scarredy Cats that they were planning to produce from their very own loins, a thought that horrified him. He put it aside and followed Jack to the three men in question.

“This is Alaric and Atkin,” Jack said, of the two Pentar men in their crimson cloaks. Both wore silver breastplates, gauntlets, gorgets, greaves, cuisses, poleyns, and probably had helms as well, though they weren’t wearing them right now. All in all, good godsteel armour, and well supplemented by godsteel mail.

Jonik was impressed. Being well-armoured was half the battle. The two men were fairly plain to look at, both in their thirties, clean and well-barbered. Atkin was balding quite badly and fairly chubby in the cheek. Alaric was the opposite. He had a full head of flowing black hair, but no cheek to speak of at all, just cheekbones, and looked in need of a good meal.

Jonik nodded to them both and introduced himself.

“And this is Sir Hadros,” Jack said, gesturing to the burly man standing beside them.

“They call me the Homeless,” the hedge knight said, coming forward at once. The other two men seemed fairly shy, but not this one. “You’re the son of Amron Daecar, they tell me.”

“That’s right,” Jonik said. He could hardly deny it.

“The one who cut him,” said Sir Hadros, though with more curiosity than contempt. “Why’s that, then? Did you not know he was your father?”

“No. Not then.” He didn’t want to talk about this. “I’m told you were part of the massacre near Fronnfallow.”

“Aye.” Something much harder came across his face, and his face was already hard enough. “Lost a lot of good men that day. Lot of good men.” He had a big bulbous nose, thick with broken veins, and a full roadmap of wrinkles and scars on his forehead. The lines around his eyes suggested a man who spent a lot of time squinting against the sun, and smiling, though he wasn’t smiling now. “Ruggard Wells. Mads Miller. Moro, Bellio, Quento, Nakaan. Saw Bardol ride off on a horse, so not sure about him, and Pagaloth…well, he got away, I heard. Flies a dragon now, they tell me. Gods, the world is mad.”

“How did you escape?” Jonik asked him.

“I didn’t. I was right in the thick of it, so thick I could barely breathe. They were wild, them Agarathi, all crawling over each other to get at me. I cut them down one after another and the bodies just piled up and up. Then something whacked me in the back of my helm so hard it knocked me out. Guess they thought I was just another corpse, because when I woke up, they were gone.”

“What did you do then?”

“Try to survive, mostly. Took a few wounds that I hadn’t felt during the fighting - you know how it is, you never feel much in the heat of battle - but I sure did when I woke up. Stumbled to a river to try to clean them, then passed out again, right there on the banks. When I woke up, had some wolves sniffing about me, but I told ‘em there were about a million Agarathi corpses a little way off, and they went off to eat them instead. I got about another half mile before I collapsed again. Next time I woke, this old woman was bending over me. Well, she set me right. Got me back to her cabin and I stayed there a while, till I was strong enough to travel. After that, I ran into some Pentar men, heading to Rustbridge, so thought I’d join ‘em. Battle was over by then, but I continued with a bunch of others down to the Bane. That’s where I ran into these two scamps,” he gestured to Atkin and Alaric. “Decided to come join in this little underground adventure of yours. And now here I am, sitting on my arse, waiting for something to happen.”

“It’s about to,” Jonik said. “When was the last time you trained?”

“Is forever a long time?”

“Too long. Come on, let’s go.” Jonik waved to the three Bladeborn men and took them off for a spot of duelling.

An hour later, the three Vandarian sellswords turned up, sour-faced from their lack of treasure. Lame Ralf had apparently been expecting to find massive diamonds just lying around, and Martin Longrod seemed convinced this underworld would be full of rubies. “We’re under Agarath,” he said. “Rubies are red. There should be rubies here.”

If there was any logic there, Jonik couldn’t see it. “Form up, all three of you. Martin, you first.”

He’d been impressed by the Pentars and Hadros was clearly very competent. They sat aside watching as Jonik put the others through their paces.

A further hour passed by before he was satisfied. Ballos the Boar, so named for his squat proportions and tusk-like moustache, was the best of them. He was a quiet man, but more than useful with his godsteel axe. Martin Longrod was tall, rangy, very stupid, but passable in Glideform and Blockform. Lame Ralf was not lame at all, but actually quite springy. He was small, quick, and used a shortsword and shield. All wore oddments of old godsteel plate, castle-forged steel, rusty mail and hardened leather.

It was late when they returned to Skullhaven. Most of the men had dispersed to sleep in their own skull camps, and a few were posted about the cavern on watch. The Butcher and the Tigress were still nowhere to be seen, and the Baker was lying on the ground near the fire, snoring quietly.

Jonik told the others to get some rest. He hadn’t yet spoken of what was required of them, and wanted to leave that for a little while. Sir Hadros and the Pentars would agree to come, he knew, but the sellswords might wonder what they were getting themselves into. Jonik planned to promise them the world, knowing they’d almost certainly die. He felt a little cold, thinking of them like that, just disposable assets to be deployed. These were men, still, with lives to lead, hopes and ambitions, but it was war. He needed every Bladeborn he could get. If it meant their lives, so be it.

He went to sit by the fire with Jack and Sir Stafford. Braxton was still there, at his pot. “There’s some left, if you’re hungry.”

“You sure you haven’t eaten it all?” Jack quipped. He went over to help ladle out some bowls, passing them around.

Jonik was pleasantly surprised by the taste. It was beef, with onions, carrots and leeks, nicely seasoned with salt and pepper. And nice to have a hot meal. Jonik couldn’t remember the last time he’d had anything but dry meat and hard bread. The stew settled in him, making him drowsy. “Where’s Owen?” he asked, realising the knight was absent.

“Went off to wash,” Braxton said. “One of the men showed him the way.”

“Did you get that razor for him, Jack?”

“Earlier,” Jack nodded. “He’ll come out sparkling.”

Sir Stafford was sitting a little uneasily, shifting his feet and poking at his food. “So, this Blademelt thing. You want to come up from below it, m’lord? With only…” He frowned as he tried to puzzle out the numbers, then gave up. “Don’t you want more men? We don’t have many.”

“It’ll have to be enough.”

“But, more might come. Couldn’t you wait a bit? Lord Emeric’ll be back soon with thousands, he says. And there’s that moon thing, too. There might still be days.”

“Moon thing?” Jonik knew of no moon thing.

“Something the sellswords mentioned,” Jack explained. “The waxing and waning gibbous. They had it from Sir Lythian.”

Jonik was confused. “You mean the moon phases? What’s that got to do with anything?”

“Part of another vision. One about attacking Blademelt. It says the attack needs to happen on either the waxing or the waning gibbous.”

Jonik knew all about the phases of the moon. He’d studied them during his youth and could always tell the time of the month by glancing at the moon’s shape and position, day and night. “Where are we in the cycle?” he asked, looking around.

Sir Stafford shrugged. “We don’t see the moon down here.”

“The newcomers. What do they say?”

“The Baker said it was nearing the full moon when they flew here. Might be tonight, or tomorrow,” said Jack.”

“The full moon is after the waxing gibbous,” Jonik said.

“Guess that first option’s out, then,” put in Braxton.

Jonik nodded. “We’ll have to aim for the waning moon,” he said. He knew that would be a few days from now, four, maybe five. I have to be ready then, he thought. If that’s when they’re going to attack, I have to be ready.

His thoughts were cut off by a voice thundering out across the cavern.

Jonik’s eyes snapped in that direction, frowning. It sounded like the Butcher, shouting and laughing in disbelief.

“What’s he saying?” Braxton asked. “That silly oaf’ll wake up all the men.”

“Cold-something, I heard,” said Sir Stafford.

“Cold what?” asked Jonik, sitting up.

“Cold-something. I don’t know. I didn’t hear the next part. Maybe cold hard? Not sure what that means.”

Jonik surged to his feet and started running.

“Ghost,” Jack called after him. “What is it? Is there a problem?”

Jonik didn’t answer. In a flash, he was gone, dashing around a pillar, leaping a gap, skipping through a field of bloodrock. Through the great curving ribs of a dead greatworm he glimpsed a pair of figures ahead. One was very large and dressed in red. The other was simply enormous, walking toward him from the dark of the cavern.

Gods, it’s him. He couldn’t believe it. He rushed right through the ribs, white bone flashing by. The Butcher was still thundering with laughter. His voice cleared as Jonik neared. “Coldheart! Coldheart! You live!”

The giant emerged from the darkness, coming from the southwest of the cavern. He walked slowly, tiredly. His armour was badly damaged, dented and scarred, and even melted and misshapen in places. It was black with scorch marks and soot, covered in dry bloodstains. He carried his greathelm in the crook of his arm, and his face was dark also, with soot and grime. There were blisters on his lips, and his eyes were hollow. The whites were not white, but red, bloodshot and beyond the bounds of exhaustion, but he still plodded on toward them, not reacting to the Butcher at all. He stopped as he neared and said, “I could use a drink of water.”

Jonik swung out his waterskin at once and handed it over. The giant took it, gulping the contents down in several massive swallows. Eldur had taken him that night on the plateau. Taken him with Fhanrir to the Ashmount, they had thought. “How…?” Jonik could only murmur. “How are you…”

“I walked,” the Wall said. “And crawled.” He squeezed the skin dry. “Is there food?”

“Yes, we have plenty.” Jonik turned toward Skullhaven, hoping there was enough stew left. “It’s this way. Please.”

The Wall began walking. To his side went the Butcher, a very large man at six and a half feet tall. He looked tiny next to him. “Is your cold heart melted, Coldheart? It was hot in that mountain, no?”

“Very.”

“You were really taken to the Ashmount, then?” asked Jonik. He still couldn’t believe what he was witnessing.

“To its depths.” The Wall had always been a man of few words.

“What did they do to you? We all thought you were dead.”

“I fought. In the pits.”

“The pits!” roared the Butcher. “You are a pit fighter now, like me! We are brothers, yes, brothers!”

The Wall ignored him. He didn’t look around or ask how they were here, or ask any questions at all. Perhaps he was just too exhausted. Too hungry. Jonik guided him on as the Butcher kept chattering at him about how they were brothers, best friends, pit fighters and warriors, the best sellsword and the best knight in all the world.

Perhaps that was true, that last part? Jonik didn’t think there was a knight alive who could match this behemoth. What was it Ranulf had said about trying to find a way to the Ashmount from here? That it could take a hundred years to find. That the rivers of lava beneath the mountain were like the roots of a tree, and only an extraordinarily hardy man, fully armoured in godsteel plate, could ever hope to get close. Well, it sounded as though Sir Ralston Whaleheart had found his way out, and lived. The only man who could, Jonik thought, staring up at the giant in wonder.

There were more awestruck eyes when they arrived back at Skullhaven. Braxton, Jack, and Sir Stafford all stood, open-mouthed, while the Baker rose from his sleep, rubbing his eyes and rubbing them again. “I need a new pair of spectacles,” he said. “Must be seeing things.”

“You are not, brother,” the Butcher shouted. “It is Coldheart! Coldheart has returned to us and become Hotheart now!”

The steel giant made straight for the pot of food. “Serve him, Brax,” Jonik said, and Brown Mouth set to it, filling a bowl with several quick scoops. The Wall poured it down his throat without speaking, then held the bowl out for more. More water was brought out as well. He spent a while eating and drinking as the others just watched on, amazed.

Then he looked around, finally taking in his surroundings. “Where is this place?” he rumbled.

“Bone Cavern,” stammered Sir Stafford, as though the Wall should know what that meant.

“We’re about a hundred miles southeast of the Ashmount.” That was Ranulf’s best guess as far as Jonik recalled. “You’ve come a long way.”

The Wall didn’t react to the number. He only stared, unspeaking, digesting it all silently.

“How did you escape?” the Baker asked. “You do not have some old Agarathi blood, do you?” He squinted at him, suddenly suspicious. “Did they make you a slave, Whaleheart? Did they send you here to kill us?”

“If he was under Eldur’s control, he wouldn’t have sent him crawling a hundred miles underground,” Jonik dismissed.

“I had help,” the giant rumbled. “An old man who knew the mountain.”

He looked around again, taking in the lay of the land, craggy face puzzling something over. His eyes drifted away in the vague direction by which Jonik had earlier arrived, and there they stopped, staring out that way. For a long, long moment, he said nothing at all, and then he reached into his breastplate and pulled out a piece of crumpled parchment. He unrolled it. Jonik saw what looked like a rudimentary and hastily scrawled tunnel system on one side. And something on the other as well. A more thorough and detailed schematic.

The King’s Wall looked at it, then looked up across the cavern again. “It’s through there,” he murmured, almost to himself. Then his gaze went to Jonik. “Blademelt.”

Jonik’s eyes narrowed, wondering how he knew. “Yes,” he said. “Blademelt.”

The giant nodded, once, twice, reached out, and handed the parchment over. “Then this may prove useful,” he said.
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He led his cousin down into the dungeons, taking her hand to steady her along the way.

“How deep is he?” she asked, peering into the muggy darkness. Her features were drawn, her body frail, her eyes dark from long days of poor sleep. She had once been a beautiful woman, but no longer; war and grief had stricken her looks.

“Deep, Asherah,” Elio Krator told her, not harshly. “As deep as it gets, I fear.”

Lady Asherah Tamaar sniffled and dabbed at her eyes with a cloth. She had not been present in Aram when Elio Krator made his return, but when she heard of her husband’s capture, she had come rushing back at once. That had surprised him. Krator had thought their marriage to be a sham, a union based only on Denlatis’s ambition, but she seemed to actually care for him.

“Asherah, I must warn you. Your husband is not a well man. Prepare yourself accordingly. His appearance may shock you.”

“I understand,” she croaked, soldiering on. “I just…I just want to see him, one last time. There is something he needs to know.”

He nodded, and did not probe, leading her down into the bowels of the palace, to the deepest dungeons where the air was so close it felt like they were descending through a wall of wet heat. He clasped a lantern to light the way, holding it ahead of him as he navigated the treacherous steps. Some were broken from recent earthquakes, the walls showing signs of damage.

“Is it safe down here?” Asherah asked, glancing around uncertainly.

“I am assured it is. For now.”

He helped her down a difficult section, step by step, as Bruggo lumbered along behind, Krator’s silent, staring shadow. Asherah knew the big Sunrider from their youth, knew him to be wild, and energetic, and talkative, and had tried to engage him in conversation when she first saw him. His response had just been to stare, looking straight through her as though she wasn’t even there. “What is wrong with him?” she had whispered to her cousin. “He seems not to remember me at all.”

He remembers nothing, Krator had only thought, sparing her the bitter truth. He is a drone now, an empty husk. The Fire Father is making slaves of us all…

“He took a fall, Asherah,” was the answer he had given. “Kallario threw him, and he struck his head. He watches over me now.”

She had asked no further questions, though he had seen she didn’t believe it. Kallario was Bruggo’s sunwolf, and he would never throw the man. “Well, he makes a fine protector, I am sure. Bruggo was always brilliant with the blade.”

Yes, Krator thought. And that blade is at my throat.

They reached the bottom of the claustrophobic stair, where a wooden door led into the lowest dungeon. An ugly little man sat on a stool outside, soaked in sweat and looking miserable. He glanced up lazily when he saw Krator come.

“Open the door,” Krator commanded.

“Val’kor said…”

“I don’t care what Val’kor said. Open it. Now.”

The man shrugged, fumbled about with his keys, and pressed the correct one into the lock. He turned it with a grinding scrape, shoving the door open with a boot, and a terrible stink poured out from within. Krator raised a hand to cover his mouth and nose, then stepped inside. Doing the same, his cousin followed.

The interior was dim but for a pair of dying torches withering away on the walls. It was a small stone room, rectangular, only five metres wide and ten metres long. The ceiling was low and rotten, covered in fungal growths thriving in the heat. To the left and right were the oubliette cells, each of varying severity and size. They were dug into the ground with iron grates above, some made so a man could sit, but not stand, others the opposite, and all were cruel. Prisoners were often moved from one to the next, forcing them to adopt twisted poses that led to excruciating pain, and each cell was fed by a drain that enabled the rats to crawl in and out. They came from the cavities in the walls whenever they detected the arrival of a new prisoner, sniffing and nibbling at the flesh of the toes. In some cells, a man could move his feet enough to kick at them, stomp them, and try to fight them off, but not all. In others, they were trapped so tight that they could barely move. All they could do was stand there, screaming themselves raw as the rats squealed and ate them alive.

Cliffario Denlatis was in one such cell.

His wife stepped in, swung her eyes around and saw him. Beneath the grate, only the top of his head could be seen. “My gods, Cliffario!” she cried, throwing herself down onto her knees. “Cliffario, do you hear me?” she called through the bars. “I’m here, my sweet, it’s me, Asherah.”

The man could barely even turn his head to look up.

“It’s me,” Asherah cried, weeping. “It’s me, Cliffario. It’s me.” She let out a heaving sob, then turned furiously on her cousin. “How could you, Elio! How could you put him in here!”

He did not answer her. She knew exactly what Denlatis had done.

“Let him out,” she pleaded. “Please, let him out.”

He didn’t like seeing her like this. “Asherah…”

“Let him out, Elio!” she screamed. She scrambled over to him on her hands and knees. “I beg you, let him out. If you ever loved me…if you ever cared for me at all…please, don’t let him die like this. Let him out!”

“Asherah.” He took her wrists - they were trembling fiercely - and pulled her up to her feet. “You know what he did. You know…”

“I know he loves me,” she shouted at him, desperate. “I know he is to be the father of my child!”

“Your child?”

She pulled away from his grip, spinning, throwing herself back onto the floor. Her fingers went digging desperately down through the grate as she called for her husband to take them. “Cliffario, did you hear that? I am with child, Cliffario. You’re to be a father. A father. You are to have a son, my darling. A son.”

Elio Krator stared, disbelieving. Never had he expected…never had he thought…

“Open the gate,” he called to the gaoler, so suddenly it surprised even himself. The dungeon door was still open, though the man didn’t seem to hear him. “I said open the gate, damn you. Right now.”

The soggy little cretin shuffled back in, fumbling again for the right key, pressing it into the lock, getting it wrong, grunting, trying again, wrong again, shrugging.

“Quick, you great oaf,” Elio Krator roared. He stepped in, snatched the keys away, pushed the man aside. He found the right key in a moment, clicked the lock and swung open the grate, landing with a heavy clang. “Help me,” he commanded. “Take an arm and help me.”

With the gaoler pulling at one arm and Krator the other, Denlatis was drawn up from between the tight walls that enclosed him, boneless as an eel. They placed him down on the hot stone floor as Asherah went to him, holding his face and kissing his lips. The man was in an appalling condition, stinking, utterly caked in filth and grime, but Asherah didn’t seem to care. “Cliffario, do you hear me? Please, Cliffario, speak!”

“Water,” Krator said to the gaoler. “Fetch some. Now.”

The man shuffled away to his stool outside the door and returned a moment later with a skin. “Be a bit hot, but it’s water, m’lord.”

Krator took it. “Send for a doctor at once. I want this man checked over.”

“But why? He’s…”

“Just do it, I said.”

Begrudgingly, the man shambled back off and up the steps. Krator saw Bruggo there, standing outside with his empty eyes. He glared at him, walked up and slammed the door in his face. Asherah was weeping, trying to revive her husband, shaking him, slapping him...

“Move aside, Asherah.” Elio Krator marched in and went to a knee behind the man. He pulled him up, propped him against his thigh. “Here. Drink this, Denlatis. Small sips. Take it slow.”

The man drank in fits and starts, half choking as he tried to take it down.

“Slowly now, Cliffario. Slowly,” Krator urged him, remembering how he’d done this many times before, as a young leader in the last war. He remembered how much respect it had earned him, how the men had followed him through faith, not fear. A well of memory and regret rose within him, but he had to press it down. He was not that man anymore. He was an emperor in name, but a pawn in practice, an empty vessel sitting on a phoney throne. There was no Aramatian Empire, and there never would be. It is all just Agarath’s Empire now.

Agarath’s Empire.

Agarath’s world.

He drew the waterskin away from the prisoner’s lips. Denlatis was looking up at him, blinking, seeing him there for the first time. “Your…Your Eminence…?”

“No. Don’t use that title.”

Krator stood, leaving Asherah to take over. She was looking at her husband’s feet, cringing. The rats had been getting at him, nibbling the meat from several of his toes; in places, the white bone could be seen poking through the rank raw flesh. But when Denlatis saw them, he smiled. “Well earned, my dear. Well earned,” he croaked. “I would let all my legs be eaten…to look at you, one last time.”

“Cliffario, oh Cliffario…” Asherah wailed. She flung her arms around him as they sat there, puddled on the baking floor, holding one another in a tender embrace. Krator moved aside, giving them room. He watched Cliffario Denlatis closely. Watched him as he held her, kissed her cheek, as his eyes swelled with joy as she told him once more that he was going to be a father. It was a real reaction, Krator saw. I may have misjudged this man.

The doctor arrived promptly. He entered, breathing heavily from the descent, stepped up and took one look at Denlatis’s feet. “You’ll lose some toes, but the feet you’ll keep.” He turned to Krator. “It would be better not to do it here.”

Elio nodded. “Take him up to a cleaner cell.” The gaoler was still there, trying not to be noticed. “You, help him. I’ll follow behind.”

He helped get the prisoner up to his feet. The man couldn’t walk, not properly, so the doctor shifted under one arm, the gaoler the other, and they eased him through the door and up the stairs. Bruggo was still standing there, never taking his eyes off Elio Krator.

He shut the door in his face once more. His cousin was wiping her eyes and nose, trying to harness her emotions. Elio gave her a moment, then said, “How long have you been in love with him, Asherah?”

She looked at him, bleary-eyed. Then a little smile. “Three years,” she sniffed.

He nodded. Now he understood. “You were courting him behind my back?”

“We had no choice. We knew you’d never accept him…not until…”

“Until?”

“Until he proved himself. He worked so hard to win his contracts, Elio. To build his fleet of ships. To widen his network. He thought that if he became a rich man, powerful in his own right, you might let him have my hand.”

He frowned at her. “He isn’t Lightborn, Asherah. And he did ask for your hand. Many times, in fact.”

She nodded sadly. “He thought you might warm to him. He said that you’d come to value his determination, his doggedness. That you might eventually see that he was the right man for me.”

“You never said anything.”

“It wasn’t my place.”

“He betrayed me, Asherah.”

“He stayed loyal to Lady Safina.”

Krator began to snort, but stopped himself. He could understand a man’s loyalty in standing with Safina Nemati.

“Elio,” Asherah said softly, stepping forward to take his hand. “All Cliffario did, he did out of love for me. He told me he would move mountains to have me. In the end, he only had to choose a side.”

“The wrong side.” His voice was quiet now, reflective. “He should have kept his faith. Maybe in time…”

“What? You’d have yielded? No,” she said, shaking her head. “You were planning to sell me to that little monster, Pal Palek. What exactly were we to do, Elio? The things you were doing…the things you’ve done…”

“I was a monster myself,” he said.

She frowned, surprised to hear him say it. “You weren’t always. You were a good man, once.”

“Once,” he said, sighing. He stood for a long time in silence, then said, “The child…”

She cradled her belly. “What of him?” she asked, suddenly afraid. She drew back. “Do what you must with Cliffario. I know he must be punished, but my child, my son, Elio, please, don’t punish him for his father’s…”

“I want him to have a good life,” Elio Krator said. “I want you to be happy, Asherah, and safe.” He paused, and then added something he didn’t expect. “You can take him. Denlatis. I do not know if he has long to live, but I’ll let him live those days with you. Take him. Be happy, such as you can. Sail to Solapia, where it’s safer. I’ll even help you get there.”

She came forward again, touching her palm to his cheek. He held his hand over hers, as he’d done with Safina on the terrace, when she pleaded for him to turn from Eldur, when she begged that he defy him. “Elio…” Asherah croaked. “You would…truly do that for him?”

“For him? No. I would do it for you.”

He looked at her and remembered the years when they had been close, the years of her youth when he’d seen her as a little sister. The years before he’d been corrupted by envy and hate, before he’d turned cold, and cruel, and filled with spite. His whole life had hinged on the boy from across the sea. Thalavar, he thought. The boy who stole Leila’s heart. His coming had set Krator on this drear, dark path, yet he knew now it was necessary, for Saska to be born. He thought of her now, and the things he’d done. Killing her father. Telling her she was a product of sin. Showing her the skull. Keeping her as a captive. But she had fled him, defied him, defied the Fire Father, defied them all.

Kill him, he thought, and that thought came unbidden. Do what you were born to do, Saska. Kill Eldur. And free us all…

His cousin was still looking at him. Tears were rolling down her cheeks. He shoved aside his seditious thoughts and took her hand in his. “I will see a ship provisioned and ready to sail on the morning tide, Asherah. Go to your estate near Arore, love your husband, raise your son.” He blinked; there was a tear in his eye. It felt strange, alien. He did not wipe it away but let it gather, and fall, cutting a line down his cheek. “Be happy for the both of us, cousin. Go far from this place, and be happy.”

She wept and hugged him, long and true, clinging as though she never wanted to let go. And in that embrace, in his promise, he felt it - a little mending in his fractured soul. A little light in the dark of his sour, bitter life.

The following morning, Elio Krator stood watching from the terrace gardens at the top of the pyramid palace as a ship pulled away through the dawn. It was a fine morning, bright and clear, cooler than it had been in months. A fair wind was blowing that would take Lady Asherah Tamaar across the bay, and the captain Krator had chosen was a man he knew he could trust. He would sail by the safest route he knew, far from the krelia that still lurked in the Solapian Channel. There may be other perils, he said, but he hoped to avoid them. With a good southwesterly wind at their backs, they might make Arore in less than two days.

Mar Malaan was with him, watching the ship drift away. “Lord Palek will not be pleased, my lord. He still had hopes of marrying your cousin. I do not think you’ll be able to keep this from him for long.”

Krator didn’t care whether Pal Palek was pleased or not. He didn’t care for anything at all anymore. He said nothing.

Malaan made a little discomfited sound. “There are others who will feel cheated,” he went on. “Many good men were lost due to Denlatis’s betrayal. They were hoping for a public execution, my lord. They…”

Krator raised a hand. “They are gone, Mar. Gone. It is done.”

“Yes, my lord. I…I only…I am afraid of the dissent this will cause. I fear it will only give Iru Zon the impetus he needs to try to take control of the throne.”

“Control,” Krator said, lips twisting ironically. He turned around and pointed at Bruggo, standing in the shade. “There is your control, Mar. And there. Up there.” His finger lifted to the sky. Val’kor was nearby, circling on the back of a dragon. He was approaching, Krator saw. His eyes narrowed in utter detest for the creature, but his hate was cheap and impotent. “He is coming, Mar. You should leave.”

Mar Malaan looked up and saw him. He quivered and shrank at once in fear. “Is there…truly nothing we can do? The Wise Eagle…what he said, about…”

“Forget the Wise Eagle. Forget what I told you. Forget it all. There is nothing to do but obey now, Mar. Go,” he said. “I will speak with him alone.”

The fat sunrider bowed and fled into the palace as the dragon came down to land. It was another monstrosity, warped and twisted by Eldur’s power. Elio Krator did not know the rider. Some woman, he saw, sharp-faced and old, a Fireborn summoned to be bonded and enslaved. Val’kor sat behind her in the saddle, smiling. Without a word, the dragon lowered its wing so the old priest could dismount. He took his time stepping down the nubs and horns that sprouted from the dragon’s flank. His crimson robes stirred in the breeze and his rope-beard swayed as he walked.

“You’ve been a naughty boy, my lord. A very naughty boy indeed.”

Elio Krator was not armed. He was no longer permitted to carry a blade at his hip, though wondered if his hands would do the job. Could he strangle him before Bruggo reacted? Could he take the blade off the brute and kill them both? He doubted it very much, and what would be the point? It would only mean his life, and nothing else would change. Iru Zon would be placed upon the throne as a brand new pawn, and another fire priest would come to pull his strings, empowered with Eldur’s voice.

Elio Krator said nothing.

“I see a ship, pulling away,” Val’kor said, in a curious voice. “I do not recall allowing anyone to leave.”

“My cousin,” Krator told him. There was no use in lying; he already knew. “I sent her away to Solapia.”

“Yes, I can see by their heading. And not alone, my sources say. A man was smuggled onto that ship in the dark of night, I am told. A man who is widely despised.”

Then he knows that, too. “He doesn’t have long to live.”

“And when did the cruel Lord Krator grow such a soft heart?” Val’kor smiled that horrid smile of his. “I am most disappointed in you, Eminence.”

“Then be disappointed. It is nothing to you.”

“Actually, it is. I don’t like your defiance. It sets a precedent I prefer to avoid. And this man? Denlatis. To let him go free, after what he did.” He clicked his tongue. “Oh no. No. Not a wise move. There will be blood in the water and the sharks will come. This is no good for us, my lord. We want a happy horde here, all looking in the same direction. This sort of thing only causes discord. It must be solved.”

“Solved?” Krator tensed at the word.

“Yes, solved. Don’t worry, it is taken care of.” The old man gestured uncaringly out to sea. Krator wheeled around, and his whole body went rigid as a spear. Three dragons were plunging down from the sky, heading straight for the little ship.

“No,” Krator said, the word leaping from his lips. He swung again. “Val’kor, call them off. Have the ship turned around if you must, but…”

“Look, my lord. You are missing the show.”

Krator spun. The dragons were blowing out long lances of flame from three angles, swooping over the decks, setting the sails alight. The caravel went up at once, a great fireball bursting to the sky. Thick clouds of black smoke erupted and rolled as the dragons flew by, screeching.

Krator stared, but only for a moment. A word ripped from his throat - “Bastard!” - and he swung, lurching for the priest, but Bruggo was already there. His big fist met Krator in the side of the jaw, and he went sprawling into the terrace wall, smashing his head on the plastered stone. The world blazed with a sudden bright light, a terrible ringing. He had an impression of Bruggo coming forward again, reaching out. He tried to swat him away, but he was weak as a kitten, fighting on the edge of consciousness. “She…she was with child,” he was murmuring. “She…she was to have a son.”

“Oh, a pity. That detail I didn’t know.” Val’kor was standing over him, looking directly down. “I have done you a favour, my lord. Now, men will say you are the cruel lord they know. You gave Denlatis hope, only to kill him after all. And your cousin…your own cousin, who was with child? Oh, what a monster you are.”

He chuckled and waved a hand. Bruggo dragged Krator back up to his feet. His strong hands grasped his neck so hard he could barely breathe. Perhaps this was it. Perhaps he would die. Perhaps it would be for the best. Just kill me, he thought.

But with a whisper from Val’kor, Bruggo’s grip eased up, and Krator could breathe again. He gasped a ragged breath, another, as the priest moved in even closer. His breath stank of sulphur, and his eyes swam with red light. In them, Krator saw him, Eldur on his mountain throne. And from his seat, the Fire Father spoke. He tapped his great staff, and there was a pounding in Krator’s head. And with it, three words.

“It is time.”
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“Well now,” Amara said, stepping back and admiring her work. “I daresay there has never been a more beautiful young woman than you.”

Lillia smiled, which only made her all the more beautiful. Radiant was the word, her skin alive with blushing colour, lustrous brown hair thick and rich and tied up in fabulous bunches and twirls, topped with a sparkly tiara of diamonds and sapphires that glittered in silver and blue. Her gown was the best Amara could procure in the city at short notice, white, velvet, fitted to her fine slender frame, equal parts demure and provocative, embroidered with a few delicate flourishes showing the symbols of House Daecar, Amara’s own work with needle and thread, and good work, too, she was not too modest to admit. Rarely did Lillia Daecar dress like a proper lady these days, but today she did.

“A vision, truly,” Amara gushed. She sniffed, quite overwhelmed, and blinked the tears from her eyes.

“Oh, Auntie, don’t cry yet. The ceremony hasn’t even started, silly.”

“I know, I know.” She gave a blubbery laugh and touched the girl’s cheek with her fingers. “You just…you look so much like your mother, Lillia. It’s uncanny, truly. I wish she could have been here to see you today.”

“Well…she is, sort of,” Lillia said, turning a toe on the ground.

“Of course. She watches you as she always has from the Eternal…”

“No, that’s not what I mean.” The bride seemed a little awkward, poking with her dainty little shoe like that. “I mean…you’re my mother, Amara. I don’t really remember my real mother much, but you…” She looked up. “You’re the only mother I ever needed. And I love you just the same.”

“Oh, darling. How do you expect me not to cry after saying something like that?” She hugged her, squeezed her, released her, and gave her one last look over. Smiling all the while and trying desperately not to cry. “So,” she croaked, “shall we see you wed?”

Lillia nodded, drew a deep breath, evidently nervous. “Let’s do it,” she said, firming her face. She looked over. “Father, I’m ready.”

Amron was waiting patiently at the curtain that led through into the ceremonial pavilion, politely giving them a moment alone. Beyond that curtain, Amara could hear a great deal of murmuring, a buzz not unlike the anticipatory humming that had preceded Jovyn’s victory over Sir Quinn, a victory that had led to this occasion. They were on the same grounds as well, though those grounds had been transformed. Largely, that was Amara’s doing. For the last two days, she’d been hard at work running a small military operation to clear the stone stands away, open out the space, set up the main and surrounding marquees and pavilions, arrange for the tables to be set, the placements agreed, decide what food should be served, how much wine, ale, and mead they might need. As to that, her answer had basically been ‘as much as we can realistically procure’. If they were to have one great final bash before the men headed off to war, they might as well do it properly and get thoroughly and unashamedly drunk.

Amron knelt to his daughter as she approached. “Well, look at you.” He smiled, the scar twisting and deepening down his cheek, silver-blue eyes glittering with fatherly pride. He fixed something in her hair, shifted the placement of her tiara just so, smiling all the while. No doubt he was thinking how much Lillia looked like his beloved wife as well, though if that was the case, he didn’t remark on it. He only cupped her soft cheek in his great rugged palm and said, “You look stunning, sweetheart. Jovyn is a lucky man.”

“A real man makes his own luck, Father,” Lillia said, with a little smirk. “But, sometimes he can do with a bit of help as well.”

Amron frowned, an amused suspicion in his eyes. “Is that so?”

Lillia grinned in answer as her father stood up. “I reckon,” she told him, offering no further explanation. “So…are we doing this or what?”

The king chuckled, stood, “I don’t see why not,” reached out a big arm and swept the curtain aside. Lillia stepped up toward him, hooked her skinny arm through his big one, like a twiggy branch coiling around a thick tree trunk, and began walking with him down the aisle between the benches. At once, the fiddlers started plucking away, the pipes skirling. All very sweet and moving music, with a little grandeur too. Amara followed a few steps behind, wrapped up in a warm blue-grey gown that adequately concealed her protruding bump, passing the highborn guests, the heroic captains, the lords, luminaries, drawn from every corner of the camp. There were a hundred old rivalries here. Dozens of ancient feuds. Scores that still needed settling. Betrayals that required payment in kind. Yet all were forgotten, cast aside under the one great banner of the king.

Only Amron could have done this, Amara thought, as she followed. Without him, there would be squabbling, arguing, petty one-upmanship aplenty. A great cast of disparate houses all roaring and howling for the right to lead. But no. There was harmony, or near enough. Two hundred thousand men, drawn from every distant speck of the west, from the Heartlands to the Ironmoors, the North Downs to the Banewood, even from beyond the Weeping Heights, all here, all ready, all looking in the same direction. All marching behind to the drum of the king. The pounding footfall of Varin Reborn.

At the front, upon a raised dais, Jovyn stood waiting. His face was a picture of nerves, a little pale with tension, yet he looked magnificent. Tall he stood, not tall like the king or Lord Styron Strand, certainly not a great colossus like Sir Taegon Cargill, but tall all the same. Lean, athletic, growing more noble by the day, the Last Blade of Vandar dressed in a cloth-of-gold surcoat, rich with scrollwork, Varin cloak pinned at the neck with a brooch of the royal sigil, wavy locks of brown hair kept in place by a garland of oak leaves to signify strength.

Lillia unclasped her arm from her father’s when she reached the steps, going up onto her tiptoes to give him a kiss on the cheek. The guests gave an adoring sound, despite the overwhelming male majority; clearly, even great hardy warriors could be touched by the sight of a pretty princess kissing her king father’s cheek. Then up she went, climbing the short stair to join Jovyn, as Amron moved to take his place at the front benches, Amara sliding in beside him.

“Amron, darling, is that a tear I see in your eye?”

“Just a fleck of dust, is all.” He flicked said fleck away, smiled and took her hand, the pair beaming as bright as the happy couple were up on the stage.

Forgemaster Merilore was presiding, just as he had over the king’s coronation. He stood there now, between the blushing bride and handsome groom, his red beard and red hair gleaming in the firelight as he opened out his arms and said, “Well, what a day,” in a ringing voice. “And what an honour for me to stand here before you. Not two turns of a moon ago, I crowned a king, and now here I am, marrying his daughter.”

“You wish, Merilore!” someone called out from the back benches.

“Aren’t you a bit old for her!” shouted another.

The comments were awarded with a good bit of laughter and the Forgemaster’s ruddy face opened into a grin. “Settle down now, you all know what I meant.” He waited for the chuckling to end before continuing, turning his eyes to Lillia, to Jovyn, smiling all the while. “Well, what a pair. A princess and a champion. That’s the sort of thing that songs are made of. A love story for the ages, what do we say?”

The crowd agreed with a chorus of cheers, already very much in the festive feeling. Well, small surprise there because many of them had been drinking already, toasting the happy couple in the main marquee before filing in here for the formalities. That was all by Lillia’s request. “I want people to have fun, Auntie,” she had said. “I want them to enjoy themselves and make some noise, because this will be their last chance before they go to war.” That same request stretched to the nuptials as well, which were to be brief, informal, and apparently interactive, given the way old Merilore was hosting it.

Amron frowned and looked around, clearly unaware of the intention. “It’s fine,” Amara told him. “It’s all by design, don’t worry.”

“Hmm,” he grunted, not entirely pleased.

“Lillia Daecar,” Merilore went on, and he looked at the princess fondly. “I’ve known you since you were just a pink little thing all wrapped up in your swaddling clothes. Got to hold you, not long after you came into this world, most adorable little babe I ever did see, and look at you now, all grown up.” Delighted noises from the audience there. “I remember your first visit to my forge. Little sprite you were, so curious about everything. Rare curiosity for a little lady, got to be said, staring big-eyed at all those godsteel blades, but well, guess it was meant to be. You’re quite the young swordslady now, so I hear it.”

“She’s amazing!” shouted a voice. “Would give Lady Payne a run for her money!”

“A credit to Vandar!” shouted another.

“A credit to us all!” came a third.

Amara recognised the voices of her Knights Assorted. She smiled and looked back, saw them there in the midst of it. Sir Talmer, Sir Ryger, Sir Montague, Sir Hugo, Pen and Carly and Daryl and the rest. Lillia was smiling over at them, too, evidently touched.

“And Jovyn Colborn, a word about you. Not a name many would have known not so long ago, but now it’ll be carved in stone. Squire to Elyon Daecar. Varin Knight. Now the Last Blade of Vandar. Quite the meteoric rise.” Fists were pumped and raised, shouts of accord from here and there. “Saw you come up through the ranks,” said Merilore, smiling proudly, “every stage of your journey, I’ve been watching close. Skittish as a sparrow when you started out, fluttering about the Steelforge halls, but you settled, you grew, and here you are now, transformed.”

“A great knight,” bellowed someone on the other side of the aisle. “Beat me, didn’t he! Must be great!”

“The shits beat you, Cargill,” someone else mocked, but that was quickly hissed down, and by the big man most of all.

“Shit on you, Farrow!” Taegon thundered at him. “You lost to Sharp and Sharp lost to the lad! There’s a worthy bloody winner right there!”

Applause, and loud applause, shook the canvas walls of the large pavilion. Amara was a little surprised to hear Taegon give such a graceful account, but delighted all the same. “What a good man,” she said to Amron. “I never took him for a generous sort.”

“He’s grown a lot, and not in size. And you know, he might be right.”

“All right, that’ll do now, quiet down, quiet down!” Merilore flapped his arms like a bird, sleeves billowing. The applause gradually ebbed away. “Now enough from me, let’s get on with it.” He looked at the couple. “You two, take each other’s hands.” They did so, grasping softly, looking lovingly into each other’s eyes. Amara was so overjoyed she felt she might just faint. “Jovyn,” murmured Merilore, in a deep, meaningful voice. “Do you swear before your king and country to love Lillia, to cherish her, to protect her and to honour her, to shield her from her enemies, to offer her shelter in your heart, from this day to your last day, the day that by death you part?”

Jovyn nodded, swallowed. A small smile on his face. “I do,” he said.

Lillia smiled back. The room swam before Amara’s eyes, and she felt Amron reach around to hold her waist, steadying her. She really was quite overwhelmed.

“Lillia,” Merilore hummed. “Do you swear before your king and country to love Jovyn, to cherish him, to guide him and to honour him, to support him against his enemies, to offer him shelter in your heart, from this day to your last day, the day that by death you part?”

“I do,” she said, firmly, and at once. Her smile grew yet brighter, and Jovyn’s too, and it was a moment Amara would remember forever.

“Then that’s about it,” Merilore proclaimed, in a ringing voice. “The kiss will seal it. That’s how this works. Well then, Jovyn, go ahead and kiss your bride!”

And he did just so, moving in, kissing her in a sweet, delicate pressing of the lips, as every voice in the hall erupted into shouts, and cheers, and palms crashed together in applause, and cups were smashed, and flowers flung, and it was all so terribly delirious. Amara grinned like an utter loon, tears soaking her eyes, pretty much blind. She blinked, and rubbed them, and laughed and cried, and suddenly she was in Amron’s arms, his huge, strong arms, feeling the rumbling of his abundant laughter as he lifted her into the air.

It was a fairytale, a bit rough around the edges, but a ruddy fairytale all the same. Upon the stage Jovyn and Lillia were holding hands now, bowing to the audience as though they’d just performed a fabulous two-man show, showered in petals and praise. She was the most beautiful girl in all the world, they sang out, he the most dashing young knight. Together they made a pair as bright and brilliant as a newborn star. Men surged up to shake Amron’s hand, to kiss Amara’s cheek, gushing and fawning. The happy couple kissed again on the stage, a rather more passionate one this time, as Jovyn lifted Lillia up and twirled her around, skirts fluttering, and bellowing approval rang forth.

“Well done, lad!” shouted old Bryce Coddington, and “Good show! Good show!” Randall Borrington was roaring. Sir Taegon Cargill pushed his way forward just as Jovyn put Lillia down, and now he was being hoisted instead, Cargill throwing him up onto his shoulders, Sir Marcus and Sir Quinn, all Varin Knights, with him, parading him around and roaring out, “Last Blade! Last Blade! The Last Blade of Vandar!” And Lillia was hugging Carly now, twirling around like sisters, giggling like girls, Daryl and Penrose and Amara’s men pouring in to congratulate her, kiss her cheek, hug her, lift her too. It was chaos, beautiful, brilliant chaos, and the feast hadn’t even started. Amara laughed, still wiping her eyes, snot probably pouring from her nose but she didn’t care. She turned and hugged Amron again as the couple were bounced and carried away into the wedding marquee, a roistering good amount of noise swelling and crashing through the air all around them.

“Well, that’s it!” Amara cried. “Your little Lillia, a wedded woman!” She drew back, wiped what looked like a tear from his eye. It made her smile all the more to see it; rare as a Connor Crawfield smile was a tear from Amron Daecar. “I always knew you were a big softy at heart.”

He didn’t deny it. Nothing like a huge, battle-scarred brute of a man like Amron shedding a tear on the occasion of his daughter’s wedding. Through the crowd came Randall Borrington, his brother Robert at his side. Amron very swiftly blinked his eyes dry as Randall shouted, “Good show,” and clutched at the king’s hand, shaking fiercely. “A bloody good show! What a pair! What a pair!”

Robert came in behind him. “Short and sweet, but that’s the best way!” He hugged Amron, always more tactile than his brother, gave Amara a massive sloppy kiss on the cheek. “And loud! Gods! You don’t usually get so much shouting during a wedding!”

“No,” Amron agreed, having to raise his considerable voice over the tumult. “I was expecting a more polite affair.”

“Oh bugger polite,” shouted Randall. “Polite’s for peacetime. This is war!” He turned, laughing. “Lenard, come up here! Amara, have you met my son?”

“Not since his return.” Amara let Sir Lenard take her hand and kiss the back of it, all very neat and noble.

“My lady. So nice to see you again.”

She struggled to recall the last occasion, supposed it was some four or five years ago, when he was stationed at the Steelforge, before his abduction from that whorehouse. She’d have seen him at certain balls and banquets, no doubt. Never an especially handsome man, Lenard Borrington, and the years had been most unkind to him. Blame those pits, I suppose. Years in the hot suffocating darkness, starved and tortured, will tend to age a man.

“Maybe you could work your magic on him,” Randall said, shaking his son’s narrow shoulder, flapping him back and forth. “Pair him up with a suitable bride, Amara, like you did with these two.”

“I wouldn’t claim to have had much to do with Jovyn and Lillia, Randall.” No, it was Robbert Lukar she had tried to pair Lillia with. She supposed that was well and truly off the table now.

“Well, no matter. Something to revisit after the war, eh? Once we know which ones of us are left!”

“Indeed. After the war.”

The crowd was already moving back through the canvas corridor and into the main marquee, following behind the bride and groom, apparently eager to get back to the drinking. “We should take our places,” Amron said to Amara. “Randall, Robert, you’re on the top table with us.”

“Bloody right we are,” Randall shouted. He threw an arm over his brother’s shoulder and off they went, singing some bawdy Borrington tune.

Amron was watching them go, a look in his eye. Probably thinking of Vesryn, Amara guessed. What might have been. Or Aleron and Elyon. “Shame he couldn’t be here,” she said, slipping her arm through his, so he could escort her to the banquet marquee. “Elyon. His sister has wed his old squire, and he’s missed it. Such a shame.”

Amron nodded, but gave no response. Thinking about the war now, Amara thought. About Elyon, and where he might be, out there in the Bloodmarshes, probably, with Rikkard and Killian and Borrus and Robbert Lukar, fighting to win Death’s Passage. Elyon always seemed to be fighting somewhere or another, and when he wasn’t fighting, he was flying here or there, first with the Windblade, now on dragonback, aboard Lendrathor or even Garlath the Grand, utterly tireless in his efforts to secure the future.

“Do you feel guilty about all this?” she asked him, as they moved along down the canvas corridor. Little ribbons in blue and silver trailed overhead, men snatching at them as they passed, wrapping them around their wrists or even their necks, one silver and one blue. It wasn’t something Amara had intended, but she rather liked it, she had to say.

“The wedding, I mean. Elyon’s out there risking his life every day, while we’re here drinking and celebrating.” She picked off a trailing silver ribbon, joining the fun, then reached for a blue one. “You must be eager to get out there.”

She knew that already. Eager, restless, but quite cognizant that these things could not be rushed. “Plans are still being finalised,” he said. “But our departure is imminent, Amara. We’ll be adding our weight to the war effort soon enough.”

She snatched another pair of ribbons. “Here. You don’t want to be left out.”

He took them absently, holding them as he walked. Something else was on his mind, she sensed, and had been for the last two days.

“Did something happen at the gate?”

“What?” He looked over at her.

“When you left the final to meet Sir Lenard. You’ve been thinking about something ever since. What is it?”

“Nothing.” He twisted a silver ribbon around his left wrist, grimacing a little from the pain in his shoulder. Maybe that was it, the pain. He’d had an attack that day, watching from the balcony, and a fairly serious one, she could tell. He had attacks like that daily now, often more than once, and often at night, spoiling his sleep. It was getting to him, she knew, wearing him down, a great stack of parchment having a page stolen away every day, thinning the pile, thinning him out. Does he still resent me for that business with Merryl? Is that what this is? She had to wonder.

“It’ll get better, you know,” she assured him. “I’m sure it will.”

“What’s that?”

“The pain.”

He clenched his jaw. Winced as he landed on his right leg. His face twisted in discomfort. “I don’t see how. It only gets worse.”

“Well…you know my thoughts.”

He grunted, saying nothing. She had told him his pain was penance, pre-payment for a greater deed. The king stands before the demon and when he does, he stands up tall, she thought. In this form of him, there is no pain. Only purpose. Let that soothe you. Black Merryl’s words, before she left. Black Merryl’s vision, glimpsed in her dreams. It had made Amara believe that something would happen, something would come to give him absolution. To take away his pain so he could fight unhindered, so he could stand before the enemy, stand upright and tall. She still believed that now, though it wasn’t the time to talk about it. When Amron got thinking about his pain, it only soured his mood, and she wanted him happy tonight, happy for his daughter’s sake, but also his own. He deserved it, to relax for once. To drink more than a single cup, perhaps, let down that grey-black hair.

“I have something for you, Amron,” she said, hoping it might cheer him, if that’s what he needed. “It’s nothing special, so don’t get excited.”

“What is it? You know I don’t like surprises, Amara.”

“No. But I do.” She grinned and tugged him along to the left as they entered the sprawling banquet marquee, quite large enough to seat several hundred. The benches were arranged in long rows, perpendicular to the top table, all of them filled with dishes of fish, breads, meats, cheeses, great jugs of wine and ale. The place was already rocking with laughter and rumbling voices as men sat where they pleased, grabbing food from the plates and filling their cups, drinking freely and heartily as if the world was about to end, because quite possibly it was, and this was their last chance to enjoy it.

“Where are we going?” Amron asked, as Amara led him past the top table, past Lillia and Jovyn, the Borringtons and Bryce Coddington, past Carly, Penrose, Daryl, and Artibus, and old Ralf of Rotting Bridge. Lord Rodmond Taynar, Lord Wyliam Brabant, Sir Michael Tunsen, and Sir Geofrey Bannard had been invited to the top table also, as commanders of the Taynar, Oloran, and Amadar hosts, while Lord Styron Strand could not be omitted, so he was there as well, sitting as far from Randall Borringon as possible, bending young Rodmond’s ear over something or another. “Shouldn’t we take our seats, Amara?”

“Why? So you can give a formal address?”

“Is that so absurd to you? The king should always open a banquet.”

“This is no common banquet, if you haven’t realised.”

She took him through a flap at the rear of the marquee, past some spearmen on guard, out into the open city. It was midafternoon, the skies bleak, but dry, a cold wintry wind in the air. Amron paused briefly to ask the men if there had been any trouble, any sightings of dragons, anything he must know. No, was the answer he got. All was well. Quiet as the grave.

When the king was satisfied, Amara led him on. “It’s just in here,” she said, taking him to a smaller tent just across a broken stretch of cobbles, up against a great pile of rubble that rose behind it like a small stone hill. It was one of the storage tents for the feast, filled with barrels of ale and casks of wine, primarily.

Amron looked around, confused. “What is this, Amara. If you’ve brought me here to confess your undying love for me…”

“Oh, dream on, Amron,” she chuckled. “But I do want you to strip.”

“Strip? Now Amara…”

“Yes, strip. But just that.” She pressed a finger at his shoulder. “I’m sick of seeing you wearing it. Take it off. Right now.”

His brows were tightly knitted. “My cloak?”

“It isn’t yours. That cloak was worn by a man who shared your name, that’s all. It may fit you, but it isn’t fitting. You’re a much greater man than Amron the Bold ever was, and you shouldn’t be wearing his cloak. So take it off.”

“But…”

“Take it off,” she demanded, and he acquiesced all at once, unclasping it from his shoulders, folding it up as Amara turned, opened a chest she’d had placed aside, and drew out a brand new one. She lifted it, let it unravel, turned around to him with a flourish. “Here. Your gift. Go on, take it.”

He reached out, a sedate but admiring look on his face, big fingers digging into the rich, royal fabric, eyes soaking in the colour, deep blue, trimmed with cloth-of-silver. On the rear, in silver thread, was exquisite needlework showing the royal sigil on one side, the arms of House Daecar on the other.

The king was taking a good long while looking it over.

“Well, what do you think? It’s not much, I know, but…”

“Amara, it’s wonderful.” He looked up at her. “Truly.”

“Well,” she shrugged, “I tried.”

He had another look, running his fingers along the silver edges, touching at the delicate thread, lifting it higher, holding it out to take it all in. Well, he seemed to like it. Amron was never very good at feigning gratitude, so this was real, Amara was happy to see.

“How long have you had it?”

“I had it made for you back in Varinar. Couldn’t bear to see you going about in that rotten old cloak anymore, as though Amron the Bold was somehow your better, simply because Varin was his grandsire, Ayrin his father. You, Amron Daecar, have no betters. You’re going to do something not even Varin could do. His warmongering grandson was a brute and a bully, and had none of your balance, or your temperance, or your charity.”

He opened his mouth, about to deny it.

“You’re going to say I go too far,” she said, “that I’m over exaggerating.”

“The thought crossed my mind.”

“Well I’m not. I may be biased toward you, but you’re biased against yourself, because you’re too modest, and my belief in you beats your modesty, so I win on that account.” She lifted her chin, dipped it down at the cloak. “I had that made for you so you might shrug off the weight of the past. These dreams you’ve had…Amron the Bold telling you to earn his name.” She scoffed at the very thought of it. “How dare he! You are Amron Daecar, that is your name, and in time you’ll have many others. Amron the Saviour, maybe, Amron the Peacemaker. Amron Daecar, the man who saved the world...”

“Amara…”

“No. Don’t try to deny it…”

“Amara…”

“What?”

“I love you,” he said.

“Oh.” She hadn’t expected that at all. “Well, I…I suppose…”

A big, rugged smile was spreading across his lips. “And no, not like that,” he laughed. “You’re like a sister to me, Amara, always have been. You’re my rock. A little cracked up from all your scheming, but my rock all the same. All this? Everything? I never would have been able to do any of this without you.” He stepped up to her. “So yes, I damn well love you. I don’t think I say it enough.”

That was true. He didn’t. And gods, how nice to hear it. “Well good. I’m very glad. I suppose I love you too.” She smiled up at him, this big softie brute, then frowned and waved a hand. “Now, are you going to put that on or not? If you haven’t noticed, it’s your daughter’s wedding day, Amron.” And she clicked her tongue. “Don’t you have a banquet to formally start?”
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Lord Malcolm Marsh was sitting behind a desk, and he seemed to like it.

As the seniormost lord left at Dragon’s Bane, he appeared to have developed a sense of importance far beyond his natural station. “Ah, Emeric,” he said, not even standing as he entered. “Good to see you again, old friend. You look tired. Do take a seat.”

Emeric had never considered this man his friend. He barely knew him, in fact, though he wasn’t wrong about him being tired. Actually, he was. Emeric was more than tired. For many days now, he’d been running, and riding, and all at a great pace, barely resting at all, in a bid to reach Dragon’s Bane and recruit an army. What he needed to know, right now, was whether that process had begun.

“Did you get my letter?” he asked, still standing.

Lord Marsh frowned up at him. “Won’t you sit? I’d prefer it if you’d sit.”

Emeric didn’t sit. If he sat, he might never stand again. He was cataclysmically exhausted, but could not risk resting, not even for a moment, until this matter had been resolved. “It should have arrived days ago. Brought by an eagle.”

“Oh, that.” The new Lord of Rockfall rifled through some papers and found the letter in question. “Yes, I wasn’t sure what to make of it, really. We don’t get many messages from eagles, Emeric. Hard to start mustering thousands of men off the back of something like that, you know.”

Emeric closed a fist. He understood, but he closed a fist. “That’s disappointing,” he said, through gritted teeth. It meant he would have to start at the beginning. That would take precious time he wasn’t sure he had. “How many men are there remaining here?” he asked.

Marsh frowned at the question, as though he couldn’t possibly know. “You’d have to talk to Sir Karter about that. He keeps account of that sort of thing.”

“And what do you do, Malcolm?” Emeric asked sharply.

The lord seemed taken aback. He cleared his throat, searching for a good response, and ended up just threatening him instead. “I don’t much like your tone, you know. I’m the senior lord here now, and I could very well have you thrown in a cell if I pleased.”

The threat was petty and more than a little pathetic. Both men knew he had no such power. Emeric ignored it and went right on. “The fortress looked half empty when I arrived. And the camps outside are almost deserted. I take it most of the men are making for the Bloodmarshes?”

“Yes. The advance is going well out there. It seems like the siege of Blademelt is imminent.”

And you’ll be sitting here while it happens, shuffling papers and drinking wine. “I need men,” Emeric said, trying to control his temper. “A strong mounted host to take through the tunnels.” He gestured to the letter. “It’s all in there.”

Marsh gave it a cursory scan. “Why did you send this letter if you were just going to come yourself?”

“I hoped to get a head start. That I’d arrive to find a cavalry pre-assembled, even heading along the coast already.”

It was always a long shot, Emeric had to admit. Perhaps if the letter had reached the hands of Sir Karter Pentar, it would have gone differently, but no, it had to be Marsh, a man with a considerable chip on his shoulder. Mostly, Emeric felt annoyed that Kamcho had been risked for nothing. Ranulf had been very wary about sending the bird all the way back to Dragon’s Bane on his own, with the constant threat of dragons about, but he’d done it, and done it for nothing.

Lord Marsh inspected the letter, raising his eyes as though he hadn’t really read it properly the first time. “You say you want thousands of men,” he said. “How many thousands, exactly?”

“As many thousands as I can get.”

“Right. Right. And why?”

“Why? Why do you think? To help win the war.” He looked at him with ill-concealed scorn. “Perhaps you could come with me, Malcolm? Get off your arse and lead your own men into battle?”

“My arse? Now hang about there…”

“I don’t have time to hang about. You’re the Lord of Rockfall now. A man of fighting age, a Bladeborn. You should be out there leading your men.”

“Should? There’s no damn should about it, Manfrey! I’ve been asked to stay here and hold the fort, so that’s what I’m doing.” There was a great deal of colour warming his cheeks. “The Agarathi could attack at any time, you know. We’re the last bastion against invasion!”

They were empty platitudes from a coward. There would be no Agarathi attack here at Dragon’s Bane. That ship had long since sailed and Lord Malcolm Marsh knew it. “Do you know where I might find Sir Karter?” Emeric asked. He would do better treating with him, he knew.

The lord nodded briskly. He seemed happy at the prospect of getting rid of him. “Yes, yes. He tends to stay around the broken barbican most of the time. You’ll find him there.”

Emeric nodded a curt thanks, turned and strode across the room, fully intending to return with Sir Karter Pentar in tow to hash this out properly. He made it about five paces when there was a sound of brisk steps outside, the door swung open, and a young man walked into the chamber, dressed in silver plate armour and a Varin blue cloak that had seen far better days. Swirls of wind raced around his gauntlets and godsteel boots, fading as he stepped within.

Lord Marsh shot to his feet. “Prince Elyon, my gods.”

“Marsh.” Elyon nodded to him in a perfunctory way, then saw the exile standing there. “Emeric,” he said, surprised. “What are you doing here?”

“Assembling a host to take south through the tunnels,” Emeric said. He smiled and shook arms with the young prince, struck, as ever, by his resemblance to Jonik.

Elyon smiled back. He was wet from the rain and looked almost as weary as Emeric felt. “You’re heading back south?”

“Yes. As soon as I have that host.” Emeric gave Malcolm Marsh a pointed look. “Lord Marsh and I were just discussing the particulars.”

“Yes,” Marsh said, smiling uncomfortably. “Lord Manfrey will of course have the men he needs. I just wonder how many, and who. Perhaps some of my own will join you? I’ve just had my levies arrive from Rockfall, in fact.” He raised his chin proudly. “Another six thousand men, all mounted and ready.”

Well, that was quite the change around. It was amazing what the presence of a Daecar could do.

“You mean Lord Huffort’s levies?” Elyon said, correcting him.

“Well, no. They’re mine now, Your Highness. I am the Lord of Rockfall. Perhaps you didn’t know? King Robbert raised me to…”

“I know about that,” Elyon dismissed. “Is Huffort dead? Robbert believed that he would founder at sea.”

“No, he made it back to the city, I’m told. Locked himself away in his mountain stronghold to try to wait out the war. My men tried to prise him out, but he wouldn’t open the vault doors. They’re solid godsteel, you know. It’s said only the Sword of Varinar could cut through; no other blade could manage it.”

Elyon gave a disdainful snort. “Let him rot in that prison, then. Robbert will deal with him after the war.”

“Oh, no, my lord. He is dead,” said Marsh.

Elyon frowned at him. “Explain.”

“Well, eventually he came out. I think it was too much for him to take, seeing his city mobilised right under his nose. Just as the army was riding out through the gates, he emerged and began cursing them all for traitors. He cursed me, too, for stealing his seat. Which is very unfair. I served Lord Huffort loyally for years, and…”

“How did he die, Marsh? Get on with it.”

The lord cleared his throat. “He was cut down, my lord. Started cursing the name of the king as well as my own, and that was the final straw. Not enough to curse me, no, but Robbert Lukar? Some men gutted him right there by the gates.”

“Good,” Elyon said. “It’s no more than he deserved.”

“Yes, I…I suppose he did reap what he sowed, in the end. A shame, really. He was a good man, Huffort. A good man.”

“Good men do not betray the orders of their king,” Elyon told him. “They do not steal away in the middle of the night and sail home to hide from the war.”

“No, of course. I just meant…”

“Was Sir Tamber Rickson there?” Emeric asked. He couldn’t take seeing the man fumble over some defence of the dead lord any longer. Huffort really was beyond reproach; any defence of his actions was a waste of breath. “I heard Robbert had sent him to Rockfall to take Huffort into custody.”

Malcolm Marsh looked over at him, brow crinkling. “Rickson. Yes. Where did you hear that?”

“Lord Ghent of the Undercloak told me. I spent the night there, some months ago.” Emeric knew Tamber Rickson well from his pre-exile years. A good old knight, very dependable and calm. “Is he in charge of the host?” he asked.

“In charge? No. My own man Sir Jancy Hasting has that honour, but I’m told Rickson ably supported him on the ride south.”

“Have them both summoned,” Elyon said. “Hasting and Rickson.”

“My lord?”

“Marsh, you’re starting to irritate me. I do not have time to say everything twice. Have them both summoned, I said. They will be in a better position than you to report to Emeric on the state of their host.”

“Their host? No, it’s mine, my lord. My host.”

“I do not see you volunteering to lead it.”

“I…there’s too much to do…right here at…”

Elyon turned to Emeric. “Will six thousand be enough?”

“It’s an excellent start,” Emeric told him.

“Marsh, see about doubling it,” Elyon said. “There are over twenty thousand men still here. You’ll have plenty to choose from.”

The Lord of Rockfall blinked at him. “I…yes, of course. I’ll…I’ll get to it at once.”

“Good. Emeric, I’d like to talk to you alone. Will you walk with me?”

“Of course.”

They left the good lord to his preparations and began down through the tower, descending a spiral stair lit here and there by torches. Soldiers stopped as they passed, bowing their heads, or moving aside as they went briskly by. When they stepped outside, a soft rain was falling. Elyon drank it in with a smile. “The rain’s red as blood out there,” he said. “Tastes of sulphur and it’s thick too. Really unpleasant. It’s much nicer here.”

He took another long breath, then said, “I’m glad you’re here, Emeric. I was planning to come to visit you.”

“Visit me?”

Elyon nodded. “I need to know what you’ve found beneath Agarath. My uncle told me you sent a man to him a while ago. Rankin, was it?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“But you were intending to come yourself?”

Emeric nodded. “Until I received a letter from Lythian Lindar. A vision pointed toward two different tunnels to search, from a central chamber we call Bone Cavern. We split up into two groups to search them.”

“And found?”

“Skyloft,” Emeric said. “That’s why I’m mustering this host. We think we’ll need one soon, over there.”

“We?”

“Ranulf and I.”

“Not Jonik?”

“No. He explored the other tunnel with Mooton and Bulmar.”

“And what did they find?”

“I couldn’t tell you. None of them had returned by the time I passed through.”

Elyon nodded, considering that. “I think they’ve found a way under Blademelt,” he said, after a pause. He reached into his pocket and drew out a letter. “We received this out on the Bloodmarshes. It’s from Lythian as well. He talks about another vision.”

Emeric read it over quickly. Then he looked at the sky, wondering what phase of the moon it was. The letter identified two options for the siege, and as far as Emeric could figure it, one had already elapsed, or would do so imminently, and too soon for them to take action.

“The moon will fade five nights from now,” the prince said. “That’s the critical time, Emeric. And Jonik needs to know.”

The exile took a moment to puzzle it over. He knew what Elyon was saying, but getting there…to this cavern beneath Blademelt, if such a thing existed… “I don’t know if that’s possible, Elyon. Five days might not be enough.”

“I can make it,” Elyon said, certain. “I’ve had plenty of time with these now.” He swirled the wind around his gauntlets. “Lots of training with Ulrik Marak down in the depths, and I can move at considerable speed. It’s about fifty miles to King’s Crown Cavern, is that right?”

“Yes. Though a further two hundred to Bone Cavern.”

“A shame you’re not ready to leave, Emeric. I would have liked to ride with you a little way, but I don’t think I can spare the time. I doubt you’ll have that host of yours mustered before tomorrow morning.”

“No,” Emeric agreed. It would take hours to gather and outfit the men. Leaving at dawn sounded about right. He could probably make sure Sir Tamber and Sir Jancy led the men on after him, if he wanted to go with Elyon now, but he didn’t see enough merit in that. It sounded like the prince could travel quicker than a charging horse, and he’d only slow him down. Besides, he needed to rest. As soon as he got the preparations started, he’d get his head down for a few hours at least.

“Well, I had best not keep you,” Elyon Daecar said. “I’m going to hunt down a bit of food to take with me, then head off. Just down the coast, is it? I wouldn’t want to miss the entrance.”

“Just stick to the beach and you’ll be fine. The entrance is in a low cliff. They’ve opened it out now with ramps and walkways, you can’t miss it.”

“Right. Then I guess this is goodbye again.” He gripped his forearm for a parting shake. “Good luck to you.”

“And you, Your Highness.” Emeric bowed, Elyon dipped his chin in response, and the two parted ways once more.

The exile watched him go a moment, wondering in what wild circumstance he’d see him again, or whether he’d see him again at all, then went off to find Sir Karter Pentar down by the broken barbican. As expected, he found him to be much more willing than Malcolm Marsh had been. They’d gotten along well during their days stationed at Rustbridge, and Emeric knew Sir Karter to be eager to support the war effort in any way he could. As soon as Emeric told him he was mustering a host to ride south, through the tunnel, Karter Pentar nodded very briskly and said, “I have several thousand Pentar men I could deploy to your needs, Emeric. I can have them prepared at once.”

Emeric smiled. “Thank you, Sir Karter. I want them mounted, if possible. As many as we can get.”

Karter nodded. “I’ll see what I can do. Some horses are being led across Death’s Passage now, but not many. They won’t need much of a cavalry for the siege. We still have thousands here, and more in the woods north of the fortress.”

“Good.” Emeric was adamant that a powerful cavalry be prioritised, though if men followed afoot, that would be worthwhile as well. “I’d like archers, too.”

“Archers. Of course. We’re not lacking for bows.”

Food would also be needed to sustain them. That was a little more difficult, but Sir Karter Pentar would make it work. They had supplies enough to feed the men and mounts for weeks only, a month or two at a push. After that, severe rationing would become as big a problem here as it already was in every town and city across the north, and perhaps the world at large. It put an extra urgency on winning the war. In the coming battles, tens of thousands would die, and their deaths may just save lives. That was the cold hard truth of it. They needed fewer mouths to feed, and any man not willing to put his life on the line was only wasting precious provisions.

Like Marsh, Emeric thought. Clearly, he’d been eating well, by the strain of his clothes, the meat in his cheeks.

But Sir Karter was a different man. Where Marsh had stammered and flushed at the thought of adding his blade to the war, Sir Karter Pentar insisted upon it. “I will lead the Pentar host myself,” he told Emeric. “Lord Marsh can manage affairs here without me. I want to come with you, my lord.”

Emeric smiled once again. He would be very glad to have him. With Sir Tamber Rickson, that made two men he knew and trusted. “Gather your men, Sir Karter. I plan to ride at dawn.”
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The drinking had been going on for a good long while.

It was very loud, very raucous, but exceptionally mirthful in the wedding marquee, and just the same outside of it, the king was reliably informed. The marriage of a princess was not an occasion to be enjoyed only by those lucky few invited to observe it, after all. Everyone was within their rights to celebrate, and the city of King’s Point was doing so tonight, guzzling down every last bit of drink they could find in toast to the happy couple. That would leave scant little to take with them when they sailed south across the Red Sea, but that was fine so far as Amron saw it. He wanted them travelling light, travelling lean, carrying only what needed to be carried. So tonight, they must enjoy it. Tomorrow, we go sober.

The king was sober right now as well. Amara had urged him at regular intervals throughout the evening to relax, let his hair down, and other such platitudes as that, but he hadn’t, and couldn’t. He was the king and must keep his head.

Currently, he was in his seat at the heart of the top table, sipping on his watered wine and letting others do the drinking instead. And drinking they were. Bryce Coddington and the Borringtons were about as drunk as Amron could ever remember seeing them, which said rather a lot. Sir Taegon Cargill and Stegra Snowfist were engaged in a drinking contest so loud and fierce the king feared it might come to violence, and even Lord Styron the Strong, to Amron’s utter surprise, was looking a little worse for wear. He was, at this time, standing further down the table with Rodmond Taynar, looming over him slightly drunkenly, shouting something in his ear. The young lord appeared at once intimidated and bored by the old man’s constant attentions.

“Ralf,” Amron said. His wise old friend was seated beside him, in the chair first occupied by Lillia, before the entire affair had disintegrated into a free-for-all of movement and much swapping of seats. Amron had hosted at least two dozen men beside him over the past few hours, each eager to give their congratulations to the father of the bride, or discuss some supply issue in their camp, or dig into the details of the invasion, or other such things. It was very difficult not to drink through all of that, but Amron Daecar was doing his best.

“Yes, Amron?”

The king nodded his head down the table. “Go tell Rodmond I want to speak to him about something.”

Sir Ralf looked over, a knowing little smile on his face. “A rescue mission, is it?”

“In part. But don’t tell him that. Just bring him over here, Ralf.”

The old man nodded, stood, and went over to see it done. Lord Styron did not look overly happy at being interrupted in his monologue, but what could he say? This was the summons of a king, after all. Rodmond, to the very contrary, looked utterly relieved by the extraction. He came over to the king at a speedy clip as though afraid he might change his mind and send him right back. “Sire, I’m told you want to speak with me?”

“Take a seat, Rodmond.”

The young lord drew back a chair and sat beside him at once. “What is this about, my lord? Have I done something to displease you?”

Do I look displeased? Amron thought he was assuming a light and open expression, but maybe not. Sometimes his pain could twist his features into a scowl without him knowing it. That was probably happening now. “No, nothing like that, Rodmond.” He looked over. “How is your granduncle? He seems to have much to say to you tonight?”

Rodmond didn’t even dare glance back at the man. “Um, yes, sire. He…well…”

“He wants to take command of the Taynar host?”

Rodmond nodded exhaustedly. “He has made many allusions to that since he arrived here, but tonight, he’s openly demanding it. The drink, I suppose, has loosened his tongue somewhat. He…well, he is getting to the point of being quite rude, sire. Calling my leadership into question, and such.”

Amron nodded. That sounded rather like the bullying and cajoling Styron Strand that he knew. This was a man who submitted only to strength, and unfortunately, Rodmond didn’t portray much of that, sad to say. “And what have you told him?” Amron asked.

“Regarding ceding control of my host? Well, I…I try to prevaricate on that account, such as I can. I am the Lord of House Taynar, my lord, and that comes with a certain expectation. I must rule in wartime, no matter whether I want to or not. That is what my grandfather would have wanted. For a Taynar to steer the ship.”

“These are troubled waters.” Amron swirled his wine cup. “And I would say Lord Godrik’s wishes are rather unimportant here, Rodmond. What matters is what you want. Would you prefer to become a Varin Knight again? To serve with the others, at my side?”

He could see at once that it was exactly what he wanted. But he only shook his head and said, “An honour, my lord, but…”

“Rodmond. There is no shame in giving over the command of your host to a man like Styron Strand. Hasn’t Lord Gavron already led the charge here, since he arrived?”

“Well yes, my lord. He has been very decisive in helping to rebuild the city and prepare the camps, but…when we go to war, shouldn’t I…”

“A good leader knows when to delegate, Rodmond. You are a greatlord; that cannot be taken away from you. If you want to give up the title, you can, but I sense that isn’t the case?”

“No, sire, never. If I concede the title…” He shook his head, and resolutely. “House Taynar has been a greathouse for over a thousand years. I know I have not taken naturally to its lead, but I would never give it up. No, I couldn’t.”

Amron smiled. “I’m glad to hear that, Rodmond.” He put an avuncular hand on his shoulder, sensing it was what he needed. “But conceding command is well within your rights. Let Styron and the Ironfoot lead the Taynar banners. They are both old, battle-hardened men and cut inspiring figures as well. Hand over the reins and do as you do best.”

“And what is that, sire?”

“Fight. At my side. With Sir Quinn and Sir Taegon and the others. Be a Varin Knight again.”

This time, Rodmond Taynar said nothing to the contrary. “My lord,” he said, smiling. “It would be my honour. But…” And his face went unsure again. “So long as you are certain…”

“Quite certain, Rodmond. There have been many occasions in the past of greatlords submitting military command to senior generals. You are an excellent young knight, but very inexperienced as a battlefield commander. Let’s all of us do as we do best, what do you say?”

“I say…I say yes, my lord.” And his face brightened again, as he stood, and bowed. “I’ll go inform him now, sire. I rather think it will make his night.”

And yours, Amron thought, as he watched the young greatlord step away, the weight of the world lifting steadily off his shoulders. Ralf slipped back into the chair beside him. “Wise decision, Amron. A nice young man, excellent at following orders, but not giving them. He was never cut out to lead.”

“Most men aren’t,” Amron said. “It was sink or swim with him, and he was floundering. I only threw him out a lifeline.” He had a small sip of watered wine. “I want him fattened up, though. He’s gone thin as a rake under the weight of command. Make sure he damn well eats something, Ralf.”

The old man smiled and went off again, leaving the seat beside Amron open. On his other flank, Amara was still sitting in conversation with Carly, chatting away merrily, commenting on the crowd. Besides the ongoing drinking battle between Cargill and Stegra Snowfist, several others were in progress around the benches, with groups gathered around hollering and shouting. Amara and Carly seemed to be discussing them. “…if only Sally Scarlet was still with us,” the flame-haired sellsword was saying. “She’d have them all on their arses, Amara. Well, all except you.”

“My lord.” Amron turned, found Rogen Whitebeard back at his side. He bent down to his chair. “No sightings of dragons, my lord. Nothing reported in the skies.”

Amron nodded. “Thank you, Rogen.” He had asked for constant updates from the watch, naturally concerned about an attack as he was, on this of all days, with the city so distracted. He had men watching from every wall and tower, had scouts further off, waiting to light beacon fires if they must. Even had Sir Pagaloth and some of the other rogue riders flying a patrol out off the coast. So far, so quiet, and that was all for the good.

The ranger slipped away again, never staying in the marquee longer than he must. Amron had of course invited him to sit, drink, relax, but that wasn’t his way. He was much like Vilmar the Black in his aversion to gatherings like this. Down on the floor, Lillia and Jovyn were whirling their way through the crowd, being utterly adorable and utterly adored, talking to everyone, drinking, dancing, the centre of attention wherever they went. Now and then they would kiss, sometimes spontaneously, sometimes by the demands of whichever group they were currently occupied with. Such a cry of, “Kiss her! Kiss her! Kiss her!” was going up now from a portion of the Amadar men, and Jovyn obliged them, taking Lillia up in his arms and kissing her passionately. A great deafening roar swelled up and then smoothed back off into the general din. It was so loud now that men must shout more or less into an ear to be heard, and even then it was hit or miss.

Presently, the bout between Cargill and Stegra was reaching such an apex of drinking that Amron had to wonder how they were still standing. Both men were swilling down the cups of frothing ale being handed to them in single gulps, going toe to toe, drink for drink, swaying, sometimes staggering, as their supporters threw out abuse. “Bring the sickmilk!” one of the Snowskins was shouting. Amron couldn’t tell which through the throng but it sounded like the voice of Anrel Hammerhand. Others joined him. “The sickmilk! The sickmilk! We settle this with sickmilk!”

Amron looked over and hailed Artibus, who’d been sitting in conversation with Geofrey Bannard and Michael Tunsen for some time. “Artibus, how possible is it for a man to die from drinking too much alcohol?”

The old scholar came over and dropped into the chair beside him. “Depends on the man, I’d say.”

“Those two.” Amron pointed out the knight and the tribal chief as the Snowskins continued to bellow about sickmilk. “Isn’t it too soon after Taegon’s illness to be drinking this much?”

“Probably, yes. I suppose we’ll know in the morning.”

“Meaning.”

“Meaning if we find him a corpse, it will have been too soon.” The old man grinned a reddish, wine-stained grin. “More likely, he’ll just have to nurse a quite apocalyptic hangover. When do you plan to sail to war again?”

“Soon.”

“Make it less soon. These men will need time to recover.”

He was being humorous, or trying to be. “What have you been talking about with Michael and Geofrey?”

“Your good-father, and his untimely death.”

“I see. Does that topic merit such a long discussion?”

“Clearly. Or we wouldn’t be discussing it. Michael is quite ashamed of how he behaved back then. Taking the Amadar men back to Ilivar. All that sour business.”

“He needn’t be. We’re long past that now.”

“Ah, but does not alcohol reopen old wounds, Amron? Pathways to self-reflection? Some men grow quite melancholy in a state of inebriation, and it seems Michael Tunsen is one such man.” He glanced over. “Sir Geofrey less so. Hard man who gets harder the more he takes on. Quite the pair to be leading the Amadar host. Two very different men, I say.”

“Both have what the other does not,” Amron said. “They balance one another nicely.” He saw old Bryce Coddington shuffling over and sighed. The man’s craggy, rutted face had melted down into a hideous drunken stupor, a line of dry drool crusted on one side of his chin, hair even more askew than normal.

“This should be good,” Artibus said, grinning.

“It won’t be. He’s just going to demand that I get drunk.”

“You’re not drinking, you great royal oaf!” Codddington bellowed as he came near. He thrashed around with an arm, looking like he might fall over at any moment, but somehow maintained his footing. “It’s a party and you’re…you’re just sitting here…all sour-faced. You sour-faced fool! Get down there and drink!”

Amron didn’t answer him. He had no time for the drunken clod right now.

“Well? Too good for us, are you!” He shoved him in the shoulder, the left shoulder, causing a spike of pain to course through Amron’s entire left side. “Oh, glowering now, is it? Touch a nerve, did I?”

Quite literally. Amron’s teeth clenched in sudden rage. He was actually close to standing and striking the old bastard, but didn’t need to in the end. Amara stood and drifted over, all smooth step and grace. “Bryce, my sweet, why don’t you have another drink?”

“You what now?” The man’s small, sotted eyes searched about for the source of the sound. “Oh, A-Amara,” he hiccuped. “Not being too…too loud for you, I hope?”

“Not at all. Come along, let’s just sit over here and talk.” She drew him away down the table, finding two spare chairs, settled him down and poured out what looked like a cup of water. A glance back over and she caught Amron’s eye with a look to say, ‘I’ve got this. Don’t worry’. Well, she shouldn’t have to ‘have it’. I’ll reproach that old fool on the morrow, Amron told himself, though he knew it wouldn’t make much of a difference. Bryce was too old, too bitter, too belligerent to care. Still, I’ll give it a good go.

The entire evening was descending into an even more disorderly state, if that was possible. Amron found his left arm throbbing horribly, his left hand going numb, his head thumping from all the noise. The cries of sickmilk were still going up, and several of Cargill’s supporters were pushing and shoving at them and trying to shut them up. Amron could see Stegra in the midst of it, eyes all eager about something, and he wondered if he was going to challenge Sir Taegon to a brawl. Beat a monster like Cargill and he’d silence all the doubters who said Hraka the Great got the better of him on the boat. It was the last thing Amron wanted. If they started fighting it could very well spread, and he could ill afford a marquee full of busted noses and broken bones.

He turned his eyes around. “Sir Quinn!” he shouted, spotting him on the benches below. The man’s head came up, looking about. Amron banged a fist on the table and that got his attention. He hastened up.

“My lord? What do you need?”

“Get over there and settle down that rabble.” He gestured over. “Make sure it doesn’t come to blows.”

The man nodded and set right to it, recruiting a few others to go with him. Amron watched as Quinn Sharp pushed right in between all the men, trying to calm them down, and shouting, “In the name of the king! In the name of the king!” He sounded a bit drunk as well, and fair enough, but still did his duty all the same. Sir Marcus Flint, seeing it, sprang up and went over to help, and that led to some others rushing forward as well.

“I fear you’ve just lit the taper that starts the blaze there, Amron.”

Artibus was right, damnit. The appearance of the newcomers was taken the wrong way, and the pushing and shoving and shouting only intensified. The king tipped his head back in frustration, looked around to see who to send in next. Styron Strand would have been a good man, but he was nowhere to be seen now, nor the Ironfoot, and Randall Borrington was much too drunk to affect any positive change. Well, I suppose it’s up to me, then, the king was halfway to thinking, but then Amara came to his rescue once more.

“Boys! Boys! BOYS!” she wailed, rushing over from her seat. She made at once for the heart of the commotion, and everything inside Amron tensed, terrified she would get knocked over, or struck by accident, that she or the baby would come to harm. He was up on his feet in an instant, pain gnashing at his right thigh, about to unleash his own bellowing voice, but in the end his fears were unfounded. Carly was with Amara, and Penrose, and Daryl, and almost every one of her Knights Assorted rushed in at once from wherever they happened to be, creating a protective cordon all around her. Within that ring, she approached, still shouting, “Boys, enough! That’s enough now! ENOUGH!”

The men turned to her, one by one, then in their droves, and very quickly the tensions were settled. Nothing like the presence of a lady to make men recall their manners, and a beloved, pregnant lady at that.

“Quite the woman,” Artibus remarked, in the sudden quiet. It wasn’t quiet, really, just relatively so. Still loud, but less loud, like pouring rain after crashing thunder. “Do you like the cloak she gave you?”

His mind was still on the crowd below. Still on Amara’s safety, though it seemed now assured. “How’s that?”

“The cloak you’re wearing. Have you had many compliments tonight?”

“Yes, actually.” Most of the men who’d come and sat with him at one time or another had made some mention of his new cloak. So much so that Amron had wondered if Amara had put them up to it. “She says she had it made back in Varinar. I assume you knew?”

“Of course I knew. We designed it together. Really, you should be thanking me as well.”

“Indeed?” Amron asked. “Well then, thank you, Artibus. Amara finally pulled you into one of her schemes, I see?”

They chuckled about that together. Below, the simmering threat of the brawl had now very much passed, and Amara had everyone shaking hands, hugging, clicking cups and drinking. Quite the woman indeed. Amron half-smiled, half-grimaced as another shot of pain savaged his right leg. He stretched it out under the table, felt a click in the joint, bent it again and began pressing at the muscle. His left hand was still pretty much numb, his left arm throbbing unpleasantly.

“Do you need another tonic?” Artibus’s eyes were concerned.

“No. I’m fine.” He reached out instead and clasped his cup of wine, drank it down to the dregs, and called for a boy to refill it. “No water this time.” The cup was filled right up to the brim, and after another good swig, Amron felt a little better. He looked at Artibus, still with that concerned look on his face. “Don’t look so worried, Artibus. I’m used to it now, the gods know that.”

“Yes, and it breaks my fragile old heart.” The old man’s eyes were very sunken and sad all of a sudden. “I hate seeing you in pain, Amron. Perhaps I am such a man as Sir Michael, of the melancholy sort. Seeing you this way…”

“Enough drink for you, then. I can bear it.”

“Can you? I do wonder sometimes.”

“Talk to Amara. Try to share in her faith.”

“You know I’ve never been of that leaning. I just fear…” And he shook his head. “I fear you will be overwhelmed again, as you were at Blackfrost. I fear that during the crux of a great battle, you’ll…”

“Spare me your fears. I’ve got enough of my own.” Amron’s mood was souring. He drank another measure of wine, hoping it would be enough to turn the old man away. But he persisted.

“Valid fears, Amron. Why not share them with me? Here, now, is there any better time? We can reflect together and maybe find a way.”

“Find a way? How, Artibus? You’ve done all you can for me. The surgeries. The treatments. The tonics. None of it works. The gods know you’ve tried your best, and don’t think I don’t appreciate it. I told Amara earlier that she was my rock, but so are you. Like Michael and Geofrey, you have what the other does not. Together, you’re balanced. You hold me up.”

The old man was touched by those words. He smiled softly, dabbed at an eye. “You’ve always been like a son to me, my boy. I would give anything, everything, to have made this right, but…”

“But you can’t. You never could, Artibus. This pain, this demon that lives inside me, it isn’t within your power to quell. There is nothing that can stop it, nothing anyone can do. I’ll bear it until my dying day, and…”

“My lord,” came a rasping voice.

Amron’s voice trailed off. He looked over, brows knitted, and found the source of the intrusion at his shoulder. “Rogen. Back so soon?”

“Yes, my lord.”

“Is there trouble?”

“Dragons, two of them, just landed outside the River Gate.”

“Pagaloth,” Amron said at once. He has come with a warning, just as before…

But Whitebeard shook his head. “It isn’t Lendrathor, my lord. But Hapthanor. And Hard Place. They’re bearing passengers.”

“Passengers?” Hapthanor was the dragon of An’zon Graz and typically ferried around Sir Torus Stoutman. The other dragon - Hard Place - was the beast ridden by the burly Agarathi called Rhok. An amusingly named pair, to be sure, though as far as Amron knew, they weren’t in the habit of carrying anyone else.

“Yes, my lord. Several, I’m told. They’re asking that you come at once.”

Amron sighed. These interruptions always seemed to come at the worst moments. First, during the final of the Song of the Last Blade. Now this, his daughter’s wedding. Well, it couldn’t be helped.

“We’ll talk later, Artibus,” Amron said, pushing himself up to his feet. He set a fond hand on the old man’s bony shoulder. Artibus placed his old wrinkled palm atop it, smiled weakly. “And thank you. For everything. I’ve always considered you like a father, too.” He gripped, and the old man gripped, and they shared a meaningful look. Then Amron’s hand was unclasping, and the king was turning away. “Rogen, lead on.”

And he marched limping from the feast.
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“Where do you want it?” grunted Storos Pentar, straining under the weight of the box.

“Just there, Storos. And be careful. It’s precious.”

The knight thumped the chest down on the floor inside the supply tent, then set about stretching his lower back. “Might have helped,” he said, scowling over at the others. Vilmar ignored him; hard to threaten the huntsman with a scowl. He more or less invented them, after all. And Torus Stoutman was very much a figure unthreatenable. He only grinned as he lit his pipe and said, “There’s some party going on out there, do you hear it?”

Lythian heard it. A great swell of noise coming from all across the city. And a city very different from the way he’d left it. Brighter was the word. No longer a desperate, sodden ruin, but a city restored and rebuilt and refilled with swarming hosts of men, a city of light where once it had been dark. Much like me, he reflected solemnly. I grew dark here, during my time in command.

Well, presiding over executions every day did tend to darken a man somewhat. All the hangings. All the heads he’d taken. All that desertion and despair. Lythian only escaped it when the Sword of Varinar was stolen from him, sending him on a hunt for Brontus Oloran. Now, returning, he felt like a brand new man. Or an old one, he thought. Back to the man I once was.

Sir Adam Thorley was present with them. He’d met them at the gate and brought them here to await the king’s arrival. It was a large supply tent, filled with boxes, crates, casks, barrels, all containing food to be transported to the ships.

“So, Thorley, what’s the occasion?” Stoutman was asking him. “Some big bash before they head off to war, is it?”

“I believe it is doubling up as something like that, yes. But the central purpose is a wedding celebration. Between Princess Lillia Daecar and Sir Jovyn Colborn.”

“You what?” Stoutman almost spat out his pipe. “That little whippersnapper’s gone and bagged himself a princess?”

Sir Adam smiled handsomely. “His reward for winning the contest.”

“Ha!” the dwarf shouted again. “That boy actually won?” He laughed uproariously. “That Walter’s got some power, no doubting that!”

Sir Adam didn’t understand that comment. “Walter Selleck? You’re to say…”

“It’s going on now?” Storos Pentar’s eyes had gone very big all of a sudden.

“The feast? Yes, it’s been going on for some hours, Sir Storos. If you would like to join…”

“Does Vilmar the Black shit in the bloody woods! Of course I’d like to join! Where is it?”

“Not far from the Spear. If you remember the way…”

“Wish I could forget it, but no, I remember. Stoutman, come on, let’s go and get thoroughly drunk.”

“Don’t mind if I do.” The stocky little knight grinned and followed Storos out, leaving Lythian alone with Vilmar and Adam.

“Well, my lord,” Sir Adam Thorley said, shifting his feet. “Very fine to have you back.”

“Glad to be here, Sir Adam.”

“I have questions, my lord. I’m quite eager to hear about your hunt for Brontus Oloran. I know only the bare bones of it. It’s the meat that I want.”

Lythian smiled. “Happy to feed you, Adam. It was quite the adventure, wasn’t it, Vilmar?”

The huntsman grunted. “For the likes of you, maybe. Hunting man’s no hunt at all. Not for me. I prey on proper game.”

“He was a joy to travel with, as you can imagine,” Lythian remarked. “Let me tell you, Adam, the day Storos arrived to join us was one of the happiest of my life.”

Sir Adam smiled. “Of course, my lord. And Sir Nathaniel? He was with Storos when they left to follow you.”

“Indeed. He perished, regrettably, by his cousin’s own hand.” Lythian paused. “Some meat for you there, though of the rotten kind.”

“Rotten, quite.” Adam Thorley shook his head, quite unable to reconcile that. He was far too good a man to comprehend any business of kin-killing. “His own cousin…” he shook his head. “There are few sins so foul as that.”

If there was any mitigation for Brontus Oloran, it was that he was enslaved by the red will of the Sword of Varinar at the time. Once before, he’d been a fine man. But the blade had a terrible, corruptive power, as Lythian knew himself from his time in its possession.

“Well, my lord, perhaps we can continue this later? I’m sure the king will be arriving soon. You’ll want to talk to him alone, I imagine?”

That was indeed Lythian’s preference.

“Then I’ll leave you,” Sir Adam said. “Very fine to see you again, Lythian.” He bowed a sharp bow and strode from the tent.

“Hate this city,” Vilmar grunted as the commander of the Pointed Watch left. His face was thick with displeasure, and of course it was. He’d been in a black mood, blacker than usual, ever since Lythian told him they must return here to the coast. “Stinks. Stinks of shit and sweat, and I hate it. I’m not staying here, Lythian.”

“Vilmar…we have spoken about this.”

“Aye, the king needs me. Or so you say. Well, if he needs me, he can come find me and tell me himself. I’m going back to the woods.”

Lythian groaned. “How far? You said you wouldn’t go hunting again.”

“I won’t.” And he spat angrily at the floor. “Got my camp out there, still. If not, I’ll build a new one. I’ll be there, same as before. Might as well check in on Hruum, if that’s why I’m here.”

A breath of relief slid through Lythian’s lips. Good. Yes, that was why Vilmar was here, to handle the gruloks. “Very well, then. I’ll tell Amron where you are.”

“Aye, and make it quick. I get a sniff of anything rare in those woods, and I won’t be hanging around.” He snorted his most cantankerous snort, then stalked right out of the tent.

And now Lythian was alone. Alone, and all of a sudden nervous to see Amron again. He couldn’t say why. Simply time apart, perhaps? Or more likely it was because he’d failed him. There had been mass desertions here under his watch, and he’d let the Sword of Varinar be stolen from right under his nose. Yes, he had gone out there and gotten it back, but he shouldn’t have let it be taken in the first place. The king would have every right to chastise him.

He paced a little to try to settle his nerves, poking around the boxes and crates, listening to the sounds of celebration humming throughout the city. He completed one circuit and was halfway through a second when he heard the thump of footfall outside, a voice say, “Where is he?” and then the flaps swayed open and Amron ducked through.

He saw Lythian standing there, alone. He had a grimace on his face, a little sweat on his forehead despite the chill. “Well damn, it’s actually you.” The king’s grimace twisted into a smile, and he stamped forward heavily, wincing a little, favouring his left leg. He took Lythian’s shoulders, pulled him into a hug, pushed him back again at arm’s length and looked him up and down. “You look well, old friend. Damn, it’s good to see you.”

“And you, Amron.” Lythian smiled. “Looking strong.”

The man snorted. “I’m half broken and you know it.”

Yes, Lythian thought. The king looked drawn, there was no doubt, tortured even, a bit thinner, maybe, and older most certainly. The pain had ravaged him. It was quite alarming to see. “Half broken and still stronger than the rest of us.”

“Platitudes,” the king said, waving that away. “I don’t need sycophancy from you, Lythian. I need the bare-arsed truth is what I need. How do I look?”

“Tired,” Lythian said. It was a good word to sum it all up.

“Tired,” Amron repeated. His head went up and down. “Well, so I should. I haven’t slept well of late.” He gave a grim smile. “And you?”

“Better than most, I should think. It’s very peaceful up on that plateau.”

“Yes, I’m sure.”

“You would be if you’d come seen it for yourself, Amron. We had a rather important council there, I’m sure you’ve been told. I know Ulrik offered to fly you.”

“Bah.” And Amron released him, moving away. “No time for pleasantries, eh, Lythian? Straight into it, is that it?” He stepped to the metal crate that Lythian had brought with him, settling down upon it with a clunk. “I couldn’t afford to come. Had things to manage here. Did you see the city when you flew over?”

“The western side of it. There appear to be many camps.”

“Almost a dozen. Each housing over ten thousand men. Some two hundred thousand in total, give or take.” His top lip flicked into a grimace and he stretched out his right leg, digging fingers into the muscle. “That takes some managing. What was so important that I had to be there, anyway? I heard what I needed from Pagaloth.”

“Your presence is always worthwhile. And I wanted you to try to lift the blade.”

And Amron Daecar scoffed. “So that’s it, thought so. This is about the Heart Remade.” He waved his hand again. “I heard you tried to lift it. Elyon too. And nothing. Wouldn’t have been any different with me, and you know it.”

He did know it, but there were many things he knew that had been proven wrong in the past.

“No sign of the heir, then?”

“No,” Lythian said, disappointedly. “I waited as long as I could for her. I wanted to be there if she returned, but I had something more important I needed to give you. Well, two things.”

“Right. What’s the first?”

“This.” He reached into his pocket, withdrew a sheet of folded parchment, handed it over to Amron Daecar. “It’s a vision. One that’s caused a good deal of bickering between Walter and Devrin over its meaning.” Well, that could be said for several of the visions. “In the end, they couldn’t agree, so I said you would have the final say.”

The king read over the words, nodding, frowning. “I see why it was essential you brought this to me now, Lythian.”

Seeing as the vision involved the crossing of the Red Sea, yes, it had to be delivered to the king before they departed.

“Which parts of it do Walter and Devrin disagree on?”

“All of it,” Lythian said.

“I see.” The king almost chuckled, but stopped short as his lips gave a quick spasm of pain, and it became a grunt instead. He rolled his left shoulder, opened and closed his left hand. “You must have had your hands full with that pair.”

“They more or less drove Storos mad.”

“Yes, I saw him on the way here, with Stoutman. Seemed very eager to get to the feast.”

“Isolation doesn’t agree with him, Amron.”

“So the opposite of Vilmar. Did he come as well?”

“He’s gone to the woods. Says to go visit him when you’re ready.”

“Right. Good. That’s just where I want him.” The king turned his eyes back down to the parchment. “So tell me of this debate, then. What did Walter read from this vision?”

“Death and disaster. The bloody sea is not just the Red Sea, but portends an attack.”

“Literal blood, then?”

“Exactly. Walter believes that the armada will be attacked by dragons when we cross to the south. You see my notes there.” And he pointed them out. “I write how in Sevrin’s solo vision, the word ‘thunder’ appeared several times. And in Devrin’s, the word ‘breaking’. To Walter, this foretells an attack by a thunder of dragons and the shattering of the fleet. Devrin takes a more hopeful view.”

“Go on.”

“He says the vision shows not disaster, but a destination. The dragon emerging from the shroud represents Dragonfall. It doesn’t mean dragons in the literal sense. The bloody sea is simply the Red Sea that must be crossed. Thunder and breaking - to him those words refer to a thunderstorm. A storm that will provide cover for the crossing. He thinks we should sail to Dragonfall during stormy weather; Walter thinks Dragonfall should be avoided. That’s pretty much it.”

“Hmmm.” Amron rubbed his mouth, considering it. “Two very different takes.”

“Two very different men.” Lythian was looking at a third right now, similarly different to the other two. “And your take, Amron?” Gods, I hope he has one.

And he did. “We’re to split the fleet,” the king said, decisively. “That’s what the word ‘breaking’ refers to. Not the breaking of the skies, or the destruction of the armada, merely the splitting of the fleet into two main forces, to land at two different berths. I had always intended to do this anyway. This vision only supports that plan.”

Lythian nodded. Splitting the fleet. Not something he’d considered. “And the rest?”

“Well,” and Amron’s eyes scanned the page one more time, “I agree that this dragon shape emerging from the shroud is Dragonfall. A representation of Drulgar’s statue there, on the cliffs.” Lythian nodded. He thought the same. “However, Walter could be right as well, in that it also portends an attack by dragons. The city is said to be crawling with soldiers, Lythian, and they must be engaged. One fleet will land here. A second will sail further east, to the coastal hills north of the Drylands. These hills will grant us some cover as we move inland, toward the Ashmount. From there, we will be able to stage our attack, in combination with our eastern forces.”

Lythian was trying to get his head around the immense scale of it all. And he who’d fought at the Battle of Burning Rock. He didn’t think it possible for battles to get any bigger, but what lay ahead… “Borrus’s assault on Blademelt is imminent,” he said. “There was another vision that foretold when it must be. Another bitter disagreement between Walter and Devrin, involving moon phases. I won’t bore you with the details. But, if I have it right, this assault will happen five nights from now. On the waning moon.”

“Five nights,” the king said, thinking it over. “We would be wise to be pressing our own plans this same night. While the enemy is distracted.”

Lythian agreed. It would be a good time to attack.

“Fairside says the winds are with us. From here to Dragonfall will take three days at most. That means we must prepare to leave the morning after next.”

Lythian was acutely relieved. He had feared this vision might only intrude on Amron’s plans, but it seemed to, in fact, support them. “And this attack on Dragonfall?” he asked. “Do you plan to lead the assault yourself?”

“No,” the king said at once. “I must remain with the main host. The coastal hills are two hundred miles further east, Lythian. I’ll lead them there as the city is besieged.”

Lythian understood the king’s meaning. The attack on Dragonfall was killing two birds with one stone. It was removing the threat of the enemy presence in the city, to prevent them from staging an attack on their rear, while also operating as a diversion for the main fleet to sail further east and land untroubled. “So you’re prepared to sacrifice a part to protect the whole,” Lythian said. “Cut off a limb for the sake of the body.”

“In essence, yes. It will be a considerable force, however, and I fully expect them to prevail. Even so, the survivors will be unlikely to rejoin us. It will be much too far to travel afoot, and I’ll be taking the horses with me. If this ends the war for those men present, so be it. The dead and survivors both. They’ll all have played their part.”

Lythian was wondering who was going to lead this venture when something strange came out of his mouth. “I’ll take command,” he said. “You’ll need someone you can trust. Someone who has been to Dragonfall before. Someone who understands your strategy in and out. That’s me, Amron. Let me do this in your name.”

The king looked at him for a long time. “And here was me thinking that you returned to fight at my side, old friend.”

“I did,” he said. “I will.”

“But you’re willing to part with me, so soon after you return?” The king chewed on it a while. “I plan to send a coalition force, drawn from all the western greathouses and their banners. Were I to send only Taynars or Olorans into a possible slaughter, some might question my motives, say I’m removing my rivals for after the war.”

Lythian found the idea preposterous. “Who would even suggest such a thing?”

“More than you might think. We must be political, Lythian, even now, and share the risk. So a coalition force it must be. I will keep my central commanders with me. Strand, Brabant, Borrington, and such. That leaves some of the lesser captains to lead this attack. I’m thinking Darring, Mantle, Michael Tunsen, some others, though perhaps…” And he looked at him. “A unifying figure like Lythian Lindar might help glue it all together.”

“You’re considering it, then?”

“I consider everything, Lythian. That’s my job as king.” He sat back, looking right at him. “It’ll be dangerous, this charge. If the dragons come, a large portion of the fleet could be lost before they even land. You heard about what happened on the river? That’s no way to die, standing impotent on a deck.”

“A risk we all must take. Every battle from here carries enormous peril, Amron.”

“Yes,” the king acknowledged, as another stab of pain spasmed through his left shoulder. He gave a grim wince, looking exhausted. “I want you with me, though. Back at my side. If you lead this mission…”

“I can catch up. There are other ways to travel, quicker ways. Let me do this for you, my king. Let me win this city. I’ll join you after.” He felt fervent about it all of a sudden. He wanted to do it for Amron Daecar.

“Well…let me think on it some more. I’d certainly feel better with you there, I can’t deny it.” He rolled his shoulder again, grimacing, opening and closing his left hand as he sat there, thinking. Then a small quizzical frown pulled on his brow, and he looked down between his thick armoured legs, confused by something. “This crate. It’s damn cold, now that I come to think about it. I wonder what’s in here.”

Lythian didn’t wonder. He knew exactly what was in there. “That’s the other thing I came to give you.”

“Oh? You brought this?” The king stood up with a heavy groan, lumbered around to look at it. “What is it, then? Another gift? Seems I’m getting a lot of those today.”

“The cloak?” Lythian asked.

“A gift from Amara and Artibus. It’s a fine thing, I have to say.”

“Very fine,” Lythian agreed. “It’ll look very nice over your new armour.”

“New? My armour is hardly new, Lythian.”

The Knight of the Vale kicked the chest. “Open it up.”

Amron frowned at him, curious, then slid the bolt across and flipped the lid. The light that shone out was white and bright, and with it came a sparkling, almost iridescent dust. Amron Daecar’s mouth fell open. “This…it looks like…”

“Armour,” said Lythian, already smiling at the king’s reaction. “Infused with the power of the Frostblade, by Ilith. Just two pieces, Amron. A pauldron and a cuisse.”

The king was at a loss for words. “A…a pauldron and a…

“Cuisse.”

“For…”

“Your right leg and left shoulder, I should imagine.” Lythian chuckled. It was quite something to see Amron so overwhelmed.

“Do you think…will it…?” The king swallowed, almost afraid to utter the words.

“Well, we won’t know until you try them on, will we? Come, Amron, let me give you a hand.”

And so, in a silence that was almost ceremonial, they lifted out the cuisse, fastening it around the king’s right thigh, and they lifted out the pauldron, to be fitted on his left shoulder. The plate segments slid perfectly into place, perfectly fitted to his hulking frame, perfectly aligning with the rest of his armour. Even during his daughter’s wedding he was dressed in almost full plate, such were the times, ready for battle at all times. That plate was brilliant silver, here and there panelled in blue, and now white was added, a white left shoulder and a white right thigh.

White, Lythian thought, looking at him, admiring. White, where there has been only darkness, darkness and pain. But no more.

Amron stared down at himself, blinking. A slow smile was climbing onto his scarred, rugged face. “It’s gone.” The words were whispered, ever so faintly, as though anything louder would break the spell. He breathed out, very softly. “It’s…it’s gone, Lythian. The pain, it’s…I feel…”

Lythian felt the moisture in his eyes. He could not imagine how it felt. Could not imagine the relief. After months, years, of near constant torment, he had finally, in these dying days of the world, been granted a reprieve.

“Amara,” Amron murmured, in a state of disbelief. “She said something would come. But I never…I never truly thought…” He looked at his left hand, opening and closing it, stretching his big strong fingers out wide, turned his shoulder over, smiling all the while. He tensed his right leg, put all his weight onto it, took a pace across the tent, another, another, turning, shifting, stamping his right foot. He reached and swept Vallath’s Ruin from its sheath, sending a wash of silvery red-tinted mist pouring eagerly up to the ceiling. A great puffing shroud of smoke was rising from him, chugging out as though in accord, as though Vandar was watching, as though Vandar was with him.

And the king swung the blade, left and right, he pressed off one foot and onto the other, and he spun, and slashed, and chopped and cut, switching feet in a blur, Blockform to Powerform to Strikeform to Rushform and into Glideform, gliding around the tent, mist trailing in his wake as he ghosted past the crates, past the boxes, past the barrels.

Lythian watched, deliriously happy. The king was acting almost like a child, buoyant and bright as he blazed around the pavilion, laughing as he did so, great resounding laughter that pumped out of his cavernous lungs. And he whooshed right back up to him, sliding the Mercyblade away, smiling that big broad smile of his, full of character, full of hope, now, where before it had been drawn in despair.

“Lythian, my dear Lythian. How will I ever thank you?”

“No thanks are needed, Amron. I’m only a courier, that’s all. Ilith did all the work.”

“I wish I could have met him.”

“And he you, I know.”

The king nodded, suddenly more thoughtful. His eyes were pulled back to the chest, to the soft golden glow now shining from within. “There’s one more piece inside,” he observed. He moved closer, reached it, lifted it out. “Well now, Ilith’s work as well, I presume?” He held it up, the fine golden breastplate. “This one’s yours, I’m guessing?”

“So Ilith said in his note, yes. Though, if you want it…”

“No, it’s yours. The Worldbuilder will have his reasons, Lythian. Go ahead, put it on.”

“It really doesn’t go with…”

“That’s an order. Put it on.”

Lythian sighed, “Very well,” and they spent the next minutes removing his breastplate and fixing him with this new one. Very garish, the gold, and a bit too much for Lythian’s more moderate tastes, but beautiful all the same.

“A golden breastplate,” Amron said, looking at him. “Well, what could be better for a golden-hearted man?”

Lythian laughed. “Stop. You’ll make me weep.”

Amron stepped in, gave it a clang with the butt of his dagger. “Tough, I’ll bet. Shall we put it to the test?” He pulled his right arm back, as though ready to thrust his dagger right at him with all his strength.

“Another time, perhaps,” Lythian pulled away. “Being impaled by you isn’t the reunion I had in mind.”

The king gave a resounding chuckle. “I daresay I wouldn’t even make a dent.”

“Even so.” Lythian kept his distance, just in case. “Anyway, there’s a wedding going on, I hear. I fear I’m keeping you, Amron.”

The king seemed almost to have forgotten all about it. “We’ll go there shortly. First, I have something for you.”

“You do? Don’t feel the need to give me something just because of this. Ilith made that armour, and the vision…”

“Oh quiet, Lythian. Come, let’s run there!”

“Run?”

“Yes, run! Run and shout and leap, my friend! It’s my daughter’s wedding day!” And the king sprang from the tent, sweeping the flaps aside and dashing out into a blazing sunset. He looked to the west, as the rays of light fell over the city, the skies above streaked with torn banners of glowing cloud. “Lythian, come on,” he laughed. “You’re getting slow in your old age!” He bounded away, past the men in the square, shouting, “It’s my daughter’s wedding day! My daughter’s wedding day!” as he went. The soldiers cheered him, maybe a little bemused, but they cheered him all the same, as Lythian gave chase, unable to hold the smile from his face, the sunset gleaming bright off his brand-new golden breastplate.

When they stopped at last, they were outside the ruin of the Spear. Here, a large encampment spread to one side, a great assortment of tents and pavilions and other small structures separated by lanes and pathways. Cookfires twirled smoke into the dusky air, and everywhere men were drinking, singing, calling out when they saw the king. “It’s my daughter’s wedding day!” he bellowed back at them. “Drink, my fellows, drink and be merry! In two days’ time we sail to war!”

“To war!” came the roaring reply. “To war! To war! To WAR!”

Lythian felt almost dizzy from all the noise, the colours, the smells, the chaos. Too long up on that silent plateau had rendered him sensitive to these sensations.

“You all right, old friend? Do you need a moment to rest?”

“No, I’m fine.”

“Then come on. It’s this way.”

The king passed some guards stationed outside the rubble and took Lythian down into the vaults where he’d first trained with the Sword of Varinar. He did not have particularly fond memories of those days, though they were much better than the days that followed.

“Do you have something for me in the storerooms?” Lythian asked. “A new blade to go with my breastplate, perhaps? Because I have all I need on that account, Amron. Ilith left behind a great armoury at his forge, and I…”

“No, it’s nothing like that. I can see you’re very well equipped, Lythian. I should like to see you bearing Starslayer, of course, but that new blade of yours looks very fine.”

It was indeed a fine blade, brand new, forged by the Hammer of Tukor. The very best of godsteel. But not Starslayer, alas.

They reached the corridor where the vaults were situated, but Amron turned them the other way. Down another set of stairs and kept descending. “How far are we going? Aren’t the dungeons down here?” He could hear voices now, echoing from beneath them. Shouting. Howling. Screaming down below. “It sounds like men are being tortured.”

“They are,” Amron said. “They’re being tortured by Eldur.”

“Eldur?” And Lythian understood. “Slaves?”

The king’s head nodded as he continued down the steps, no limp, no shamble, taking them two at a time. “Men enslaved by fire priests. We’re keeping them here for their own good. And ours. In time we hope they’ll break their chains. Figuratively, of course.”

The noise was most unnerving. Men were banging their heads on the bars, gnawing at them with their teeth, spitting out through the gaps, shrieking as they paced in circles in their cells. Down they went, each level getting worse. At the very bottom, Lythian was starting to doubt if this was worth it. He felt ill from the stink, and the noise, and the suffocating air.

“It’s not much further,” the king said. “Just along here.”

He took him to the far end of the corridor, past the pacers and the screamers and the spitters in their cells, to one where a figure sat quiet, and in shadow, hunched up in one corner with his arms held tight around him, shivering. It was dark down here, except for the torch the king carried. He swept it across the man in a blaze of firelight and Lythian saw the spindly form, the weaselly features, could almost hear the man’s raking voice in his ear, complaining, as he had done so often, during Lythian’s days here in command.

“Kindrick,” he said, with a curl of his upper lip. The Taynar underlord had been the chief dissenter of his rule, responsible for rousing the rabble against Lythian, responsible for causing and inspiring so much desertion, and then deserting himself when he started to fear the noose. He was a traitor to his country, to his kingdom and his king. Lythian looked at him with thinly veiled contempt. “How did you find him?”

“Sir Geofrey Bannard found him. I sent him to the Ironmoors to gather up deserters. Pardons for all who returned to the king’s peace, but he saw Kindrick as a different matter. Put him in chains and brought him here.” Amron presented him with a sweep of the arm. “Your gift, Lythian. Do with him as you please.”

As I please. Lythian stared at the man, remembering those dour days. Remembering how he and Fitz Holloway had schemed and plotted behind his back. How they’d carped at him constantly about bringing the southern prisoners within the walls. How they’d been involved in arming the men who’d started that riot. Lythian had hanged those particular men, only finding out later that Kindrick was behind it. He was behind it all, he thought. And when he feared I was onto him, he fled, like the coward he is, leaving Holloway behind to taste the sharp edge of my steel.

He had killed so many men during those days. He had cut off so many heads. A grim charge, but someone had to do it, and he’d taken the burden on himself. It had scarred him, darkened him; every night or nearabouts, he’d dreamed of himself, that spectre of vengeance, hunting down deserters across the realm. And this man, most of all. Here, now. To do with as I please.

He took a step back from the cell and turned. “Release him, Amron. Give him a pardon like all the rest.”

The king’s mouth did not fall open. He did not look in the least surprised. “Show him mercy, Lythian? After all he did.”

“He is Bladeborn. And a capable warrior. We need every sword to win this war.”

The king regarded him for a long moment, half a smile on his face. “The noble Knight of the Vale, very much returned.” He put a hand on his shoulder. “Are you certain, my friend?”

“Certain,” Lythian said.

“Well then, as you wish. Perhaps you’ll take him to Dragonfall with you, when you lead the assault?”

Lythian raised his eyebrows. “So you’ll let me take command?”

“If that’s what you want, then yes, the charge is yours. We can discuss the particulars back at the feast.”

The feast. Of course. Amron was currently missing his daughter’s wedding. Lythian looked at Kindrick again, knowing the broken lord was listening. “Do you hear that, Lord Kindrick? You’re to be released and ride to war. A chance for you to regain some honour.”

He had given that same chance to Sir Ramsey Stone, a chance to reclaim his honour after he deserted from the Battle of King’s Point, and to reclaim his seat at Varin’s Table as well. A chance he took when he perished in the fight with Brontus Oloran, helping him retrieve the Sword of Varinar. Kindrick’s case was worse, if anything, but he deserved that same opportunity. The only priority was winning the war. Would he take him to Dragonfall? Probably not. But there will be plenty of fighting to do elsewhere.

“T-thank you…my…my lord,” came a croak from the darkness. “I will not…not forget this kindness.”

“I hope not. Now you had best get some strength back into you. I’ll make sure food and water are brought to you, Lord Kindrick. Maybe some ale, if you’re lucky.”

The man crawled up to his spindly legs, a stinking creature dressed in rags. “My lord,” he wheezed, giving a bow. “Thank you. I will not let you down.”

Lythian met his eyes, nodded to him, and that was it, they left him there.

Outside, the very last of the daylight was leeching from the clouds, a thin rain starting to fall. Lythian looked ahead, saw the big shadows stretching from the piles of rubble. It made him remember something else.

“There was one final vision, Amron,” he said, as they began walking back to the feast. “A last glimpse, when the Eye of Rasalan broke. Walter slept through it, alas, but Devrin glimpsed some of it again in a dream, not two nights ago.”

“Yes?” The king seemed only vaguely interested. Perhaps one vision was enough for him. “What was it?

“Devrin spoke of a great shadow, fading, and another, much smaller, standing ahead of it. A shadow wreathed in red lightning, cloaked in darkness, a length of flame burning at his side. A figure stands before this shadow, glowing in multicoloured light. This light, Amron. It is the Heart Remade. And the figure…”

“Saska,” the king said, marching on.

“Yes. It must be.” Lythian glanced at him, almost hurrying to keep up with the king’s long, purposeful stride. “It means she will return. For the final fight.”

Amron nodded. He had a cast to his eyes that said there was something more moving through his mind, something he didn’t voice. For several moments, he said nothing, and then he paused, looked away to the southeast, and nodded. “She will return.”
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Elyon landed at the exit of the greatworm tunnel and looked out over what must be Bone Cavern.

He vented a heavy breath and felt like buckling, but he couldn’t rest, not yet. He still had further to go.

Before him, he saw greatworm skeletons laid out across the enormous chamber. Bone Cavern was an accurate name, he decided, given how many there were. Several of the skulls appeared to have been taken as camps. He saw lights around them, glowing moss on poles and swinging lanterns hanging from the jaws that formed the entrances. The cavern had the shape of an enormous bowl so far as Elyon could see, so vast it bled out beyond his sight in just about every direction. Hundreds of passages, big and small, dotted the walls like freckles, delved at every height and angle. There were massive pillars glittering with whorls of colour, fields of sharp, blood-red rock, fissures splitting the floor.

And men, he saw. Several dozen men scattered about in the dimness. Most of them were close, a short way beneath him, gathered outside one of the skull camps near the bottom of the slope. There was a firepit outside it, surrounded by a ring of stones, and the men were there, some sitting and eating, others lining up to be served by a cook at a steaming pot.

Elyon’s stomach grumbled at the promise of food. He summoned the winds and propelled himself over the edge, gliding down to the camp using his boots and gauntlets to steady himself into a slow descent.

The men didn’t see him until the last moment. Then a dozen faces just stared, stunned, and one man dropped his bowl of stew to shatter on the ground. His jaw dropped, too.

“Butterfingers!” the cook shouted at him. “That’s good stew. Don’t you waste it!”

Elyon landed and walked quietly up behind him. “Might I have a bowl?”

The cook almost jumped out of his skin. He spun around, saw Elyon right there, and stumbled right into the pot. It would have fallen over had Elyon not reached out to steady it, gripping the hot metal with a well-used, wind-powered gauntlet. He had a good, long sniff of it while he was there. “Smells excellent. How is it, everyone?”

The men were still gaping at him. No one seemed able to muster words until a strapping young man came striding out of the skull camp, beaming at him. “Gods, you’re Elyon Daecar. Ghost’s brother.”

Ghost must be his name for Jonik. The Ghost of the Shadowfort, men had called him once, a thousand years ago. “Who are you?” Elyon asked the man. He had fiery hair, a broad build, and bore the accents commonly associated with the Marshlanders. “Jack, is it?” Elyon had heard about Jonik’s close companions and recalled there was a burly young Marshlander among them called Jack. “Jack of the Marsh?”

“That’s right,” Jack said. “I’m honoured that you know me, Your Highness.”

The cook was also smiling at him now, his cool restored. Elyon wished he would close his lips, because that smile was as rotten as a worm-eaten apple. “And you must be Brown Mouth Braxton,” Elyon said.

The man’s grin only widened, unveiling its true horror. “What gave it away?”

The men laughed, settling. Some went back to their stew, though others crowded in closer, keen for a better look at the prince. Elyon sensed the questions would start as soon as they found their tongues. He was used to that. Men always wanted to know what it was like to be a prince, be a Daecar, what his father was like, what it felt like to fly, whether he’d really fought the Dread, and Eldur, and was all of that even true. Yes, men still doubted the rise of Eldur, sometimes, despite the mountains of evidence and eyewitness accounts to prove it. Fear did that, Elyon knew. They didn’t want to believe it, so they questioned it. And Elyon often had to deal with those questions.

But right now, he needed to eat. “So. That stew…”

“Serve him, Brax,” Jack said. “As much as he wants. He’s a prince. And Jonik’s brother.”

He said it as if those two things were equally important, and to Jack, they probably were. He was Jonik’s best friend, Elyon had heard, the first true friend he’d ever had. Elyon gave him a grateful nod and appraised him as he did so. He had a good energy about him, did Jack. A warm smile, a welcoming aura, the sort of inviting presence that drew men to him. Charm, in short. Elyon decided that Jonik was lucky to know him.

He sat down on a free stone seat and ate the stew he was served. The men were still gathered around, staring at him and whispering among themselves. The questions were imminent, and Jack of the Marsh seemed to sense it too. “All right, everyone, back to your food,” he said. “Let Prince Elyon have some room.”

The men drifted away a bit, but kept on whispering and watching. Jack chuckled. “You’ll have to excuse this lot, my lord. We don’t usually see princes down here.”

“Well, that’s not true,” Braxton said to that. “Jonik’s a prince as well. They share the same father.”

“That’s not how it works, Brax. Jonik’s bastard-born. He doesn’t have the Daecar name.”

Or the Lukar name, either, Elyon thought. On that side, Jonik was the bastard son of a bastard daughter, a product of Cecilia Blakewood. A double-bastard, he thought, wondering if he should make the joke. It might not land in present company, he decided, so he kept that one to himself.

“Well, he’s a prince to me,” Brown Mouth said, sweetly. “Ever since he saved us from that kraken, I knew he was a special sort.”

“You fought a kraken as well, didn’t you, Your Highness?” Jack asked him.

Elyon nodded as he ate. “I did.” And a much bigger one. “Though the Windblade did all the work.” Most of it, anyway. “I didn’t jump onto his head like Jonik did.”

He’d had the story from Emeric Manfrey, back in Ilithor, during the short time they’d spent there together. Emeric hadn’t been on the ship when that kraken attacked it, but he’d heard it plenty from the likes of Jack and Braxton, and a captain called Gill Turner, so was able to present the tale in excellent detail to Elyon. Emeric was another of these men who would die for Jonik, Elyon had seen. They cannot sing his praises highly enough, he reflected. That seemed to be the case with almost everyone who’d served with and for his bastard brother during his long travels around the world.

Elyon ate more stew, hungrily packing it away. He’d brought provisions from the Bane, but had been moving at such a pace that he was always famished. Flying with the Windblade had always extracted a great toll on his stores of energy, requiring that he eat often and a lot, and deploying the use of his wind-powered gauntlets and godsteel boots was similarly taxing.

“More?” asked Jack, smiling as he watched.

“Please.” Elyon held out the bowl for Jack to take, who had Braxton ladle him a fresh supply before handing it back. Elyon slurped more down as the other men observed, bemused.

“You might want to chew,” Brown Mouth advised. “You could choke eating like that.”

Elyon didn’t have time to choke. One man made a jape about him being like a pelican, and someone said ‘Prince Pelican’ to general laughter, but Elyon didn’t have time for that either. He finished the stew, stood back up, and handed the bowl to Braxton.

“I need to find him,” he said. “Jonik.” He turned to face the left-hand side of the cavern, which would be east, as he saw it. The sloping wall was hard to see clearly from here, but the darker marks on its shadowy surface suggested dozens of different tunnels pocking the walls over there. “Which one leads to Blademelt?”

“You know about Blademelt?” Jack asked, surprised.

“I do now,” said Elyon Daecar. That was the only confirmation he needed. He hadn’t been sure until then; mostly sure, but not certain. Now he was. “Which tunnel is it, Jack? I need to bring a message to Jonik. It’s urgent.”

“About the attack?” asked Braxton.

“Yes, I…” Elyon paused. “How do you know about that?”

“From the sellswords. The Bloody Traders. They mentioned some vision, from the Knight of the Vale.”

“Godsdamnit,” Elyon cursed. “You’re saying Jonik already knows? That I’ve come all this way for nothing?”

“Don’t know about that,” said Brown Mouth. “Might be you’ve got more info he needs. He didn’t seem sure about when to do this strike, did he, Jack?”

“No,” Jack agreed. “He thinks it’s either tomorrow night, but…”

“It’s tomorrow night,” Elyon said. “That’s when the moon fades.”

“You’re sure?” Jack asked him.

“As sure as I can be. I kept a watch on the skies before I found King’s Crown Cavern. And I’ve been keeping track of time as best I can since then. It’s tomorrow night,” he said, certain of it.

“And what’s it now?” asked Braxton. “Morning, afternoon, evening…?”

“Morning. Early morning. I hope.”

“Hope, aye,” the cook agreed. “You need as much time as you can get to reach him. It’s a good ways through that tunnel, m’lord.”

“How far?”

“We don’t know for sure,” Jack said. “I think Jonik took about four or five days getting there the first time. But getting back was quicker.”

“Always the case,” Braxton said breezily. “Coming back’s always quicker, once you know the way.”

Elyon turned and began heading east across the cavern. If what they said was true, he couldn’t waste another second. The pair bustled right after him, and a small crowd of men drifted behind, watching and whispering.

“Who knows the way?” Elyon asked, striding onward.

No one answered.

He didn’t like it. “Who?” he asked, spinning around. He looked at Jonik’s two companions. “Tell me one of you has been through there before.”

“Not me,” Braxton said. “I’m just the cook these days.”

“Jonik only went with Bladeborn,” Jack said. “He took Sir Mooton and Sir Bulmar the first time. Came back with Sir Owen Armdall, gathered the best men here, and left again. That was a few days ago now.”

Owen Armdall? How could he be down here? Elyon didn’t even have time to consider it. Or the fact that the Bloody Traders were here as well. “So you’re saying I have to find the way myself? And I only have a day and a half to do it?”

Jack of the Marsh nodded apologetically. “I’m not sure there’s another option, my lord. But it’s not a hard route, Jonik said. Mostly, you just follow the obvious passages, and I’d say there will be plenty of markings for you to follow. They’re all wearing godsteel armour, so they’ll be scratching up the rock as they go. Mooton isn’t a man to move without leaving a mark, I don’t think. And the King’s Wall even more.”

“Sorry,” Elyon said. “I must have misheard. Did you say…”

“I know,” laughed Jack. “We were all as shocked as you, my lord.”

Elyon still wasn’t fully getting it. “You’re saying that…you’re saying Sir Ralston is down here? The King’s Wall? Sir Ralston Whaleheart? That’s what you’re saying?”

Jack smiled. “Wild, I know.”

“And…he’s gone through the tunnels with Jonik?” Elyon asked.

“Aye, if he can fit,” chortled Braxton. “That man makes even Moot look like a child.”

Elyon was struggling to believe it. “But…Sir Ralston was taken by Eldur. How could he…how could he be here?”

“Escaped,” said Jack. “Or was set free. Then he managed to make it here through the underground.”

“Came out half-melted,” Brown Mouth added. “He’s a freak, that man. No one should be able to survive that.”

Elyon Daecar nodded. He would have to think about that later. If he didn’t rush off now, he’d probably arrive too late, and the chance would be gone. Then tens of thousands would perish in a protracted siege and maybe…no, he didn’t want to think about that. He’d tucked all thoughts of the Dread away into a dark secret place in his head and didn’t even want to consider his return.

He took a breath. Preparing for the long day and night and day ahead. Sleep would have to be set aside again. Alone, with no one to wake him or watch over him, he couldn’t risk it. He might tell himself he’d sleep just an hour or two to restore his strength, but what if he slept longer? Five hours or six or more? Losing that time could lead to disaster, so no, bugger sleep. I’ve gone long periods without it, he told himself. He could do the same thing now.

“I’m going, then,” he said to the others. “Thanks for the stew.”

“My pleasure.” Braxton awarded him that cursed but somehow endearing brown smile.

Elyon smiled back. “Which tunnel, Jack?”

“It’s that one there.” The Marshlander pointed roughly a third of the way up the wall. “You’ll find that the floor has collapsed a short way in. Follow that down and continue in the same direction. That’s about all I know.”

Elyon nodded. “Thanks.” Then turning, he blasted off with his sabatons to a general murmur of wonder from the watching crowd. When he landed outside the tunnel, he glanced back to make sure he had the right one. He saw Jack of the Marsh give a thumbs up, spun, and stepped inside.

He came quickly to the collapse, a couple of hundred metres in. It looked a long way down, plunging into an inky, eerie darkness. Elyon had taken a moss-torch from King’s Crown Cavern on the advice of the man Rankin, which he kept fixed to his belt to keep his hands free. He thought it a wonderful invention. A flaming torch could never be fixed at his belt like that, due to the heat, and it would always go out eventually, too. Not the moss-torch. It was everlasting, or seemed to be, and didn’t flicker like fire did either, instead giving out a constant, heat-less source of greenish-white light. Elyon pulled it out and held it forward, trying to see all the way to the bottom, but couldn’t. That was perhaps the moss’s primary issue - the light didn’t reach as far as fire did, but plenty enough to get by.

The way down was steep and made of tumbled stone, and no doubt it would have taken a while for the others to climb their way to the bottom. Not a problem for Prince Elyon Daecar. Well, this is one place where I’ll make up some time, he thought. He hoped there would be others, too - large rifts or chasms to cross, cliff-walls to climb to access higher chambers and passages, anything that would help him catch up, where the others would have been delayed.

Fixing the torch back to his flank, he summoned the winds and stepped over the edge, floating down into the darkness. On his journey here, he’d wondered if this was the reason Ilith made the armour for him. Had he known he would need it to make it in time? To warn them? To make sure the timing was right?

Jonik had said the same thing, he remembered. When he was stranded in the depths, he’d have died for certain without his armour’s light-emitting power, and he’d never have found the Mistblade, let alone managed to get it back up to the surface, and to Ilithor, for the final forging to occur. Had Ilith known about that? Had he made the armour for that very purpose? And Elyon’s? Was this the reason, right here and right now, why he’d made Elyon this gift of gauntlets and godsteel boots?

He could not be sure, but he suspected. And maybe the same would be true for Lythian and his father. Ilith made them gifts as well, Elyon thought. Maybe they’ll be just as important…

About a hundred or so metres down, the bottom appeared and Elyon came to a soft landing. He turned his eyes around, searching for the scuff marks Jack had mentioned, and quickly saw them heading through a wide but low-ceilinged cavern. There were quite a few tracks, though he had no time to count them. Elyon knew from the names Jack had mentioned that Jonik had plenty of formidable assets in his strike team, but would they be enough?

He’d know by tomorrow night, he supposed.

With a blast of wind, Elyon Daecar propelled himself through the cavern, following the scuff marks and tracks. And into the maze of tunnels and chambers, he went.

With not a single second to lose.
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It was all too familiar for Robbert Lukar.

He thought of Aram as he stood there, glimpsing the grimness of Blademelt ahead. It was faint, barely even visible, only flickering to life every once in a while when the skies were lit by sudden lightning. Then, he’d see it. The towering black walls. The stark, soaring towers. The hundred thousand weapons and blades ornamenting its terrible facade. Blademelt’s external battlements were spiked in swords, spears, battleaxes, warhammers, maces, morningstars, daggers and dirks, all taken from fallen northmen and melted into the ancient stone. That’s where the name came from - Blademelt - though it wasn’t the name the Agarathi used. What that was, Robbert didn’t know or care. In the north, they called it Blademelt. The most formidable southern fortress of all.

Another flash of lightning speared down from the skies, turning the world from night to day in an instant. Robbert saw the men crawling on the battlements. Saw the dragons perched on the bulwarks and towers like terrible gargoyles brought to life. Rikkard had said Blademelt had many specially made perches and platforms for the dragons to stand watch on, and it seemed to Robbert that every one of them was occupied. Even in the glimpses, from two miles away, he could see that there were dozens awaiting them. How many more were circling the skies? How many were flying above them now, hidden by the dark of the storm?

Lank was at his side, as always. Clearly, he was thinking the same thing as Robbert was - about Aram - because he said, “I’m sure we’ve done something like this before, Robb. Mighty familiar, isn’t it?”

Robbert nodded, unsmiling. This did not seem a day for smiling. “It’ll work better this time, Lothar. Elyon’s going to come through for us.”

The tall knight didn’t seem so sure. “It’s asking a lot. I know you think the sun shines out of Elyon’s arse, but even he might struggle with a mission like this. We’re leaving a lot to hope here, Robb. We don’t even know if he’ll have made it in time.”

“He’ll have made it,” Robbert said, trusting Elyon to see it done. He ignored the comment about the sunshine. Yes, he admired and respected Elyon Daecar a great deal for his blood, his name, his deeds, but who didn’t? He was hardly taking an unpopular position there.

More lightning flashed and thundered about them, igniting the black storm clouds as they rumbled by to the west. A black storm, Robbert thought. That was a part of the vision, one of the conditions that must be met. Another was the waning moon, which, according to Marian Payne’s expert estimation, was happening tonight. But what of the rain? Robbert wondered. The vision had spoken of a red rain, too, but so far, it hadn’t fallen.

He put that aside as Borrus Kanabar came up to join them, Sir Torvyn Blackshaw at his side. “Have you had a good look?” Borrus gestured toward the fortress. Currently, it was impossible to see. Only when the lightning flashed did they get their glimpses.

“Too good,” said Lank, dismally. “I’d rather not go any closer, if I’m honest.”

Borrus laughed. Everyone enjoyed Lothar’s sense of humour. He made himself sound like a coward, sometimes, though he would always be right in the thick of it when the fighting started. Usually watching my back, Robbert thought. And probably saving my life more times than he’d ever admit.

“Well, you’re going to have to,” Lord Kanabar told him. He slapped the tall knight on his back and laughed again. “Come on, you two. The others are making their plans.”

The war council was gathered beneath the cover of an Agarathi fire oak, a common tree that grew here at the southern edge of the Bloodmarshes. The tree was thick-trunked and old, with a canopy of red leaves from all the blood-red rain that it sucked up from the soil. For the final leg of their march, they’d encountered many of them as the earth hardened up and became strewn with rocks and reddish earth, made muddy by the regular downfalls. It wasn’t marshy, though, like it had been. No, they were technically just beyond the Bloodmarshes now, and Death’s Passage was officially theirs.

The last few days had involved some smaller skirmishes and battles as they pressed onward, driving the last of the enemy back. Since yesterday, they’d been here, raising a siege camp a few miles from the fortress. They were a force of sixty thousand now, with tens of thousands more on the way across the Bloodmarshes, spreading out across to the south of Death’s Passage as the Agarathi had done, once before, in the days leading to the Battle of the Bane.

It was nice to be on the other side of that now, Robbert reflected. To be the aggressor, the invader, the one deciding when the attack would come. The likes of Rikkard, Killian, Marian and Gereon of Greyguard had all fought during the Battle of the Bane, along with thousands of other veterans in camp. They’d lost it, retreated to Rustbridge and won, marched back upon the Bane to take it back, stormed the Bloodmarshes and secured Death’s Passage. And now they were here. Blademelt. The spiked black doorway to the south.

The four in question were all waiting beneath the fire-oak, discussing battle plans. A map had been laid out on a table carried out, one showing the structure of Blademelt as observed from outside: the placement of the defensive towers, the barbed bastions, the colossal keep, the massive dragonsteel gates that looked north and south. Blademelt was octagonal in shape, an eight-sided monstrosity with a curtain wall of coal-black granite infused with dragonsteel supports. At each corner of the octagon was a defensive tower, its walls carved to the likeness of dragon scales, bristling with dragon-head ballistas that spat fiery bolts from their jaws. Along the top of the battlements, northern swords and spears rose up to form crenellations through which archers, crossbowmen, and small, mounted scorpions flung down a black rain of arrows and bolts. Though most of the melted weapons were common steel or iron, many were godsteel, carried there by dragons strong enough to bear them, welded into the stone by their flame. They still misted, even now, though the mist was tortured and dark, men said, cursed to live, trapped, upon the walls of Blademelt forever.

Rikkard Amadar was speaking as they arrived. “…best to deploy our siege weapons here,” he said, pointing at several staging areas on the map, both northwest and northeast of the fortress. “That’ll draw some over to us. If we focus here, here, and here, we’ll stretch them.”

Lord Horus Buckland peered down past his enormous beard. “I’ll unpack the Bear Claw,” he told them, with a grin. “It’s got a damn good range, so we can set up here.” He jabbed at the map with a thick, hairy finger. “Francis and I will command from there. Marian, perhaps you’d like to join us? Show the rest of these milksops how it’s done, eh?”

Marian Payne smiled, which almost never happened.

“Good,” Buckland said, taking that smile for a yes. It was obviously going to be a yes. Ever since Buckland had arrived, Lady Marian had fought beside him, adding what few men she still had left to his.

Lank nudged Robbert as the discussion went on. “What’s the Bear Claw?” he whispered, leaning over.

Robbert assumed it was a siege weapon of some sort. Buckland had brought a number of them with him when he came south, all packed up onto wagons. Any siege weapon with a name like the ‘Bear Claw’ was probably quite formidable, he supposed.

“Right,” Lothar said, nodding. He seemed confused by something. “I thought…I thought this was like Aram, Robb? Aren’t we just waiting for Elyon to…”

Rikkard Amadar overheard him. “We have to draw the dragons away, Lothar,” he said, looking over from the map. “You’ve been out there, you’ve seen how many there are. They’re aware we’re here, and there are dozens on watch. My men report thousands of soldiers crawling on the ramparts. They’re expecting an attack and we’re not going to disappoint them.”

Robbert Lukar understood. “A distraction,” he said. “To draw them out.”

“Yes, and in multiple directions. Dragons are attracted to siege weapons like bees to blooming flowers. We’ll have company as soon as we start flinging godsteel bolts at their walls.” He poked with his finger at several assigned points where the siege weapons would be set up, protected by strong hosts. Then he gestured to the fortress walls at several other intervals. “We’ll focus here, here, here, and here with the ladders. That’ll be plenty to keep the men on the battlements busy.”

“Ladders?” repeated Lothar, as though Rikkard Amadar had just called his mother a whore.

“I’d prefer to use fire-proof siege towers, but we don’t have any,” Rikkard said easily. Then he smiled. “Yes, ladders, Sir Lothar. Have you not seen them? We’ve been bringing them down from Dragon’s Bane for days.”

“Yes, I’ve seen them, but…”

“Oh, you don’t need a ladder to scale the walls,” Borrus Kanabar came in. “Surely you can just step over them, Lothar. Tall man like you.”

That won some laughter. Lothar didn’t join in. “So, you actually intend to use them? These ladders. I thought…”

Lothar wasn’t doing his reputation for fretfulness, even cowardice - from a pre-battle perspective, at least - much good. All knew he grew jittery before the fighting, and then flipped on his game face and became a whirling menace once it began.

“We didn’t have the ladders made and hauled out here for nothing,” Rikkard said. “We have a hundred of them, and I propose we use them all.” He pointed out the positions again. “One godsteel bearer for every nine common ladders. We target ten main locations along the walls. Ten ladders each. Flood those areas with men and stack bowmen behind us, to keep theirs honest.”

“The dragons will attack as soon as they see the ladders coming,” said Marian Payne. “They will target the carriers. Try to break the ladders themselves. Even carry them off. Half won’t get near the walls.”

“Oh, don’t be such a pessimist, Marian,” Borrus told her, grinning. “I’d say we’ll only lose two-fifths on the way.”

“We’ll protect them,” said Lord Killian Oloran. Robbert leaned closer to hear him speak. Over the storm, that whispery voice was especially hard to make out. “We engage every dragon as they strike. Spears, nets, arrows and bolts. A hundred men at least to every ladder. Bladeborn among them.”

Several heads went up and down. “A hundred per ladder,” Borrus agreed. “With two hundred more right behind.”

“We’ll lose thousands,” said Lord Gullimer. “There’s no other way to cut this cake. The longer this charade goes on, the dearer our losses will be.”

“Charade?” Borrus Kanabar snorted the word. “Oh, this isn’t a charade, Gullimer. I’m not waiting for Elyon, not me. I’ll be leading one of the ladder teams myself, and I plan to be the first man to scale the walls.”

“That would be unwise, my lord,” Gullimer said, taking him seriously. It was hard to know sometimes with Borrus.

“You keep your wisdom. I trust my battle instincts. You all know my feelings about this vision, and I’m not going to bloody well count on it. We’ll win Blademelt ourselves, tonight. Don’t any of you go believing it can’t be done.”

“History would support that theory,” Rikkard said.

“Which theory? What are you talking about?”

“The theory that it cannot be done. We have a strong host, yes, and plenty of heroes among us. I see dragonslayers here. I see men and women who have fought in a dozen battles and won. What we lack are sufficient siege weapons to breach the defences. Godsteel bolts will drive deep through their walls, but it’ll take hundreds to bring them down. We don’t have hundreds.”

“We don’t need hundreds,” Borrus dismissed. “We have the ladders. When the dragons are distracted by the catapults and ballistas, we’ll storm the walls. Get our best up there on the ramparts and unleash hell. And the Gauntlet…”

“We cannot use the Gauntlet, Borrus,” Rikkard Amadar told him.

The Gauntlet was a battering ram made from the carcasses of wagons overlaid with an armouring of godsteel. It had been made in parts back at the Bane, wheeled and carted south through the Bloodmarshes, and put together by the engineers overnight. It had the impression of a giant godsteel gauntlet, hence the name.

“Why not?” the Lord of Rivers demanded. “I didn’t order it made to sit idle, damn it.”

“You know why not,” Rikkard told him. “We’re trying to draw attention away from the gate, not toward it. You start bashing at the door, and ten thousand Agarathi will start gathering behind it, ready in case we get through, and half the dragons will be drawn along with them.” Rikkard shook his head firmly. “We have to follow the plan, Borrus. If it fails, we can deploy the Gauntlet tomorrow night.”

Borrus bristled at being dictated to. He still thought himself the head of this army, the one to have the final say. That wasn’t the case. He had a quick look around the rest of the council and saw that they were going to side with Rikkard Amadar on this, as already agreed. To his credit, he gave a sharp nod and said, “Fine, we’ll play it your way. Let’s sort out the ladder teams, then.”

The next hour was spent finalising their battle plans. Who would lead each team of ten ladders. Which section of the wall they would target. And so on. A thousand men would accompany each team, with two thousand more in support. Thirty thousand in total across the teams, all swarming the walls at the same moment while the siege weapons attacked from various sides. Blademelt was not well-equipped with defensive trebuchets, unlike northern fortresses. In the north, these siege weapons were placed on high walls and defensive positions to increase their range. The aim was to target the enemy siege weapons before they got close enough to launch their own attacks, but Blademelt used dragons instead. They were the defence. When the mounted ballistas and catapults were rolled into position, they would come and try to destroy them. Thousands were assigned to protect these positions. Another fifteen thousand would remain in camp, to be deployed among the reserves under the command of Sir Torvyn Blackshaw, if needed.

Robbert, as ever, said little during these discussions. He was in possession of a reasonable strategic mind, though not on the level of Rikkard Amadar or Marian Payne, and he had not the experience of men like Buckland and Oloran and Gullimer, so he tended to keep mostly quiet, listening and observing. It was suggested that the Tukoran forces account for three of the ladder teams, with another few thousand helping to protect one of the siege positions. Robbert had no objections to that.

“And you, my lord?” Sir Torvyn asked him. “Where shall you deploy yourself?”

“The ladders,” Robbert said, without hesitation. “I’ll lead one of the teams myself.”

He saw the cautious eyes, the concern. It vexed him a little. Being king seemed to mean everyone wanted you miles from the front lines, or was it just his age? Or his missing eye? Or the fact that his entire family was dead, and he had no heir. He didn’t think anyone would question it if his father were here, telling him he’d be front and centre of it all.

But no one said anything. He appreciated that, at least. By now, perhaps, they knew he wasn’t acting out of grief, or being reckless with his life. This was just how he was. Bold. Direct. Like his father had been.

By the time their plans were concluded, the lightning storm was moving away to the west, leaving behind a night as black as pitch. Only occasionally did a bolt of lightning flash from the skies, but far away now, and Blademelt lay in darkness. Rikkard left, saying he would take their orders to Moonrider Ranaartan. His southern host was badly depleted now from all the fighting across the Bloodmarshes, reduced to a few measly thousand men, but he had a moonbear, and that counted for a lot.

“Well, I guess that’s it then,” Lothar said, as they waited. “This is the day we die, Robb. Scaling Blademelt with ladders is an official form of suicide, I think.”

“It’s just a ruse,” Robbert told him. “We only need to last so long.”

“And if he doesn’t come? We’ll be like lambs to the slaughter out there, fish in a barrel. Have you seen how tall those walls are? And the spikes. Even setting the ladders is going to be…”

“I don’t need to hear this, Lothar. It’s decided. Just get on board.” Robbert turned away from him and sought more optimistic company. He called for his guardsmen to gather, and then told them what was happening.

“Bugger me,” said Sir Duncan Dreyford. “Really? So we’re attacking in force?”

“Yes. And fiercely. We need to make as much noise as we can.”

Sir Colyn Rowley seemed as confused as Lothar had been. “I thought the plan was to wait here and stay silent. Only charge if the prince comes through?”

“That plan has changed, Colyn. There are too many eyes out there, and we need them averted. That’s our job.”

“A bloody job,” said Sam Garrick.

“A bloody night,” echoed Sir Darian, grimly.

Yes, Robbert thought, as he heard the first patter of raindrops. He looked up as the deluge began.

A night where the skies weep red.
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They could hear the rumbling above them. Was it a storm? Or the movement of men?

“It’s tonight, I think,” Jonik said. “The vision mentioned a storm. It has to be tonight.”

“Maybe the fire people are just having a big party?” offered the Butcher. “Did you think of that, Shadowboy? They are jumping up and down and having fun. It is a party, not a storm.”

“You speak gibberish, sellsword,” Mooton Blackshaw grunted at him. “I’m not sure I’ve heard you say one sensible thing since you got here.”

“You might be waiting a while,” Sir Owen Armdall put in. “I’ve been with him for a few days longer, and I’m still waiting for him to make any sense.”

The Butcher grinned that torn-up grin of his. “I am the gibberishiest sellsword in all the world. And the most scarred, and the silliest, and the bravest and the best and the biggest. Yes, the biggest!” And he grinned again, a leering grin. “Shall we measure ourselves, Boar of Blackshaw? See who is the bigger man?”

Mooton snorted as though it wouldn’t even be a competition. “It’s beast, you cretin. Not boar. Beast.”

“No. I prefer boar, because you look like one. Not as much as Ballos the Boar, but almost. You are fat, yes, as fat as a pig. You are the fattest knight in all the world!”

Mooton’s massive, veiny neck throbbed with anger. “You’ll want to muzzle this one, Jonik,” he said dangerously. “We don’t have enough men here as it is. It’d be a shame to have to lose one.”

“The Boar of Blackshaw thinks he is better than the Butcher? The Butcher says otherwise. We will lose one, yes. It is you, this one.”

Mooton Blackshaw stood up from the rock he was sitting on. The Butcher also stood up. They faced each other across the fire, two very large men, two ferocious warriors, one scowling, one smiling, both posturing for effect. This would not come to blows, Jonik knew. Shall we measure ourselves, the Butcher had said, and that’s just what they were doing, and had been for two days. Measuring their manhoods for all to see, and frankly, it was getting tiresome.

“Sit down, both of you,” Jonik said. “And be quiet. I’m trying to think.”

Neither man sat at first. They both just glared at one another until a much bigger man than both of them stood. When the Whaleheart rose, he made them look like squabbling children. “Sit down,” he said. His voice shook the air of the chamber. “Now.”

The Butcher, grinning, sat. Mooton stiffened a little, as though wondering how to meet this new challenge, then seated himself as well. He alone had seemed a bit put out when the King’s Wall arrived from Bone Cavern. Mooton Blackshaw liked to be the biggest and strongest man in any crowd, but the Wall made him seem rather puny by comparison, and he was struggling to come to terms with all that.

Jonik nodded his thanks to Sir Ralston, and a quiet fell, into which cascaded the rumbling sounds from above. A storm? Jonik thought. Men moving?

Could the fortress already be under siege?

That last thought spurred him into a decision. “We go tonight,” he said to the men around the fire. “Ready your weapons and get prepared. I want us moving within half an hour.”

Mooton frowned at him. “You don’t want to explore first? We’re just going to trust this old man?”

“That old man saved my life,” the Wall reminded him. “He can be trusted, Sir Mooton.”

“Well, he’s Agarathi. No Agarathi can be fully trusted. This could be some trap.”

That had, of course, been discussed already. Discussed and discarded, and there was no sense in bringing it back up. “We’ve made our choice on that, Moot,” Jonik said. “We have a path to follow now, and if it gets us all killed, then it gets us all killed. But sitting here mulling it over isn’t going to help. We go,” he said again. “Owen, go fetch the others.”

Sir Owen nodded and stepped away. Currently, the two Pentar men-at-arms, and the three sellswords Lame Ralf, Ballos the Boar, and Martin Longrod were on watch around the various chambers. A nervous energy filled the air as soon as Jonik had made his decision. Sir Stafford of the Bane looked white as a sheet. He was looking up at the rock ceiling above them, his eyes cloaked in worry. “Sounds like thousands of ‘em,” he said. “How will we ever get there? We’re only…” He paused, never able to remember their number. “We’re only a dozen or so…”

“Sixteen,” Gerrin said. He counted out the men on his fingers, naming each one, then said, “And Sir Ralston counts for ten. So never you fret.”

“Yes,” agreed the Butcher. “Ten for Hotheart and nine for the Butcher. I do not claim to be as worthy, no, but close. The Boar of Blackshaw I give five.”

“Five?” Mooton thundered. “You’re pushing your luck, sellsword.”

“The more you react to him, the more he’ll annoy you,” Gerrin said. “Mooton, you’re too easily riled. Can’t you see he feeds off it?”

“He’ll be feeding the worms if he keeps it up.”

Sir Hadros the Homeless gave a rough laugh. “Bickering’s good before battle, I always say. Gets the blood pumping. Who wants to throw some steel?”

“I’ll warm up with you,” said Sir Bulmar Brown. The two men went off to spar on an even patch of ground, the clash of their blades ringing out through the chamber.

“You’d best go too, Stafford,” Gerrin advised. “Get some blood rushing through you. It’ll help.”

The Lakeheart man nodded and stepped nervously away.

“Have you fought with him before?” Gerrin asked Jonik.

“No. But Emeric says he’s a good sword when he needs to be. He’ll be all right, once we get up there.”

Gerrin nodded. “Let’s have another look at the map.”

Jonik drew it out from his cloak. The map showed the interior structure of Blademelt, in what they hoped was roughly accurate detail. It wasn’t quite the exhaustive schematic Jonik might have hoped for, but it was good enough for them to make a fair guess at where they were, and where the hatch above them would lead to.

They stood together, giving it a final examination and discussing the proposed route. As far as they could figure, the hatch opened up into a deep system of storerooms and cellars, down in the very bowels of Blademelt. From there, they would need to navigate their way up through the vaults and service passageways, through access chambers, past a barracks and the quartermaster’s rooms, and then into an antechamber that led to the ward within the main gate. They had no notion of what they might face along the way. How many men would be on watch, whether they’d encounter servants who might raise the alarm, security checkpoints, dragons on guard, or who knew what else. They’d only know when they got up there.

“Well, let’s hope this old scholar knows what he’s talking about,” Gerrin said. “If he knows Blademelt as well as he did the Ashmount, we should be confident we’re going the right way.”

Jonik nodded, agreeing. Sotel Dar’s crude map of the Ashmount tunnel system had been enough to set the Whaleheart on his way. On the other side of that map, he’d drawn this one, of Blademelt. Jonik hoped it would lead them just as well.

“Funny, isn’t it?” said Gerrin. “How the old man knew we’d be needing it.” He referenced the map. “It’s like he knew Sir Ralston would end up here, under the fortress. Strange, don’t you think?”

Jonik thought most things were strange these days. But then, when everything was strange, nothing was. It just became normal. “Sir Ralston spoke of a dream he’d had. Sotel Dar, I mean. He said it guided him.”

“Well, I believe it. Wouldn’t have once, but now? The world’s too weird to disbelieve anything, isn’t it?” He smiled at his old student. “Take us, meeting again down here. What were the odds of that happening?”

“I’m not sure there’s a big enough number,” Jonik said.

Gerrin smiled and looked at him, really looked at him, for a long moment. “You know, after all we’ve been through…”

“No, Gerrin. We don’t have time for that.”

“For what?”

“For whatever you’re about to say. Some touching heart-to-heart. You’re going to say something soppy because we both might die tonight, and I don’t want to hear it.”

The old man nodded, as though in agreement, then said it anyway. “I’ve always seen you as a son,” he told him. “Even loved you as my own, Jonik. I know it didn’t seem like that, back at the Shadowfort. You didn’t know the truth back then, but now…”

“Gerrin, no.” Jonik vented a breath and stepped away. He couldn’t deal with this now. He made it about four paces before he stopped, changing his mind. He didn’t want to leave it like that. Yes, they might die. If so, he needed to say it, for the first time in his life, he had to give the old man what he wanted. And deserved. He stepped back up to him. “You’re the only father I’ve ever known,” he said, in a quick voice, like he wanted to get it done. “That’s…how I see you, Gerrin. I’m never going to be Amron Daecar’s son, but you…” He trailed off, unsure of how to finish that sentence. But he didn’t need to. He’d said all he needed to say.

He stepped away again before he had to deal with any response. Perhaps the old man’s eyes might mist up, and frankly, no, he didn’t want to see that. He’d said it now. It was done. Sir Hadros, Sir Bulmar, and Sir Stafford were still working up a sweat across the chamber, and the Butcher and the Baker were also limbering up with a friendly contest as the Tigress stood by, watching. Mooton sat by the fire, very much the giant grumpy toddler, honing the edge of his battleaxe. The Wall sat nearby, doing the same with his greatsword.

“You two should swing some steel as well,” Jonik advised. “I’m going to need you at your best up there tonight.”

Mooton looked over at Sir Ralston uncertainly. “Well, I’m game if you are?”

The Wall’s answer was to stand. Then he walked away to find a good patch of terrain, and Mooton Blackshaw followed.

They did not have much time. But getting the blood pumping, the thrill flowing, the legs moving, that was always smart. Jonik waited by the fire for Gerrin to come back over as the two massive knights began to spar. The short time apart had allowed them to move past the business of the father-son thing and return to the matter at hand. It seemed like a weight had been lifted from them, a cloud dispelled. It felt good. What they’d said had needed to be said for a while. It was nice to finally air it.

Gerrin still had the map. He handed it back to Jonik, who folded it and slipped it away. “Do you have it memorised?” the old man asked.

“I have the whole fort memorised,” Jonik said.

“Then I taught you well.”

He had. Jonik, as a Shadowknight assassin, knew the importance of knowing all entry and exit points into a fortified position. If something went wrong, then he could change his plans on the fly, without losing time in panicked thought. He’d been taught to stay calm, to see through the cloak of chaos, to assess problems and figure out solutions in an instant. Gerrin, as his teacher, was a master of the art. Up there, no doubt, they would both be needed.

They had a few minutes, Jonik knew, then they had to go. Beneath the song of steel, he could hear the thrumming above them growing louder. Either the storm was reaching its apex or the fort was truly under siege. Across the chamber, the rest of the men were returning. Lame Ralf stepped in from one passageway. The Pentar men, Alaric and Atkin, entered from another. There were several caverns here where they thought it prudent to keep watch, in case any oversized worms should think to trouble them. Principally, the chamber where they’d first fought the creatures needed to be watched.

Ballos the Boar and Martin Longrod had been keeping watch in there. Sir Owen had fetched them and was marching behind as the two sellswords clambered down from the passageway and into the central chamber. Curiously, Jonik saw that a fourth figure was also with them, walking with Owen Armdall.

When he saw who it was, his heart gave a fierce, thick pump. He blinked, as though he was seeing wrong. But he wasn’t.

Elyon Daecar was here.

He stepped over, brushing right past the sellswords. “Get ready,” he said to them. “We’re leaving shortly.” When he reached Owen Armdall, he shared with him a look to say that the Oak was similarly perplexed to see the prince here. “Your Highness,” Jonik said to his half-brother. He thought it appropriate to use his official title. “We, er…we weren’t expecting you.”

“I’m told you’re going tonight,” Elyon said. “Right about now, in fact.”

“Going?”

“Up.” Elyon’s eyes lifted, seeing the foundation pillars of the fortress built into the cavern walls and roof.

“Yes, that’s…that’s the plan.”

Elyon gave a tired laugh. “Hundreds of miles,” he said, shaking his head. “Days without proper sleep. A race against time to warn you, and I arrive to find out you already know!” He laughed again, in incredulity. “Well, I guess I’m here now. So you have one extra man in your party, at least.”

Jonik took a second to catch up. It sounded like Elyon knew about the cavern here, below Blademelt, though he wasn’t sure exactly how. Had he just figured it out somehow? Was this just another strange thing to add to all the rest of it? Well, they didn’t really have time to discuss it now. Later, he thought, if we’re both still alive.

“I’m honoured you want to join us,” he said. “But…”

“But nothing. I didn’t come all this way just to sit it out.”

“You look exhausted, Elyon. If you’ve gone so long without sleep…”

“Then I can go a little longer. I’m used to it,” he said, waving it off. Then he added, “Don’t worry. I won’t try to take command. This is your mission, Jonik. Just consider me another blade.”

“Right.” Jonik didn’t feel entirely comfortable commanding his princely brother. It made him self-conscious. Like Elyon would judge his every move.

But that was just his insecurity speaking. He’d just been given another powerful asset, and perhaps Elyon’s coming was the extra help they needed. He decided to say that to him now. “Maybe this wasn’t about you warning us,” he said. “Maybe it was just about you being here.”

Elyon considered it. “Maybe. So…what’s the plan, then? How do we get up there anyway?”

Jonik took a few extra minutes to bring Elyon up to speed. The men completed their warm-ups and came over, occasionally interrupting to bow to the prince, or shake his forearm, or speak some oath or another. The Butcher laughed and said, “The Windy Prince has come to blow Blademelt away!” while Sir Mooton Blackshaw grinned and put a great paw on his shoulder, and Sir Ralston Whaleheart fell into a bow so low that for a moment, he seemed the height of a regular man.

“We haven’t met,” said Gerrin. “Not officially, anyway.” He bowed as well.

“You’re Sir Gerrin?” Elyon asked. “I’ve heard about you. You’ve led an…interesting life.”

“Aye, that’s true. Lots of twists and turns from the outside looking in, but really, I’ve always walked a straight line.”

“So I’ve been told.” Elyon sat on a rock by the fire, looking worryingly depleted. The other men were checking and double-checking their weapons. Jonik instructed Sir Owen to begin leading them up to the hatch, and a group set off to shimmy their way up the crack in the wall, where they would reach the lower foundations. From there, they’d have to climb up past the support pillar, where the hatch was located.

Jonik gave his brother as much time as he needed to consider the plan and gather his thoughts. He had water brought to him, and food. Elyon ate, drank, and then said, “I could do with a quick spar. To get the blood moving.”

“Same here,” Jonik said. “Gerrin, get the rest of the men up there. We’ll join you in a few minutes.”

So it was that the two brothers clashed steel for the very first time. Not in anger, but in alliance toward a greater good. They had fought with fists, yes, but never with swords, and this occasion was very different. Elyon moved between Blockform and Strikeform as Jonik mimicked him, admiring his brother’s skill. There was a moment when that’s all they were. Two men sired by the same father, skilled, efficient, about the same age, sparring as they might have in a training yard had they grown up under the same roof.

Jonik did not know if Elyon was thinking the same. He might still hate him, for all he knew. He might be thinking about Aleron, and how Jonik had cut his neck. Perhaps something would snap inside him, and he’d launch into a frenzy, and try to land a killing blow. Jonik waited, expecting some sudden ferocity, but it never came. The prince seemed fixated on the job at hand, and that alone, moving through his drills and sequences until he was satisfied and ready to go. Then he slid his blade away, nodding to tell Jonik he was done. He looked more lively, more alert. The thrill was dripping back through his blood.

Above them, the noise was hard to deny now. Even non-Bladeborn would probably be able to hear it, and feel it, too, vibrating through the rock. “Siege weapons,” Elyon said, looking up. “They brought plenty down on wagons from the Bane.”

“Then we need to go,” Jonik said. The longer they delayed, the more men would die.

“Just up there, is it?” Elyon gestured to the archway between support pillars, where the bats roosted. The men could be seen up there, clambering into the upper foundations.

“Yes. But you have to go through there.” Jonik gestured to a scar in the cavern, where they had to shimmy up the wall. “That’s the only way up.”

Elyon grinned. “For you, maybe. Some of us prefer shortcuts.” Then, summoning the winds, he pulsed himself upward from his gauntlets and boots, leaving Jonik standing there in the cavern all alone.

A laugh slipped through his lips. Typical. Jonik had been there when Lythian Lindar gave Elyon those gauntlets, but other than watching him fire a blast of wind from them, he hadn’t seen them put to proper use. Well, it seemed his brother could still fly, or almost. Couldn’t he just be normal, like the rest of us?

Jonik, being normal, shimmied up the crack and climbed up the pillar to join the men in the upper foundations. All were there in the dimness, waiting beneath the hatch. Owen had a moss-torch, giving out that greenish-white glow, and Gerrin a lantern. Fitting, for the lantern man. Above them, a ladder was hewn into the stone, leading up to the hatch.

“We have our positions,” Jonik said. “Move stealthily, no unnecessary sounds. Butcher, I’m looking at you.”

“The Butcher knows how to be stealthy. He can be the stealthiest sellsword in all the world if…”

“Mooton, you as well,” Jonik said. “No speaking unless it’s in whispers.”

Mooton grunted at the implication that he would be anything but quiet as a mouse.

The others Jonik didn’t have to worry about. One might think Sir Ralston would move very loudly, at his size, but Jonik was amazed by how light he was on his feet. He had one last look at them, his strike team. There were some brutally powerful warriors here, and he had a feeling he would need them all.

“Right, let’s go. Owen, you have the rear.”

Jonik was the first to climb up toward the hatch. He paused a moment before cutting through the rusted latch with his dagger, listening. Beneath the thud and thunder of the siege above, he could hear no footsteps, no voices, no movement nearby. They’re all being drawn to the fighting, he thought.

Under the cloak of that noise, he cut the latch and climbed up.
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“Ladders,” Robbert Lukar called, striding up and down the lines.

They were arrayed one after the next, ten of them under his command. Twenty men carried each, ten on either side, protected by a ring of eighty more. Behind, two thousand men stood in formation, swordsmen, pikemen, spearmen, archers, crossbowmen, waiting for the order to charge.

“We run hard for the walls,” the king shouted out. “If a man goes down, replace him. If you can’t keep up, step out, and another will step in. If the dragons come, we face them. Spears, watch the skies. Archers, ready your bows. When we hit the walls, it’s ladders up. Grapplers, be ready. Bladeborn-bearer in the middle. Don’t lose your positions.”

His words were heard by most, he hoped, though most likely that wasn’t true. He was shouting at the top of his lungs, but he wasn’t Mooton Blackshaw. Or Borrus Kanabar, who was making a similar address nearby. Perhaps half his own men were listening to Kanabar instead. Well, whatever inspires them…

The ten teams were spread out ahead of the siege camp, where the reserves were standing by. Ten ladders in each team. Three thousand men. A charge of thirty thousand in total. All had their targets and would disperse when the charge began. Robbert’s team had been chosen to make for the northeastern wall of the octagon, wedged in between the teams led by Borrus Kanabar and Rikkard Amadar, who would target the same section of wall. A king, sandwiched between two greatlords. That was probably about the best they could do to try to protect him, putting him between those two.

The rain was coming down in a steady red fall, making visibility poor. Away to the east and west, the siege had already begun. Robbert could hear it better than he could see it. The ballistas thwanging. The catapults groaning. He could hear the sounds the bolts and boulders made as they crashed into the distant walls. To his right, he saw a flaming barrel of pitch go sailing through the skies and he was reminded of the Siege of Harrowmoor. That was his first city siege, but not his last. Eagle’s Perch followed. Then the sack of Kolash. The tragedy of Aram. And now this, Blademelt.

The flaming barrel arced through the night, leaving a trail of smoking light in its wake. When it struck the top of the battlements, a waterfall of flame washed down the stone, and Robbert saw the men crawling on the wall walk, saw the shadow of dragons in the skies. Then he heard the screeching. The screaming. The deep thwump of powerful wings. More flaming barrels and pots went flying from the east and west, and in their glow he saw them - the dragons flying out to defend their fort.

There was no time to waste. Robbert looked to his left, where Borrus Kanabar had his command. He was going to take his cues from the big man. Go when he did. To his right, Lord Rikkard was ending his own address, stirring up the Amadars into a frenzy. He looked impressive in his armour, in his cloak of pink and pale blue, proud, battle-worn, an inspiration to his men. Robbert hoped he looked the same, but doubted it. He was just too young. It was hard to have gravitas in your teens.

A throaty bellow erupted from Borrus Kanabar, and his men began to roar. The East Vandarians made quite the racket. “We charge!” Kanabar was bellowing. “We charge for Blademelt! Take the fort! Take the fort! For Vandar! VANDAR!”

“FOR VANDAR!” his men returned, deafeningly, defiantly, and off Borrus went, leading them into the dark.

Robbert glanced at Lank, nodded, and his captain roared, “Tukor! For TUKOR!” and Robbert’s men echoed him. “TUKOR! TUKOR! TUKOR!” they sang as their king raised up his sword, tip skyward, then whirled and raced for the fortress.

The earth trembled beneath his feet as the thousands followed. Lothar was at his left, Sir Kevyn Bolt his right. Behind came Sir Colyn and Sam Garrick and the Dreyfords, the last of his men. The night was black, the red rain falling. Black and red, Robbert thought, just as a rumble of thunder went through the world. Those were the colours of Agarath. It’s like the Fire God himself is watching.

The noise was tremendous now, the din of the siege and falling rain and charging men thick in his ears. The barrels were striking relentlessly at sections of the fort, lighting it up like a candle in an empty black room. They were targeting the eastern and western flanks, striking at the corner-towers and walls. The intent was clear - to draw the enemy away from the gate. Blind them from the threat within.

The fort was still a mile away when the first dragon attacked Robbert’s host. Down it came, appearing from the blackness like a spectre of death. It plunged upon one of the ladders, scattering the carriers, snatching the ladder up with its claws. Robbert heard calls of ‘spears!’ and ‘arrows!’ from the unit commanders as the beast was peppered with quarrels and pikes. But the damage was done. The ladder was shattered even before the dragon flew off, labouring back into the sky with a dozen shafts poking out of its hide.

“Move!” Robbert called out, trying to be heard. “Don’t stop! We have to move!”

Lothar called out the same, and Sir Duncan, who had a trumpet of a voice, roared the order over and over again. Robbert could see that Kanabar’s host was already a hundred metres ahead and stretching a lead. Rikkard was closer, but speeding fast, and it wouldn’t do to be left alone.

One ladder down, they kept on chasing, leaving the dead and wounded behind. Away to the east, Lord Gullimer had command of the main siege position. In the chaos, Robbert could see several dragons out there, plunging and diving on the siege engines as Gullimer’s host tried to fight them off. He glanced west as he ran, and sensed the same befalling Buckland’s men. Dimly, he saw more ladder teams scrambling across the field to their targets, led by Lord Oloran and Sir Gereon and Sir Isaac Hemshore and others. The dragons were falling from the skies as relentlessly as the burning barrels, as relentlessly as the rain. Ladders were being broken and carried off, with men still clinging to them. Men were being burned alive by chugging rivers of flame.

“To the walls! The walls!” Lothar was shouting.

They made it another two hundred metres before another dragon materialised from the skies to plough into them. A small one, utterly deformed and deranged, it flew down hard and in complete disregard of its own health, tucking its wings as it went straight into another ladder with a sickening crack, breaking its own neck as it flipped and rolled. The ladder was smashed apart, men scattered aside. When it came to a stop, dozens rushed upon it, stabbing with swords and spears, but it was already dead.

“It’s dead,” Sir Colyn called, rushing over. “Leave it, it’s dead! To the walls! The walls!”

Two ladders down. Carcasses strewn across the field. Robbert saw them littering the earth to his left and right, dead men from Rikkard and Borrus’s teams. They’d lost ladders, too. He saw their wrecks in the soggy soil. Out of a hundred they might already have lost a dozen, or two, or more, and they weren’t even there. Elyon, where are you? Robbert glanced toward the gates. Then a screech and another dragon, and a second soaring by.

“Spears! Protect the ladders!” he roared.

The dragons plunged again, though this time they drove them off. Gone, back into the inky red skies. Running hard, the fortress walls began to loom, higher, higher, eighty feet of coal-black granite and dragonsteel soaring above them. Some of Borrus’s men were already there, the first of the ladders being laid down at the base of the walls. The grappling teams threw and hooked the melted-blade merlons, and the pulling teams hauled on the ropes, lifting the ladders into place as the defenders tried to dislodge them. They teemed up there, a black chaos of bristling Agarathi, pressed shoulder to shoulder on the ramparts and tower tops. The mounted crossbows were being turned to fire. Black bolts flew down, hissing through the red rain. And black and red, Robbert thought again, as he heard Agarath thunder his call.

More ladders were going up, from Borrus and Rikkard’s teams. Robbert glimpsed Borrus there, bellowing his orders as the Bladeborn-bearing ladder went up. There was one per team. Each positioned in the middle to protect it. The more Bladeborn they could get up onto the walls, the better.

At last Robbert joined them. Lothar shouted something into his ear about them losing another ladder. He hadn’t even seen it. Another dragon had come and carried it away. Seven. They were down to seven. “Get them up, Lank!” Robbert shouted back at him. The knight marched about shouting orders. Arrows were raining down in a terrible storm. Most pinged and bounced harmlessly off Robbert’s godsteel armour, but it would not be the same for the majority of his men. Dozens would be dying every minute under this assault. There was only so much the shieldmen could do to protect them.

“Archers! Archers!” Sir Kevyn Bolt thundered. From their rear lines came a responding flight, aiming up at the bristling black shadows. Agarathi were struck and fell backwards. Others fell forward, tumbling into the tumult below. Screams rang out in an unceasing deluge to put the rain to shame. Robbert had been in battles and in sieges, but nothing like this. It was all a blur of shapes and shadows and shouts and death, of dragons in the skies and men on the ground, of ladders rising and falling, the barbed battlements looming, of ropes going up, men climbing, tumbling, the red rain coming down and down.

Robbert Lukar marched about, crying orders he’d never remember. His voice was hoarse, his throat a wreck, his eyepatch soaked to his skin. His working eye was blinking furiously against the rain as it spattered in through his visor. He spent half his time blind, seeing nothing but the thick granite walls ahead, the thousands bustling about him, the arrows flying from high and low. The corpses were already piling up. The earth was turning muddy underfoot, soaked with red rain and blood. The air rippled in the west and a dragon came surging down to fly right along the wall walk, knocking aside a siege ladder with its feet. The men clutched at the rungs as it fell, some leaping away, others solemnly accepting their fate as they went crashing down into the host beneath them.

“Get the Bladeborn-bearer up!” Lothar was shouting. “Get it up! Get it up!”

It was much heavier than the other ladders. Sturdy enough to bear Bladeborn. And only Bladeborn men could bear it. The twenty who’d carried it all had Varin blood and now they were trying to haul it into place, pulling on the thick hempen ropes that strained against its weight. Above, the defenders were trying to dislodge the grapples, but they were godsteel as well, too heavy for the men to move.

“Heave,” Lank shouted. He pushed a man aside and took the rope. “Heave! On me! HEAVE! HEAVE!”

The ladder winched up. Robbert rushed in to help as well. Then Sam Garrick was there, and Sir Darian Dreyford. It rose up to vertical, then crashed against the walls, locking itself into place among the blade-barbs and spikes.

“Up!” Robbert called out. “Up! Climb!” Men were rushing to the ladder, scrambling up at once. Lothar spun and saw Robbert there and came at once to his side.

“Let others go first, Robb. Not you!” he shouted.

Robbert’s instinct was to swat him away, but he didn’t. He knew the man was right. “Go,” he shouted. “Darian, Duncan, Garrick, go!”

The three men began clambering up the rungs like cats up a tree. Others were there too, Bladeborn knights from a hundred households, long-serving men-at-arms, scrambling to reach the top and turn their blades as red as the skies. A black storm. A waning moon. Red rain. Elyon, where are you?

“Kanabar’s up there,” someone shouted.

Robbert looked and saw him, the burly lord swinging and smashing men aside as he reached the wall walk. Others were flying up his Bladeborn-bearing ladder to join him. To Robbert’s right, Rikkard Amadar’s host was doing the same. The lord himself was still on the ground, calling orders, but dozens of men were climbing. Most were using the ladders, but not all. Some had thrown grapple hooks with only ropes attached and were pulling themselves up, feet against the wall, using the melted blade-barbs for footholds.

Robbert thought to do the same. He saw a rope nearby, dangling down from above. The grapple was another godsteel one, hooked to the twisted corpse of an old misting sword. “Lothar, with me.” Robbert ran for it, grabbed the rope and gave a firm tug to make sure it would hold. Then he thrust his blade away, grabbed on with both hands, and began climbing.

Lothar followed behind him. The barbs were few toward the bottom, though grew thicker further up the walls, poking out like the quills of a porcupine. Robbert pulled with his arms, stepping from one to the next, swaying where he must, ascending quickly. He could hear the clash of battle above him. Hear the men who’d reached the ramparts cutting the enemy down. The screech of dragons was constant. The thump and thunder of the siege weapons. He felt vibrations running through the walls as huge godsteel bolts struck it hundreds of metres away. Three-quarters of the way up, Robbert glanced back to see Lothar on his heels, urging him onward. Below him, he could see the cost. Hundreds lay dead in his host alone. Two more ladders had been broken, and a third, the one that had been knocked down, was being hastily hauled back into place as the men heaved and pulled at the ropes under a barrage of Agarathi arrows.

The sounds of battle grew louder as he neared the summit. He glimpsed Sir Duncan Dreyfort up there already, saw his brother Darian following him over the top. Garrick came behind them, his silver faceplate grinning. Red rain dripped down it, looking like blood.

“Go, Robb! Go!” Lank called.

Robbert arrived at the anchor where the godsteel grapple was hooked onto the old twisted blade. There was another four feet of space to the top, so he pulled himself up, hooked a leg on top of the blade, and pressed upward in a powerful thrust. He soared over the crenellated blades and barbs, landing amid a clutch of Agarathi bowmen. A couple were so surprised, they staggered back, tumbling away into the ward below. Robbert cut down several others as Lothar leapt over to join him.

“To the king!” he shouted at once. “Rally to the king!”

Men cut their way toward him, the Dreyfords and Sam Garrick among them. Robbert looked east; a hundred or so metres along the wall, he saw Borrus Kanabar there, with a clutch of his own knights, fighting off a fresh assault of dragonknights who were pouring up the steps from below. Thousands of men crowded the squares and alleys, he saw, and more were coming, streaming down the lanes and boiling out from the towers.

A big dragon was circling above them, faintly seen in the glow of firelight. Robbert looked at him and knew him. Malathar. Ven. He remembered the letter Elyon had burned. He wondered what information the dragonlord might have given them. Vargo Ven had wanted sanctuary, and for that, he was willing to betray his people. Or so he said. It might have been a trap, as Elyon had told him. And anyway, they couldn’t trust him. Robbert deferred to the prince in that.

“On me!” Robbert roared. “We make for Lord Kanabar!”

His men began cutting their way east, the Dreyfords at the front, Garrick behind with some others. They passed another stair leading down from the wall walk, delivering a constant flow of new enemies to face them. They came with their black spears and their savage axes and their curved swords and kite-shaped shields. Robbert lost himself to the throes of battle, hacking and hewing along with the rest of his men. “There are so many,” someone shouted out. “What are we doing here! They’ll overwhelm us!”

We’re here to distract them, Robbert thought. That was it. They had no hope of cutting their way to the gate from here. It was too far, too fiercely defended. Thousands upon thousands stood in their way, walls of muscle and meat filling every open space, too thick to breach, walls that fought back. They could kill hundreds, even a thousand or two and barely make a dent. Every man they cut down was filled in by another. The drones kept coming in an unending, ceaseless tide that they could only hold back for so long. Elyon, damn it, where are you!

“Ven!” a voice was bellowing nearby. “You craven bastard! Fight me!”

Kanabar. It could only be Kanabar. Through the writhing, squirming, dying bodies, Robbert saw the big lord still fifty strides away, holding Red Wrath aloft.

“You killed my father! Fight me! Fight me!”

Malathar was still circling around the high corner-tower. Robbert could see the trails of light from his red eyes, the ugly deformity of his monstrous proportions. Tiny atop him was Vargo Ven, gold cape flapping in the wind.

“Robb,” shouted Lothar. “We’re losing too many men, Robb!”

That was obvious at a glance. Hundreds were being slain by arrow and claw below them. Fires were burning bright out at the siege positions, turning the sky a strange, eerie red as the rain continued to fall. They couldn’t sustain this for much longer.

“We have to call the retreat,” Lank called. “This vision, maybe it’s wrong! We’re trusting too much in it! Men are dying, Robb, they’re dying!”

He didn’t need to be told. “Elyon will come,” he shouted back. “He’ll come, Lothar!”

“He might be dead! Him and the rest of them, all of them might be…”

Dead, he was about to say, before a bellowing roar cut him off.

Robbert looked up again. Malathar was swinging around the tower now, straightening out, dropping his height. He was coming their way. Right toward them. Robbert paused amid the bloodshed, the screams and shouts, the flashing blades. He stared right up at the rider, and he knew the rider was looking right back at him. Ven. He sensed the hate in his eyes, the fury. He gave me the letter and I never came. I never came to meet him.

“Robb, get down!” Lank threw himself atop him as a flood of molten flame gushed from Malathar’s jaws, bathing the battlements in fire. The air filled with a searing heat, orange light, the roar of chugging black smoke. Robbert coughed beneath Lothar’s weight, smoke squeezing in through his visor. It got in his right eye, stinging and blinding.

“Let me up, Lothar!” he wheezed. “Let me up!”

The knight drew his weight off him. Robbert struggled to a knee. Men were burning all around him, northmen and southmen both. The smoke was still swirling, disrupting his vision. Somewhere, Vargo Ven was shouting wildly.

“He’s coming back!” someone shouted.

And Robbert saw him. Malathar the Monstrous, swinging back around again to face him. Pumping his powerful black-gold wings. Massive talons outstretched and reaching forward. Ven, standing up in the saddle, screaming out in vengeance, cape flapping madly. East of them, Borrus Kanabar was bellowing for a contest still, but Ven just ignored him, ignored him as he always did.

It’s me he wants, Robbert knew. This was vengeance for the letter. He knew it in his bones.

There was nowhere to go. No time to react. The dragon was upon them before he could even call an order or think of what to do. He had time enough only to raise his blade and swing at the claws as they crashed hard into the battlements, shattering the top of the wall. Shards of black stone and ancient, melted blades went flying out into the darkness.

And so did King Robbert Lukar.
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There was enough wine down here to keep a sizeable city drunk for a month.

Barrels and barrels of it sat stacked along the walls. Casks filled every cellar. In one vault, high shelves soared from floor to ceiling, laden with dusty bottles of every vintage. It was a maze, a catacomb of cellars and storage rooms, and there was more than wine in abundance. Food too. Rooms filled with sacks of grain and potatoes and turnips and barrels of salted meat and pickled fish and enormous great wheels of cheese that wouldn’t look out of place on a wagon.

Elyon kept back with the rest of the men, walking along in single file as Jonik led on from the front. His bastard brother seemed to know the way, or sort of. He had an idea, at least, of which direction to go, though was pausing every so often to confer with Sir Gerrin. Blademelt was a truly massive fortress, not quite so tall in the tower as Dragon’s Bane, but similarly broad and certainly as deep. They could hear the sounds of the siege above, but it still felt far away. So far, they’d met no one. No servants. No guards. No one on patrol.

“Ah, I like this one, brother. It is a good one, yes?”

The Butcher had stopped ahead and was inspecting a bottle of wine. He drew it from the shelf as his brother, the Baker, stepped up to join him. The man nodded. “A good vintage,” he agreed. “And from our home near the hills of Matia.”

“We should open it,” the Butcher declared. “Who will share a drink with the Butcher and the Baker before battle?”

Mooton Blackshaw was stamping along behind Elyon. Elyon heard him snort. “He’s mad as a wyvern, that one. Must have been dropped on his head as a child.”

“Careful what you say about him, Moot,” Elyon returned. “You never know who might be listening.”

The Beast of Blackshaw frowned, confused, then Elyon nodded over his shoulder. Mooton turned to find the Tigress standing right there, staring at him in that way of hers that made a man’s member shrink up to half its usual size.

“Gods, woman, you’re as strange as that scar-faced buffoon you’re bedding.” Moot gave her a good long look up and down. “You know, you’re not so bad to look at. What’s he paying you to have his way then?” He got no answer. “Blood, is it? You’re sucking more than his manhood, eh?”

Elyon wondered if that was it. He had heard the Tigress drank Bladeborn blood to stay young. Could that be a part of their arrangement?

“Got plenty of blood myself, if that’s the bargain,” the big man said. “Better blood, too. You just think about it, eh?”

The Tigress hissed and glided past them, continuing along the passage.

“Something I said?”

“Always the gentleman, Moot.” Elyon smiled and walked on to where the Butcher was offering up the wine. “Maybe now isn’t the time?”

“Every time is the time for drinking!” He shoved the bottle toward Elyon. “A drink before battle, to seal the brotherhood!”

“Not for me.”

“I’ll take some,” said Sir Hadros the Homeless. He stepped in, gnarled as an old root, took the bottle and quaffed a drink. Then he held it out, wiping his mouth. “Who else?”

“Fine,” Mooton said, swiping it off him. “I can’t let it be said that some southern sellswords took a drink before battle and a Blackshaw didn’t. It’s what we do.” He drank long and true as the Butcher smiled approvingly, draining almost the entire bottle.

“The Boar of Blackshaw has an appetite for drinking, yes? Maybe when this is over, we can return here, Sir Boar? We will have a different contest then.”

Mooton laughed dismissively. “That’s one arena in which I’m unbeatable, sellsword.”

“What is going on here?”

Everyone turned to find Jonik staring at them from up the passageway. He walked briskly back. Gerrin was with him. Sir Ralston waited ahead. Jonik saw the bottle.

“Are you drinking, Mooton?”

The big man threw the bottle aside, shattering it on the floor. He raised a finger. “It was his idea.”

The Butcher nodded. “A drink before battle,” he said, owning up to it. “Come, Shadowboy. Drink to the Brotherhood Beneath Blademelt!”

Jonik’s eyes burned. His voice came out as a dangerous rasp. “There are men dying up there, Butcher. Hundreds of them, maybe thousands. Every moment counts. Every damn moment. And you’re here drinking? Drinking!”

The Butcher looked at him, eyes lowering. He had no pithy comeback this time. For once, he actually seemed humbled. “You are right,” he said. “Yes. Men are dying.”

“Let’s go,” Jonik snapped, spitting the words out. “There’s a way up ahead.” He swung around and stalked off.

The rest followed behind him, cowed. Elyon was impressed by Jonik’s authority; it wasn’t something he’d witnessed before, but he could see why men had followed him. He also agreed with what he said. His own friends were up there, and even family. Borrus, Robbert, Killian, Marian, Uncle Rikkard. All and more might be fighting at this very moment, dying at this moment, and here they were bantering and wasting time.

He walked briskly ahead past the others and up to his bastard brother. “Sorry about that. I shouldn’t have allowed it.”

Jonik’s hard eyes softened at once upon seeing him. “It wasn’t your fault. It’s the Butcher. He doesn’t know when to stop.”

“Still,” Elyon said. If he were leading this mission, he’d have been as irate as Jonik. Somehow, being back among the men absolved him of any responsibility. He could just be a soldier, and not a prince for once. Just another wolf in the pack. “I’ll keep them moving next time,” he promised. “We need to get up there. We’re wasting too much time.”

“I know. There’s a stair just around the corner. It’ll take us up.”

They walked on together. The Wall was waiting at the bottom of the stairwell, Gerrin with him.

“Men,” the Whaleheart rumbled quietly, pointing upward.

“How many?” whispered Jonik. He turned around and gave the other men a stern look, as if to say - be silent. Elyon lifted his finger to his lips to reinforce the point. They approached quietly, gathering nearby among the low stone alcoves.

“I heard three voices,” Sir Ralston answered. “There is a checkpoint at the top.”

They were likely stationed there to stop thievery. The men would not pose a challenge, but could not be allowed to raise the alarm, either. “I’ll go,” Jonik said. “Alone.” He removed his cloak and gave it to Gerrin, and let all the light drain out of his armour. The effect was impressive. Stepping into the shadows, he was very hard to see. He drew out his godsteel dagger. “Wait here. I’ll be quick.”

Silent as a ghost, he crept up the stone stairway and out of sight around a bend. Elyon listened for the hum of voices, but couldn’t hear any through the sound of the siege. Probably the men weren’t talking anymore. “Three?” he asked the Wall. “You’re sure?”

“I heard three,” the giant said.

“But there could be more?”

The Wall nodded his head. His armour was in tremendously poor shape, all scratched and scorched and melted from his trials and travels. It was even breached in a couple of places, which could make him vulnerable to attack by a skilled enemy. “We’ve got some good armourers among the host,” Elyon said. “I’ll have them repair your armour later.”

The Wall acknowledged that with a nod. Of course, that would assume he survived the battle. Seemed likely with Sir Ralston Whaleheart. Above, they heard several quick sounds. A blade cutting flesh. A man gurgling his last breath. A body slumping slowly to the stone, and another. Then a hiss. “Come. They’re dealt with.”

They worked up the spiral stairway and into a small antechamber. Three men it had been, and three men lay dead, efficiently dispatched. Jonik wiped down his blade and slid it away. He drew out his map and called Gerrin over. They conferred a moment, murmuring, as the rest of the men arrived.

“Problem?” Elyon asked.

“No. We’re back on track. Those catacombs turned us around a bit, but we think we’re here.” Jonik pointed with a finger for Elyon to see, but Elyon was too tired to try to make out their position or where to go from here.

“I trust you,” he said, which made Jonik blink, as though he’d never expected those words to come from the mouth of Elyon Daecar. To be fair, Elyon never expected to say them either, but there it was.

“We keep moving,” Sir Gerrin said. He had a gruff voice, grey stringy hair and grey stubble. A hard old man, this one. “Servants’ quarters ahead. And we give no quarter, understand?”

Several of the men gave vocal answers. The others nodded. The Tigress just stared. No quarter, Elyon thought. In other words, kill them all.

The old knight opened the door. Beyond lay a corridor with tiny cells along the sides, each with a thin old bed of dried straw and nothing else. Some had grooves cut into the walls to make small shelves. There were little trinkets and ornaments on them, little mementoes from home. Elyon walked along, hoping to find no one sleeping here. He didn’t think he could kill a sleeping man, Agarathi or not, and certainly not a woman. These were just servants, normal people, non-combatants in war. They could be knocked out, if need be, and not killed. Or tied up. That would work too.

But they found no one here. Perhaps the servants were being called to the fighting as well, blades shoved into their shivering hands and told to go up there and die. Defend the fort. Defend your homeland. Defend Agarath the All-Mighty All-Father. At the end of the long dark corridor, they found another spiral stair. More voices up above them suggested a second security point.

They paused to listen. There were more men this time. Enough voices to make a full count impossible. “We’ll need two,” Jonik said. He looked at Elyon. “How about it?”

“Why not?”

A smile ghosted Jonik’s lips. “On me. I’ll go left, you go right.”

Elyon drew his dagger, his bastard brother the same. The latter led them on up, stalking in that silent way of his. It wasn’t hard to see that Jonik had been trained as an assassin, by the way he moved. Elyon didn’t think he’d ever seen anyone move so quietly, except perhaps Vilmar the Black, though Vilmar had the benefit of not wearing heavy armour. Jonik, even in his full plate suit and walking on stone, still went about as silent as the grave.

The voices grew clearer as they circled around the stairway. Laughing. Chattering. They were coming from a doorway at the top, another antechamber that led into a large barrack building, if Elyon remembered the map correctly. Jonik must have been thinking the same thing, because he paused and turned back as they neared. “Barrack,” he mouthed. “Further on.”

Elyon nodded. “We have to kill them quickly. No noise.”

Jonik agreed. If there were still men in the barracks, any loud slaying of their kin would surely alert them, and they’d come pouring in to help. “Ready?” he whispered. “I’ll push the door and slide through. You follow right after.”

“Ready,” Elyon said.

Jonik turned and continued up the final few stairs. The door was only a couple of inches ajar, but through the slit, figures could be seen. Elyon glimpsed common soldier livery, likely from the fortress guardsmen. Good. He’d feared a crowd of common servants might have gathered up here, awoken from their beds below. He really didn’t want to go on a rampage through a roomful of servants.

But soldiers were fine. Hell, he’d killed enough of them. Now wasn’t the time to try to do a mental count, and anyway, a mental count was impossible. He’d almost forgotten how many dragons he’d killed; what hope of remembering all the legions of men?

Jonik reached the door, gave him one last look, saw Elyon nod, and pushed it open. He slid right through, drifting left. Elyon followed, going right. He took in the room. Eleven men, all soldiers, sat around on barrels and crates. They were drinking wine, chatting, smoking, joking. Several empty bottles filled the space between them, and there was an open cask sitting on a table by one wall. Wine dripped from a little tap. Another soldier was there, about to fill himself a cup. Two more men stood at a large hardwood door across the chamber, apparently on guard, but they held wine cups also. It was barred shut, Elyon was glad to see. He guessed that led toward the barrack quarters.

He saw all that within the space of about a second. In the same span of time, his bastard brother had killed two of the men sitting on the barrels and was about to slide his blade through the neck of a third.

Elyon leapt into action. Before any of the guards could give out so much as a squeak, he’d put his dagger through the heart of one man, cut the throat of a second, and spun, slamming his closed fist into a third, caving in the side of his skull. Then the others started howling, which wouldn’t do. Elyon swung his spare hand across from left to right, sending a blast of wind to shut them up. Several were knocked to the floor, the air bashed out of their lungs. The man by the wine cask flew into the wall, dashing his head against the stone which left a smear of blood as he collapsed. The cask exploded, gushing wine and wood splinters everywhere. As Elyon surged forward, killing the prostrate men, Jonik sprang to the door and slew the two guards there in a single, swirling strike.

They both turned, then, and looked at one another from across the room. How much noise had they made? Did anyone hear? There was a long, heart-pumping pause, but they heard no shouts or stamping boots approaching from beyond the door. Slowly, both men breathed out. Then they nodded at one another at a job well done.

“I’ll fetch the others,” Elyon said.

He stepped back to the stairs and called down for them. Jonik stayed at the barred door, listening for movement beyond. The sound of battle outside was louder now. That fog of screams and battlecries. The occasional crack and shudder of something striking the towers and walls. A little dust even fell from the ceiling as they struck. They must be getting close. Just hold on, Elyon thought.

“You see, I was right,” said the Butcher, looking around. “They were having a party, as I said.”

“Don’t drink any of that wine,” Jonik hissed at him.

The Butcher held his hands up, all innocent. “Never.”

“The barracks are through here,” Sir Ralston rumbled, stepping over to the thick, barred door. He cast his eyes around, looking for another way out, but there wasn’t one. “Do you hear anything?”

Jonik had removed his helm to put his ear to the door. He drew back and shook his head. “It’s quiet. There’s a hallway beyond. We’ll be able to divert around from there, according to Sotel’s map.”

“Or we just smash our way into that barracks and kill every man we find,” offered Mooton. “That’s why we’re here, isn’t it? To do some good old-fashioned killing.”

“Not if we alert the whole fortress to our presence,” the Whaleheart said. “We stay quiet for now.”

“It is okay, Boar of Blackshaw,” said the Butcher, putting a hand on his enormous shoulder. “We will do this killing soon. Be patient, like the Butcher.”

Mooton shoved his hand away. “Let’s just get on with it. I’m getting itchy.”

Jonik looked to the rear of the room, ignoring the man’s impatience. “Owen, any trouble at the back?”

“Nothing.”

“No sounds? Nothing approaching behind us?”

Sir Owen Armdall took a moment to listen down the stairs, then shook his head. “It’s quiet. There’s no one there.”

“Good. Then let’s remove the bars. Sir Ralston, lend a hand.”

The Wall stepped forward. He and Jonik heaved the heavy bars from the door. There was a lock as well, which Jonik cut with his blade. Drawing the door open an inch, he peeked out, saw that the coast was clear, and stepped through. The rest followed behind one by one. They entered a wide hallway with dragon sculptures along the walls, a claw chandelier above them, some paintings of Agarathi heroes here and there. It was a fine chamber compared to what came before. Dragon-maw sconces lined the way, biting down on firelit torches. The flame shivered as they passed as though in fear of them. It was like a little bit of Agarath knew why they were here.

The hallway ended in another door that led into the sleeping barracks and soldier quarters. It was just one of many here in Blademelt - each tower held a garrison, and they weren’t lacking in those. On the right, a narrower corridor led to the quartermaster’s chambers, accessed up a set of stairs. There was a way through there, Jonik said. A passage that would take them to a gallery overlooking the gateyard.

They were getting close now. And still only limited resistance. It seemed to Elyon that the siege was being focused on the east and the west, by the thudding and booming, to draw the enemy away from the gate. Smart, he thought. If they were lucky, they’d find the gateyard quiet, with a skeleton crew of defenders only.

“Come on. This way.” Jonik led them on, turning them right at the end of the hall toward the quartermaster’s chambers. Halfway down the corridor, an iron gate barred the way. Jonik cut the lock, swung the gate open with a metallic whine, and stepped through toward a set of straight stone stairs that went up into darkness.

He paused, glancing back to make sure everyone was following, then continued up, Elyon right behind him. Another door blocked their way at the top. Another careful pause to determine what lay beyond. Nothing, said Jonik, no sounds. He cut the lock and pushed in. A handsome office lay before them. Incense burning in the air. A tapestry on one wall depicting some ancient fiery battle. A bust of what appeared to be Agarath himself on the desk, wrought from black wood with tiny red stones for eyes.

Elyon glared at the form of the Fire God as he passed. Other men shuddered and averted their eyes, as if he could see them, and what they were doing. Elyon hoped he could. Are you watching out there, Agarath? Are you enjoying the bloody show?

The tension was thickening. Thickening like the sounds of battle. After a wrong turn or two, Jonik found his way to the passage that led to the gallery overlooking the outer ward. The floor was carpeted in a springy red rug and more paintings lined the way, but Elyon Daecar didn’t even glance at them. Ahead now, he could feel the fresher air coming down the corridor. He could smell the rain, that thick red rain, and hear it too, falling down from the skies.

A moment later, he could see it. The gallery was just ahead, running left and right at the end of the passage. It was covered in an awning roof, but beyond, Elyon could see the rain coming down into the gateyard, red against the stark black stone. A red rain, he thought. Black storm and waning moon…

Jonik stopped them before they went any further. There was a thrumming energy in the group. Excitement from the likes of Mooton Blackshaw and the Butcher. Nerves in the eyes of Sir Stafford and the lesser sellswords. The Pentar men-at-arms set their jaws grimly, the Baker was thoughtful, Sir Bulmar and Sir Hadros seemed ready for the fight and the Tigress just stared, as she always did, ready to unleash hell. The King’s Wall, most formidable of all, was a silent steel giant, his face unseen.

It was time for the rest of them to become unseen, too. “Helms on, faceplates down,” Jonik ordered.

The men adorned their headwear. Even the Tigress had a helm, taken from an armoury in Ilithor. Fittingly, it featured a big cat, snarling on the faceplate. It looked more like a lion than a tiger to Elyon Daecar, but the match was close enough.

“Get ready. Check your weapons. And stay quiet,” Jonik said. Then, alone, he turned and stalked away, bleeding into darkness as he went.

The others waited, preparing in their own ways. There was some nervous fidgeting and heavy breathing in certain quarters. The Butcher and the Baker hugged one another in a brotherly embrace and then detached. The Butcher went to the Tigress next, raised his faceplate and hers, and gave her a kiss. It was a strangely tender moment. Mooton Blackshaw was deciding whether to use his greatsword or greataxe, and decided on the latter, pulling it from his back with a self-approving grunt. Gerrin stood beside the King’s Wall, looking down the corridor to the gallery. They watched closely for Jonik’s return. Elyon waited with them.

The moments stretched agonisingly on. Elyon wondered what was happening outside the walls. How many siege positions had they deployed? Were they trying to scale the battlements with ladders? It sounded to him like there was fighting on the wall walks, but it was hard to be sure. The rain was falling heavily, washing down in thick scarlet sheets. A rumble of thunder rolled in from the western skies, and he could hear the dragons now, hear their screeches in the night.

Just when Elyon thought his bastard brother was taking too long, that perhaps he’d been caught as he scouted, or even killed, he saw his shape returning. A moment later, he was back with him.

“How many men?” Gerrin asked him at once. The others leaned close to listen.

“I can’t say for sure. Dozens. In the yard. Dozens more above the gate and gatehouse towers. I saw shadows moving past the windows and arrow slits.”

“Archers?” asked Elyon.

Jonik nodded. “Bowmen and crossbowmen on the battlements. The men in the yard are common soldiers, mostly, swords and spears. I saw some dragonknights too, but not many. There’s a line of metal stables as well, across the yard. I heard rattling in there, snarling. I don’t think they’re keeping horses inside.”

“What about the gate?” Gerrin asked. “Did you get a good look at it?”

That was a mystery. They knew only that it was a massive dragonsteel door that opened outward from the middle. History told them that, but its inner workings remained unknown. So far as Elyon knew, Sotel Dar’s map didn’t suggest how it should be opened.

“It’s hard to see well in the rain,” Jonik answered. “Looks like there are bars locking it into place, fixed into brackets. Too big for men to lift, and too high to reach. There must be a mechanism in the gatehouse that unlocks them. We’ll have to get inside to know.” He looked across the men. “There’s a stairway down into the yard, but crossing it unseen won’t be likely. Too many eyes. And I saw a couple of dragons flying over as well. They seem focused elsewhere, but if one sees us, we’ll have to deal with it. There’s no way we’re all going to sneak across to the gatehouse without attracting trouble. So we’re going to have to engage.”

“Good,” Mooton Blackshaw said. “I was starting to wonder why I was on this trip.”

“Yes,” the Butcher agreed eagerly. “The killing will now begin.”

Jonik nodded at them. “Both of you, do what you do best and clear the yard. Baker, Tigress, and you three other sellswords support them. Try to do it quietly if you can, but expect more men to be alerted. I’m going to make for the gatehouse with Gerrin. Pentars, help cover us. Hadros, Stafford, Bulmar, the left tower is yours. Get in there and clear it out. Sir Ralston, can you manage the right on your own?”

The Wall nodded his head. No one would ever doubt him.

“Use your eyes. Use your wits. If you see that more men are needed in one place or another, displace to help them. We’ll be as quick as we can inside that gatehouse. Things going well, we’ll have plenty of friendly company soon.”

“Did you see them?” Stafford asked in a breathy voice. “Is the army waiting out there?”

“I couldn’t see from the gallery. The walls are much too high. If you get up there, feel free to take a look. But they’ll be there,” Jonik assured him. “Elyon says they know we’re here and they know what we’re doing. They’ll have eyes on this gate, and when it opens, they’ll come running.”

Elyon agreed with every word of that. Though he felt like he was being left out a bit. “And me?” he asked his bastard brother. “You didn’t tell me where to go.”

Jonik looked at him, as though he hadn’t wanted to give him a direct command. He hadn’t forgotten. Just felt uncomfortable giving him an order. “I’ll leave that to you,” he said. “You know best what you can do, but if you can use those gauntlets and boots of yours to clear the archers from above the gatehouse, that would be useful.”

“No problem,” Elyon said.

“Just try not to attract attention. That goes for all of you. The longer we remain stealthy, the better. So no battlecries, please. If we’re lucky, the dark and the rain will cover the first wave of killing.” He looked around, from one man to the next. “Everyone understand?”

The heads went up and down.

“Good. Then let’s get this done.”
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“Get ready!” Lythian roared, as Handsome Hound lurched closer to the docks of Dragonfall. “Two minutes! Prepare to fight!”

“To fight!” screamed Lord Abel Darring at his side, echoing him. He was ducked down beside him at the bulwark, trying to avoid the arrows peppering the deck. “Ready to attack! For Vandar!” he wailed.

“For Vandar!” shouted a few others, but mostly no one could hear them. The world was booming with the sounds of the catapults, the waves and the wind, the thunder above them cracking heavy and deep. Somehow it wasn’t raining, but no doubt it would be soon. The sky had been black for hours, promising rain but not yet delivering.

A hiss sounded overhead, and Lythian Lindar caught the trail of a flaming barrel, arcing toward the harbour like a shivery amber ribbon. There were distant screams as it crashed on landing, sending out a great ripple of fire that engulfed a full dozen defenders. More barrels were flying from the bombarding ships, and heavy stones as well, launched from mounted catapults. The plan was to weaken them up before the men arrived, and so far it seemed to be working. Everywhere, carts and crates and wagons were burning, some warehouses too, throwing up great pillars of black smoke as men ran about madly, trying to find cover as the stones rained down around them. It was chaos, and just the sort that Lythian liked. And so far, no dragons. True enough, the skies were busy with flying projectiles, so it was hard to be sure, but he hadn’t sighted any dragons himself just yet.

A great thrumming noise sounded now as one of the big trebuchets swung up on the thick city bastions. Lythian caught sight of the arm turning, the payload launching, a great scattering of rocks and boulders soaring out toward them. He watched their flight as they went right overhead, and he heard the crack and clatter as they struck at a troop-carrying ship coming in behind, then the screams piercing the wind, the snap and groaning as the mainmast fell down, dragging the sails with it.

Lythian glanced back. The ship would founder, he knew at once, and most of the men aboard would drown. Two hundred, maybe. Just like that. He scanned the skies again, saw more boulders flying their way as they came into range. Back and forth they went, smaller rocks from the bombarding ships, staying at a safe distance, much bigger ones flying out to meet them. They hissed and groaned and whipped through the smoke as the rain, at last, began to fall.

“I hate this shit!” Sir Storos Pentar complained over all that deafening noise. Lythian wasn’t sure if he said shit or ship, though it might have been either. “We can’t do anything here! We’re sitting ducks! I hate it!”

Lythian didn’t much like it himself, though what use in screaming about it like that? “Calm, Storos. We’re almost there.”

“Almost is a million bloody miles in this!” He moved his head to one side as an arrow whistled past his ear, twanging into the deck. “Just let me at those bastards! I’m coming for you, bastards!” he roared.

“Stay down, man,” Abel Darring snapped. “You’re drawing their attention to us. Get down behind this wall.”

Storos ignored him. “Bastards!” he cried. “Just wait till I get there! I’ll bloody ruin you all!”

“Down, Storos. We’re about to hit.” Lythian looked over the edge of the forecastle parapet. They were nearing now, rocking speedily toward the harbour. There were ships there, many of them, Agarathi vessels crowding and clogging the space along the jetties, preventing a clean landing, but that couldn’t be helped. They would ram them, use them as stepping stones to reach the harbour. This was the main thrust, Lythian’s best men, and they were to crush the enemy resistance at the docks before the others followed in behind them.

“Thirty seconds!” he bellowed out. “Brace for impact!”

“Brace for impact!” shrieked Darring.

“Brace for impact!” spread the cries.

Lythian’s eyes flitted to his left, to his right, peering through the spitting rain and spindrift. The other vessels of the vanguard were bobbing forth alongside them, near enough to jostle one another, some under sail, others under oar, men heaving and shouting as they drove through the rough grey water. There were galleys and caravels and cogs thumping forward, and slimmer vessels too, sliding between them, these longboats of the Orca Lord cutting across the waves. Lythian had been given the use of thirty of them, each able to fit a hundred, and loaded them with some of his hardest, his hardiest, his very best men. They had remained behind the main thrust until now, using them as cover as they closed in on the docks, but now they were surging onward, driven forth by the beat of the timekeeper’s drum, closing quickly in on the few stone wharves that were still open. Like a pack of wolves they were, sleek, eager, hungry.

The clotted ships were right ahead of them now, near enough to spit on. “Brace! Brace! Brace!” went the cries, and every man among them hunkered down. There was a tremendous, shuddering impact as the reinforced prow of Handsome Hound rammed right into the flank of a red-sailed carrack, a lurching and a cracking and a crashing of wood as the ship burrowed halfway through the vessel, then a fierce juddering as it came to a stop.

“To the docks!” Lythian cried, already surging up to his feet. He vaulted over the splintered forecastle wall, landed on the shattered deck of the enemy carrack, Storos Pentar and Abel Darring right with him, the hundreds more aboard following straight behind in a roaring, rustling tide. A great pounding of boots on wood as they cracked and crunched their way forward, spreading out to distribute their weight lest the ships shatter beneath all that steel. Left and right came the thundering of other collisions as a dozen, a score, fifty ships flew forward, bulldozing their way toward the docks. It was hardly the most graceful entry into a battle, nor a siege tactic Lythian had ever thought to use before, but it was working. Typically, disabling half your own fleet in this fashion would be considered inadvisable, but all bets were off in this war. Land. That was the main thing. Get in there and get in there quick. And if every ship must be destroyed to do it, so be it.

The warhorns were blaring now, sounding out all around him, haroooo, haroooo! They crossed the carrack, leapt to the next vessel along, closing quickly in on the harbour. A glance up and Lythian knew they were entering the archers’ range. Not the archers in the harbour, but those up on the city walls, and there were many of them there, all lined up thick behind the crenels, just waiting for the command to fire.

And it came. Lythian didn’t hear it, but he didn’t need to, because all of a sudden the light rain of arrows had become a hailstorm and they were thudding and slamming down everywhere. “Shields up!” Lythian called to anyone who bore them. Not all men wore full godsteel plate like him - in fact, very few among them were so formidably dressed - and every arrow carried with it a whispered promise. A promise of death. “Shields up! Close the space!”

“Close the space!” wailed Abel Darring.

The man seemed good only to repeat what Lythian said. He flung his eyes again to the flanks, wondering how the other commanders were getting on. Mantle, Flint, Tunsen were all out there, leading from ships of their own, and Robert Borrington too. Amron had wanted to keep most of his senior commanders with him, but was willing to make a few concessions, and Robert Borrington was one. “I’ve got two of them,” he’d said. “So take your pick.” He didn’t really mean it, of course. Randall Borrington was the senior brother, the lord of their house, and must remain at Amron’s side. So Lythian picked Robert, the only real choice.

He glimpsed him now, surging up along the docks further to the east, leading a charge from the longboats. With him were all sorts, a great stew of households knights and soldiers from Northwatch, axmen and hunters drawn from the Banewood and the Hornhills, rangers, Bladeborn warriors, seasoned fighting men from the North Downs, even tribesmen from beyond the Weeping Heights. There were some three thousand in sum, all pouring up across the wharves now and right into the fray. A surge of Agarathi seemed to be coming out to face them, spilling across the harbour, moving through flame and smoke. In a blink, they came together in a shattering melee and Lythian was eager to join them. “For Vandar!” he roared.

The call went up. Lythian felt the hard beating in his heart, the vein throbbing in his neck. He put his hand on another bulwark, hurdling across onto another deck. A heavy landing and his foot breached the wood, cracking through the planking and getting stuck there a moment. He pulled it out and kept on going, fearing the next man behind would crash right through, but knowing there was nothing he could do about that now. He’d crash through and climb out, join the battle later. Agarathi ships were not so heavily reinforced as northern ones, not made to transport Bladeborn knights in heavy armour. No doubt many men were finding themselves in cabins and holds right now, but it couldn’t be helped. Onward, he thought. Just get to the bloody docks.

A final ship lay ahead. He had to leap to cross the gap, and leap he did, landing with another unpleasant rending of wood, but the deck held, and he raced on, jumping one more time and this time landing on stone. The harbour. Solid ground beneath his feet. He looked up and saw a crowd of enemies awaiting him. Agarathi, almond-eyed, black-bearded, some with braids, tattoos around their eyes. Each mark a kill in the last war. Seasoned men, good fighters, no doubt, but not to Lythian Lindar.

“Good to be back,” he said. He wasn’t usually one for pithy remarks during battle, but that one he couldn’t help. The last time he set foot on these docks was when he crossed here from Southwatch with Borrus and Sir Tomos Pentar. Sir Pagaloth had been the man to meet him here, such a grim man back then, and soon after Kin’rar Kroll had landed upon Neyruu.

It was strange to think of that now. The things they had been through together. The many changes they had seen. Kin’rar, dead. Neyruu, bonded to Talasha instead. Pagaloth, turned rogue, a rider born to fly. Lythian smiled a strange smile as he stood there, reflecting. Then another figure slammed down beside him. “Well, what are you waiting for?”

He looked over. “Just thinking about your brother, Storos. And much else.”

“Right. Tomos. Is now really the time?”

“Not at all.” But he would take a moment anyway. Others were landing now, moving past them, bellowing their warcalls as the Agarathi let loose a great howling battlecry of their own, and the opposing forces came together. “We landed right here, you know. Right about here on the docks.” Lythian looked up at the city walls. Saw the archers bristling, the arrows flying, the trebuchets still groaning and swinging boulders out to sea. That hadn’t been the case before, of course, though times were different now. A little to the west, the great stone statue of Drulgar the Dread was surging from the cliffs, utterly colossal. “Your brother asked if Drulgar could really be so big,” he said. “Well, I suppose now we know.”

He looked at the figure of Eldur, carved onto the dragon’s back. He was much larger than a normal man in that carving, and Lythian understood why. He had seen him on the plateau, after all, standing taller than even the Whaleheart. And now? How tall was he now? Has he grown yet grander, more terrible, more terrifying?

He felt a hand grip his arm. “Lythian, this is no time for a trip down memory lane. We have a city to win here, or do I have that wrong?”

“No,” he said. “Not wrong, Storos.”

“Then can we go and engage these bastards? Or do you want to stand around here gazing at that statue all day long? We’ve seen the real thing, Lythian, and it’s dead. You don’t need to worry about the Dread anymore.”

No, he thought. Of course not, Storos. He took one final look at it, the great statue, and imagined it coming alive, bursting right out of those rocks. A shiver went up his spine to think of it. How quickly the battle would turn. How terrible, and swift, and total the slaughter would be.

He put it from his mind, turned from the statue. Abel Darring was just now coming to join them on the docks, shaking his head about something. “Fell through, damn it. Right down into some captain’s cabin.”

Storos laughed.

“That funny, Pentar?”

“Sure is. That’s why I’m laughing. Kinda how these things work.” Storos withdrew his blade with a ripple of mist. The arrows were still pinging and clattering around them. “Well, I’m going, Lythian. Stand here and daydream if you like, but I’m going to get good and bloody.”

He paused, just a moment, hoping Lythian would come too, and he did.

Into the battle they went.
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The gateyard was large, decked in black flagstones. Old supply carts and wagons sat around the sides, and here and there stacks of crates. The tower they’d exited rose up behind them as they crept down the stairs beneath the rain. The light was choked. Shadows drifted in and out of hanging lanterns that moved in the wind.

To their left was the gatehouse, some fifty strides away, flanked by a pair of tall black towers. Men stood atop the ramparts, looking out through the crenellations. Above the gate, the wall walk bristled with archers, but their attention was diverted as well. Jonik scanned the yard a final time as his men crept down behind him. Most of the guardsmen were keeping to cover, out of the rain. A few walked a slow patrol. None seemed tense or aware yet of their presence. They would be soon.

“Go,” Jonik hissed to the men. He’d given his orders. Now to see them done.

The group dispersed. The yard team of Mooton and the sellswords separated to hunt down their targets. Jonik kept low as he went toward the gatehouse, staying along the left side of the yard, moving stealthily between the supply wagons. Behind followed Gerrin and the Pentars and the tower teams. Ahead, under the covered colonnade that bordered the yard, he saw a group of guards he hadn’t spotted before, outside a door that led into the tower they’d come from. An armoury, he guessed, for the garrison troops. A torch burned outside the door, illuminating them. Three were seated on stools, leaning back against the wall, two more were standing and resting on their spears. All were looking toward the gate, listening to the sound of the siege. Jonik wouldn’t give them a chance to turn.

“Bulmar, Stafford, Hadros,” he whispered, and the three knights sped away to deal with them, hurrying up to cut necks and piece hearts. Across the yard, low grunts sounded beneath the storm, beneath the siege, the sound of men dying and slumping to the ground. The yard team were doing their job.

“On me,” Jonik hissed. He sped onward. The three knights slid back to rejoin him. The gate loomed ahead, a colossal door of black dragonsteel, many feet thick, almost impervious to godsteel, running slick with rivulets of red rain. The crossbars were massive, four of them all at different heights. They ran across the centre of the door, fixed into brackets welded by dragonfire into the frame. Jonik studied the bars and brackets even as they made for the gatehouse, trying to figure them out. Gerrin would be doing the same, he knew. The towers on either side were accessed through large central doors shaped as dragon jaws. Shadows moved past the arrow slits. There seemed to be men on every floor.

“Go,” Jonik said. The three knights hurried at once for the left tower. Jonik could see men through the door, as yet unaware of their approach. Sir Ralston Whaleheart, crouching low, sped across to the right tower with unexpected speed. Elyon studied the wall walk that ran along the top of the gate. It connected the twin towers of the barbican about halfway up. Jonik looked at him, nodded, and Elyon fired himself upward through the falling rain with his gauntlets. The archers there wouldn’t know what hit them. “Gerrin, Atkin, Alaric, let’s go.”

Jonik led them to the left-hand tower. He could see a system of chains coming down through a window on the third level, and suspected he’d find the mechanism there for removing the horizontal bars. On the other side, outside the right tower, stood a large rotating drum, fixed with four long push-bars like spokes coming off a wheel.

“To open the door,” Gerrin said as they ran. Jonik nodded; he knew it too. Several men would line up along the push-bars, turning the drum to drive the massive doors open through a network of chains and gears. But not until the horizontal bars were removed from the brackets. That first, Jonik thought. Then we get the men on those bars, and push…

The three knights were laying waste to the men inside the left-side tower. Jonik rushed inside with Gerrin, Alaric and Atkin in tow, their crimson cloaks soaked through with rain of a similar colour. The tower base was a large room with stacks of spears, polearms, halberds, billhooks lined up along one wall. By another were bows, with sheaves of arrows, all dragonsteel-tipped and deadly. Even weaker godsteel armour could be pierced by a strong shot at close range. An open stairway ran along the right side of the tower interior, leading to the floors above. Jonik could hear voices up there, the first sounds of commotion. They know we’re here.

“Quickly, next level,” he said. “Clear the tower to the roof, then help the others.”

Sir Bulmar, Sir Stafford, and Sir Hadros the Homeless, each already spattered in blood, ran for the stairs and continued upward. At once the voices above them were raised into shouts of alarm as the knights sped into battle.

“Atkin, Alaric, help them,” Jonik commanded. He sensed another two swords would be needed up there. “Go with them to the top, then return to us.”

The Pentars nodded and rushed to follow. Jonik and Gerrin stepped after them. On the floor above they found half a dozen dead men spread across the open room. There were more supplies here, weapons and armour. The three knights had already continued to the third floor; Jonik could hear their boots pounding now, the heavy weight of their godsteel above. The Pentars chased after them, eager to join the fighting.

“Hold a moment,” Gerrin advised.

They waited until the level above had been cleared, then strode up the stairs. Here they found the gate mechanism for raising the bars. The entire room was dominated by a system of wheels, winches, gears, pulleys, and chain hoists. Jonik and Gerrin took a moment to consider it and both came to the same realisation. “This only raises two bars,” Gerrin said. “The two on the left. It’s a dual system. Designed to work in tandem. There’ll be another in the opposite tower.”

Jonik wanted to curse, but didn’t think it would help. He nodded instead and thought practically. “I’ll go. Sir Ralston will have cleared the tower to the third floor by now.”

“We’ll have to turn the wheels together,” Gerrin said. “At the same time. There’s a locking mechanism that won’t open the bar brackets unless both wheels are being turned simultaneously.”

Jonik breathed out. He hadn’t seen that. His old mentor was an older hand at this sort of thing. “How do we coordinate? The Agarathi must have a system.”

“They will. Maybe they blow a horn or a dragon roars, I don’t know. We’ll have to think of something else.” Gerrin turned to the nearest window. Through it, the yard could be seen, the rain, the darkness; they could hear the fighting down there, and it seemed to be growing fiercer. More foemen had been alerted to the killing and were coming. There was a rattling of chains, rough shouts and a metallic groaning. Gerrin took a brisk pace over and looked out. “Guard drakes,” he said.

Jonik joined him. The metal stables he’d seen earlier were opening up to unleash a host of small, flightless dragons, stunted and crazed, scampering wildly into the gateyard like overgrown lizards. Jonik could see the Butcher down there, charging at one, and Mooton as well, leaping into the action with his misting greataxe. A thunder of ‘Blackshaw! Blackshaw!” erupted from his lips, and the Butcher responded with a, “Buckland! Buckland!”

“It’s going to get busy down there,” Jonik said. He had told his men not to call out their battlecries, but the time for stealth was well and truly over. Hundreds would be on their way to them, he knew. There was no stopping that now. “We have to act quickly.”

“We’ll use the window,” Gerrin said. “There will be one on the opposite tower as well. Someone can go out there and give us the signal. Then we’ll turn the wheels together, and the mechanism will unlock.”

There was only one person who could give a signal like that. The wheel was set back from the window, so it wasn’t possible to see down into the yard. Someone would need to be at least a couple of storeys high, visible through both tower windows at once, and only one man fit the description.

“Stay here,” Jonik said. “I’ll find Elyon and head for the opposite tower.”

Gerrin nodded. “Go. I’ll be watching.”

Jonik rushed off up the stairs. The fourth floor gave access to the bridge on top of the gate, linking the two towers, where Jonik hoped to find his brother still dealing with the archers. He rushed through the open archway and onto the wall walk and the sounds of storm and siege filled his ears. Over a dozen archers lay dead, crumpled by the parapet wall or lying in twisted heaps on the stone. The merlons here were ancient black stone, but into them were welded dozens of blades that gave the fortress its name. Several bowmen lay impaled on the twisted old blades, killed by the spines of their own fortress. Elyon must have used his wind blasts to knock some of the archers off. A quick glance over the side confirmed it - at least seven or eight were down there, necks and backs broken from the fall.

But Elyon had moved off. He works quickly, Jonik thought, as he scanned the two tower tops and saw him up there, atop the right-side tower, cutting through the archers and spearmen. The sound of battle inside the tower suggested that the Whaleheart was speeding up to join him, clearing it floor by floor.

Jonik raised Mother’s Mercy. “Elyon! Elyon Daecar!” He swung the blade from side to side above his head, trying to get his attention. “Elyon! Elyon! Down here!”

The prince turned his head and saw him. A burst of wind shot him up over the parapet wall of the tower top, and he came sailing down to join him. “What’s going on?”

“We need a signal,” Jonik shouted over the din. “The crossbars, they have to be raised in unison. Gerrin’s waiting. I need to get to the wheel over there.” He pointed across the bridge to the right-side tower. “When I’m ready, we’ll both look out through the window at you. You’ll be there.” He gestured into the yard where the chaos was unfolding. “You’ll have to fly up, give a wave. When we both see you, we’ll turn the wheels.”

“Got it,” Elyon said.

They ran off along the wall, into the right-side tower, past the dead bodies cut up by the Whaleheart, down one level to the mechanism chamber. As Jonik hoped, it was identical to its twin. “There’s the window,” he said, as he went to the wheel. “I’ll be looking from here. Gerrin the same on the other tower. Make sure we can both see you. Then wave. And we’ll turn.”

Elyon nodded again. He didn’t need clarification or ask any questions. He didn’t take the stairs, either, but went to the window, threw his legs over the side, and vanished down into the yard. Jonik breathed out, in, out again, in, steadying himself. He could hear the snarling and snapping of the drakes, the rattling of chains, the clash and clangour of steel on steel, the shouting of the men. Come on, he thought. Quickly. Come on.

The thundering of footsteps alerted him to the King’s Wall, who came stampeding back down the stairs. The thick stone shattered under every step; the whole tower seemed to tremble. He took one look at Jonik and understood what he was doing.

“They need help out there,” Jonik said, flashing a look at the window. No sign of Elyon yet. “Hundreds are coming.”

Sir Ralston Whaleheart rushed on down the stairs. No doubt he’d seen the defenders rallying from higher up. Jonik looked at the window again. Come on, Elyon. Come on. He caught a glimpse of him, but he didn’t wave. He was still getting into the right position so he could be seen by both of them. A moment later, he shot himself up into sight once more. His head turned left, then right, seeing Gerrin, seeing Jonik, and he raised a hand and shook it.

Jonik started turning the wheel. He heard a deep clanking as the mechanism unlocked, then the sound of gears grinding, the heavy thump as the crossbars lifted from the brackets, rising from horizontal to vertical. Yes. Yes! The complex system of pulleys and gears made the wheel easy to turn, bearing the weight. He spun it faster, but it jarred, and he felt the crossbars shudder and stall. Keep time, he thought. He could almost hear Gerrin saying it to him. They had to turn at the same pace. Another failsafe. If he went too fast the whole system might fail and the bars lock back into place.

Slowly, slowly, he turned the wheel. Outside, he saw Elyon pulse himself up again from the battle. His brother raised a hand and gave a thumbs-up, then dropped back down. Good time. Keep going. Nice and slow. The gears kept cranking, the steel chains rattling, the heavy bars rumbling upward. It was taking an age. The defenders were coming. The wheel began to slow, tightening with every turn. Elyon shot up into sight once more. Another thumbs up, more animated this time. Done, Jonik thought. He released the wheel.

There was a worrying moment when he thought he had to lock it, and that the wheel would spin back around the other way, bars crashing back into the brackets, but no, they held. He stood a moment longer to confirm it, then whirled around and down the stairs.

When he burst out into the gateyard, he was met by pure oblivion. Men lay dead everywhere. Torsos, limbs, heads all detached by godsteel blades. A dead drake lay right within the gate, headless too. Several more were lying in pools of thickening blood as the rain began to ease, the storm waning like the moon. A couple were still alive, scampering over broken carts and wagons, spitting out gouts of smoky fire from their maws as the men fought them off. Several fires had started, sputtering to life in the oily gloom. At the far side of the yard, shadows were pouring in from several alleys and lanes as the men held the lines, scything them down.

Movement drew Jonik’s eye to the left-side tower as Gerrin emerged into the night. Right behind him trailed Alaric and Atkin. “To the drum!” Jonik roared at them. It was right there ahead of him, the rotating drum with the push-arms. He rushed to it himself and began shoving at once, driving with all his strength to open the gate. Nothing. The drum didn’t so much as move an inch. The others joined him, each going to a separate arm. All four heaved together. Heave! Heave! Still nothing. What was happening? They were Bladeborn, all four. They should be strong enough to turn it. Unless…

“There’s another lock,” Jonik shouted, realising. “A secondary lock on the gate.”

He was there in an instant, bounding over to the soaring black door. He checked the crossbars. All four were raised up vertically into their brackets, fixed to the frame. It wasn’t them. His eyes fell to the bottom and he saw the culprit. Thick dragonsteel rods, each as big as Mooton’s thigh, extended from the bottom of the gate, locked into sockets beneath the threshold. They were too big to try to cut with their blades. They’d have to be raised if they wanted to budge it.

“There’s a way down,” Gerrin called to him. “I saw a stairwell leading under the gate.”

That must be it. “Come on,” Jonik shouted, rushing back to the left-side tower. Sir Bulmar, Sir Hadros, and Sir Stafford ran out just as he arrived. “Help them,” Jonik ordered, waving a hand across the yard. “Hold them back.” He ran into the tower.

The stairwell led down from a narrow passage by the right wall, sinking into darkness. Jonik filled his armour with light as he flew down the stairs and into a low stone undercroft beneath the gate. The air was hot, humid, stinking of sulphur. He saw the chains at once, dangling into recesses in the floor. There was a spoked iron wheel fixed between them. His hands were on it in a split second, squeezing, turning. The chains began to move, drawing the bolts upward from the sockets. It’s working. Then he heard a different sound, a snarling growl coming from another passage. He paused and turned and saw it. A twisted dragon was scrambling toward him, fire bubbling from its maw.

“Turn the wheel,” Jonik shouted to Gerrin, launching himself toward the foe.

The drake blew flame. Jonik took the force of it, shouldering right through the fire and drawing out Mother’s Mercy as he went. He reached the source and swung down in a ferocious arc, lodging his blade into the dragon’s open lower jaw. A queer screech of pain filled the chamber. Jonik pulled his blade free with a swish of blood and teeth and hacked again. Again. Again. It was only a small dragon; it had to be to fit down here, another flightless mutt condemned to stalk these tunnels, and it made for easy prey. In five swift cuts he had it quivering on the ground, back feet jerking as he pulled Mother’s Mercy from its skull. He heard a weighty clunk coming from above them and spun. That was it. The gate unlocking.

Gerrin drew his hands from the wheel. “You’re a dragonslayer, Jonik. Though you might have picked a bigger one.”

Jonik snorted the comment away. It was just like Gerrin to make some jape at a time like this. Dragonslayer. For killing some deformed little mongrel. He thought not. “Come on.”

He ran past him, up the stairs, back out into the chaos of the gateyard. In their short time away it had only gotten worse. His men had been pushed back by the onrushing tide. Agarathi were squeezing through breaches in the line and getting in behind them. Fresh legions of archers were amassing on balconies and terraces and tower-tops, raining arrows down upon them. Mostly, they were killing their own fellows, but they didn’t seem to care. A madness had gripped the enemy, a madness in the name of Eldur. There was no one at the rotating drum, Jonik saw. Alaric and Atkin must have been drawn into the fighting, though through the rain, the quarrels, the bolts, the bloodshed and bodies, he couldn’t see them.

“We’ll have to turn it alone!” Jonik shouted. With the bolt drawn up, he and Gerrin should be enough.

They ran for the drum, but they only made it halfway. A dragon came soaring over the battlements to land in the yard before them. The earth trembled. There was a great cracking sound as the beast swung its tail, shattering the drum, unleashing an ear-splitting roar.

No…no…

Fire sprayed out from its maw. Carts and wagons and crates and men burst aflame, smoke chugging and roiling to the wet black skies. Through the ashen air a figure came soaring. Elyon. A battlecry on his lips and blade in his hand, blasting himself into the dragon with a burst of wind. Cutting deep into its neck, its screech draining off, fire with it, blood flooding from the wound. Jonik blinked. Not a sight he’d soon forget. The dragon lurched aside, Elyon hunting it down, leaving the shattered remains of the drum behind. That drum was the only way. How would they open the gate without the drum!

And then he knew.

It flashed into his head like lightning. He knew why Mooton was here. And the Butcher. And the Wall. Those men. Those massive, powerful men. “To the gate!” he cried, as loud as he could. “Ralston, Mooton, Butcher, everyone! Everyone retreat to the gate! The gate!”

He rushed into the fray, calling it over and over. Gerrin joined him, adding his voice. “To the gate!” they roared together. “Retreat to the gate!”

And the men heard. One by one they heard and the call went out, spreading, “To the gate! The gate!” An enemy warhorn was blowing somewhere, another and another. Jonik saw dragons approaching, pumping their wings, slithering through the skies. Hundreds of men, thousands, were storming into the yard, drawn to the danger. But too late, Jonik thought and prayed, too late.

“The gate!” he bellowed, seeing the Whaleheart charging through, bashing men aside as he came. “Charge the gate, Sir Ralston! Mooton, charge the gate!”

He did not need to say it a third time, but he did. They knew what to do, but he kept shouting it anyway. The fires were roaring, smoke swirling, the ranks of foemen flooding the square. Jonik saw the black columns rising from the wagons, the carts, the smoke pouring into the skies. A signal, he realised. Perfect. Unmistakable. A signal for them all to see.

And he cried it out, over and over, “Charge the gate! Charge the gate! Charge the gate! Charge the gate!”

The giants ran for it, the King’s Wall and the Beast of Blackshaw and the Butcher thundering together. The Wall took the centre, the other two to either side. Fast they ran, stampeding toward the door like a living, roaring godsteel ram. Turning their shoulders, timing their thrust. Five metres away, two, and they slammed into it hard. A deafening, resounding clang rang through the air, pealing like the bell of a god as the doors trembled and burst open, breached down the middle, swinging wide with a shuddering groan.

A short lull. A moment of breathless hope. And then, outside, Jonik saw them, the great shadow approaching across the field.

A smile split his lips, and his heart soared like his brother.

Horns moaning in the dark. Banners flapping in the wind. Men roaring out their warcries.

The north was coming.
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Robbert came back to life with a start.

A sharp, wheezing breath squeezed into his lungs.

He blinked, coughed, fighting for air. The world was a haze of colours and noise. Men groaning around him, dying, some trying to stand, falling. He sat up in the muddy earth, churned by boots and rain. Bodies lay scattered among bits of broken wall debris, shattered remnants of the battlements barbed with melted blades.

“Lothar,” he said, hoarsely. “Lothar? Where…”

“My lord!” A figure came hurrying up to him. A grinning faceplate. The Grinning Knight. “Your Majesty, are you hurt?” Sam Garrick knelt beside him, checking him over, looking for breaches in his armour. Robbert’s vision was coming back to him. He looked up at the wall and saw the broken section where Malathar had crashed through it, knocking dozens of men to the ground. Garrick was one of them, or so he’d thought.

“Lothar,” Robbert asked. “Where…”

“He is there, my lord,” Sam Garrick said. He raised a finger. “Sir Kevyn is with him.”

Robbert couldn’t see him through the chunks of stone, the blocks and bodies and bolts, the rain. Arrows were still pinging down toward them, striking men living and dead alike, plunging into the dirt with soft wet sounds. The noise of the world gradually spurred again in Robbert’s ears, the dull din turning to the roar of battle. Men were still fighting atop the battlements, trying to scale the walls. The siege was ongoing, the thud and thunder of ballistas and catapults, the screeching of dragons in the skies.

“Can you stand, my lord?” Garrick asked.

Robbert nodded and did so, shakily, as the Vandarian pulled him to his feet. He didn’t seem to have taken any wounds or broken any bones, thank the gods. His armour had protected him, showing its worth. “You weren’t knocked down?” Robbert asked the Grinning Knight.

“The dragon missed me,” Garrick said. “He was going for you, it looked. I came down on a rope to help.” He took Robbert by the shoulder, lifted his faceplate a moment, and looked into his eyes. Then a nod and he pulled the faceplate back down. “You’re good. What are your orders?”

Orders. Robbert could barely form a thought, let alone give orders that would forge the fate of thousands of men. He turned in the direction Garrick had pointed and to his great relief saw Lothar standing, a hand on Kevyn Bolt’s broad shoulder as he tried to steady himself. Robbert marched over to him, stumbling a little, weaving through the rocks and bodies. The Dreyfords appeared to have escaped the fall as well. They were still fighting on the wall walk, battling their way toward Borrus Kanabar and his men. The big lord was no longer bellowing for Ven, but staring away across the fortress. Others were staring too, and Robbert realised why.

Smoke.

Smoke was rising from the west. It looked to be coming from inside the walls, over by the gate. The king turned and looked back across the field. He felt a low vibration in the earth. Heard a deep roar, like the distant ocean, moving through the darkness.

He paused. “Do you feel that, Sam?”

“My lord?”

“They’re charging,” Robbert said. “The gates…the gates are open, Sam!” He rushed over to Lank, the fog in his head blown away. “Lothar, the gates are open! Elyon’s done it. He’s done it, Lank!”

The tall knight looked a little shaky on his feet. Robbert pointed out the plumes of smoke rising from across the fort. Upon the battlements, there was a roaring sound, a cheering. Kanabar was raising Red Wrath aloft, calling out to his men below. “The gate! The gate! Make for the gate!”

“Sir Kevyn,” Robbert said, “call the same! Shout it out!”

Sir Kevyn Bolt swung around and bellowed out the command. “The gate! The gate! The fortress is breached!”

The dragons were swirling to the fort’s defence. Robbert saw several of them abandon the siege position under Gullimer’s command, twisting in flight, flapping fiercely for the heart of Blademelt. Thousands of men were already swarming along beneath the battlements, leaving the siege ladders behind, roaring out for their nations, their gods, their kings. Others kept scrambling up the ladders, pressing their advantage, hacking and cutting down the archers on the walls. And through it all came Kanabar’s voice. “Kill them all! Kill them all! Blademelt’s ours! Kill them all!”

Robbert felt suddenly delirious. The battle had turned, just like that. From retreat and defeat to the surge of sudden triumph. “On me,” he shouted out in rapture, finding his voice. “On me! To the gate! FOR TUKOR! TUKOR!”

He slapped Lothar on the arm and turned, running. Lank laboured after him, as steady on his feet as a newborn giraffe, Garrick racing along at his other side. Bolt was still bellowing, “To the gate! To the gate!” as a dozen others, fifty, a hundred took up the call. Ahead, Lord Rikkard Amadar’s host was moving off in the same direction, racing west as the reserves came pouring from the north under Sir Torvyn Blackshaw’s command. Distantly, Robbert heard a monstrous roar and knew that the moonbear Jahendroth had entered the field with Risho Rannartan and his men. The king’s head felt light from the ringing thrill of it all. Blademelt it ours! he thought. Blademelt is ours!

He saw Lord Rikkard ahead, shouting orders to his men. Some were still flying up the ladders as the Agarathi formed a desperate defence on the walls. Arrows flew down, but like the rain, they were easing. “Finish those archers! Get up to that scorpion! Clear the battlements! Fight! Fight!”

The greatlord looked around, judging the flow of men racing across the field. Many were coming now from the siege position in the east, charging to join them. Rikkard saw Robbert coming and took a stride over to him. “King Robbert, you’re alive. I saw you fall and feared the worst.”

“I have good armour,” Robbert Lukar said. Their gauntlets clanged in connection. “Will you make for the gate, my lord?”

“Enough are heading that way already. We’d be wise to press in from several sides.” Rikkard looked to the ladders. Dozens of his men were still scaling to the top. Rampaging along the battlements. Rushing in to clear out the towers. One tall black corner tower was already burning from the inside, smoke pouring out through the arrow slit windows. The sound of fighting could be heard within.

“I’ll come with you,” Robbert said. He was right about the gate. By now, thousands might be pressing their way in, creating a bottleneck, and he’d never get through. “Borrus is up there. We’ll join him inside.”

“Kings first,” Lord Rikkard said, gesturing to a ladder.

Robbert shook his head. “Age before beauty, my lord.” He was smiling behind his faceplate. “Go ahead with your men. We’ll follow you in a moment.”

Amadar didn’t argue with him. Waving a hand, he called for more soldiers to follow as he stepped to the nearest Bladeborn-bearing ladder and quickly scaled up the rungs. Robbert might have wanted to get back up there first, but sensed Lank needed a few more moments. Sam Garrick was still with them, but not Kevyn Bolt, who’d been caught up in the throes of the charge and swept into the tide heading toward the gate.

“You don’t need to go up there, Robb,” Lothar said. “We have enough men.”

“Still feeling wobbly, Lothar?”

“A little,” the knight admitted.

Robbert went serious. “Take a breath, Lank. You can sit this one out.”

“No, I’ll…if you’re going up there, Robb, then I’ll be damned if I…”

A roar shuddered through the air behind them, a burst of wild screaming, and Robbert turned. Scores of men were burning under the fiery deluge of an attacking dragon. It was Malathar again - he knew before he even saw him. The monster soared over a column of soldiers racing for the gate, bathing them in flame, landing amid the fiery carnage. The red light of the fire leapt up to set off the gold in his scales. Men writhed beneath his enormous black bulk in a flaming vision of hell as Vargo Ven stood amidst the soaring spines, a red hate in his eyes.

For me, Robbert thought. He’s here for me.

He strode boldly toward the monster.

“Robb, no…”

Vargo Ven unsheathed his dragonsteel sword and raised it skyward as Malathar widened his massive wings. In a downward cut, Ven lowered his blade, and the dragon unleashed the storm. Wings rushing inward, a great hot wave of burning air blew across the field, scorching the grass and scattered stones, causing the dead to sizzle where they lay. Robbert braced against the heat, the powerful rush of wind, and when next he looked up, the monster was coming. The earth thundered beneath his tread, causing the king to stumble. Behind him, Lothar was calling for him, desperate. He glimpsed the form of Sam Garrick speeding to the left in a flanking move, and someone else was coming from the right. Rowley, he thought. Sir Colyn was with him.

Robbert set his feet and put himself into Glideform. He had not had space to battle Ven atop the walls, or time, but here he did. A split second longer, he had, and a wide open field. The extra moment made all the difference. Robbert read Malathar’s attack pattern at a glance and shot away to his right just as the dragon snapped at him. The air thrummed as the jaws crashed together. Robbert did not attack, but danced away, eyes shifting right as the tail lashed around from the side. He judged the motion and ducked it, backtracking beyond range. That put him near to Sir Colyn Rowley. On the other side, Garrick was attacking.

“Get around him, Colyn,” Robbert called. He saw Lothar rushing in now, taking up another flank. “We fight him from four sides. We take him together.”

“My lord,” Rowley said, and dashed away.

The four Bladeborn took up their positions around him. Malathar’s broad spine-clustered neck twisted side to side, eyes judging his four foemen, the four misting blades. His shoulders were a chaos of bristles and barbs, black and twisted, veined in gold. A brutish tail, shorter and thicker than most other dragons, moved restlessly like a cat’s, the tip, where it thinned, swishing side to side.

There was a calm before the sudden rush. Robbert could hear his heart thumping in his head, the blood rushing in his ears. He watched the dragon closely through his eyeslit. The rain fell in a light patter on his head, his shoulders, washing the mud and blood from the steel. In the west, the black storm was starting to move away, and above the skies were lifting. Run, Agarath, Robbert thought to that storm. You have lost. Go home. We will meet you there soon.

Movement snapped him back to the present. Malathar swung suddenly around, lurching for Sir Colyn Rowley, who dashed back and away from him, and on instinct, the others raced in. Robbert found himself running for Malathar’s right flank, leaping in a powerful burst, slashing down with his broadsword. The edge raked a cut along his scales, but little more. He landed by the trunk of the beast’s back leg, and had time enough to strike again with a diagonal thrust, but his angle was all wrong, and the blade only bit off a bit of bony armour before deflecting harmlessly away.

Then the dragon was past him, hunting Rowley down. The tail swung a defensive arc, sweeping low to the ground, and he leapt over it, landing, going down to a knee, up again, chasing, racing up behind the beast. He jumped the tail as it slashed back around, drawing out his dagger as he propelled himself up onto the hindquarters. He struck down hard with the dagger. The godsteel sank in the thick scale armour, lodging. Robbert clung on, slid his sword away into its sheath, hooked his forearm around a surging black spine to steady himself, and pulled the dagger free.

He climbed, scrambling up the dragon’s hindquarters until he reached the back, bristling with tall black spines, like a living Blademelt. Through them he saw Vargo Ven, saddled between the shoulders. He moved along the spine, scrambling over and around the twisted horns as the dragon swung and snapped at the men below, twisting and turning. The whole world swayed violently. He drew closer, closer. He could see the back of Ven’s head, the groomed back hair, the fine gold cape, the exquisite leather saddle. He could hear him screaming in some babbling tongue, see his head swinging side to side, eyes roving in search of his prey.

Me, Robbert thought. I’m your prey. He crept closer, closer. And you’re mine, Ven.

And that was when Vargo Ven saw him. He spun around suddenly in his saddle, eyes widening, and let out a cry. At once Malathar reared up, wings widening, pulsing at the air, stirring a shroud. Robbert was thrown, tumbling back down the spine, grasping for something to hold onto. He bounced, ricocheted, flailing for purchase, just about clinging on to a twirling horn that sprouted from the dragon’s right hip.

As Malathar swung about, he caught a glimpse of the fortress, now several hundred metres away. The fires, spreading. The tens of thousands at the gate. The siege engines burning away to the west where Lord Buckland had positioned his host. He saw their warcamp, all but emptied out. Saw the thousands of dead across the field. So choked was the gate that thousands more were spreading left and right along the octagonal walls, heading back to the ladders and ropes.

And dragons. Dozens of them. Circling above the men at the gate like crows on a corpse, plunging and diving and blowing their flame. More still were flying away to the southwest with the storm, and some…he saw a small winged host approaching too, coming from the northwest across the Red Sea…

He took it all in at a glance. Malathar was still trying to shake him off, flapping his wings and lashing out with his tail. Robbert twisted out of the way once, twice, but on the third time he saw the savage tail spines coming right for him and had no choice but to let go.

He tumbled to the ground, landing in a heap, hoping Malathar hadn’t realised. He couldn’t see Lothar anywhere, or Sam Garrick, or Rowley, not amid the swirling smoke. But someone was running toward him from the fortress. Fine plate. A cloak in pink and pale blue. Robbert stood and stumbled in his direction. He heard the thump of the dragon behind, swinging around, chasing.

“Betrayer! Betrayer!” screamed a voice, right behind him. He dared to glance back just as a taloned foot came crushing down, shattering the earth underfoot. Robbert Lukar stumbled from the impact, buckling to a knee. The man ahead was pulling out his blade and calling his name. As the foot came down again, Robbert threw himself aside, rolled, saw Malathar the Monstrous’s mighty maw opening above him. Rows of yellow teeth. A gaping black hole, filling with flame. Ven beyond, eyes dancing with mad glee.

The fire in the jaws began to boil, ready to bathe him, when suddenly, Ven looked up. The blade of Rikkard Amadar came whistling down toward him as the greatlord sailed through the air. Ven squeaked and drew back, and Malathar reigned up, jaws agape and flooding flame.

The molten blaze engulfed Lord Rikkard Amadar. Striking him like a hammer blow. Robbert watched in horror as he was struck back by the impact, sizzling as he cracked back into the ground. The king was on his feet, scrambling, running. “Here, here!” he yelled. “I’m here!” But the dragon had eyes only for Amadar now.

Lord Rikkard was rising to his feet. He seemed dazed. His armour was steaming. Eyes searching, turning this way and that. He had lost his sword, Robbert saw. Lost it in the impact. Robbert glimpsed it stuck in the mud a few feet away, but Rikkard never saw it. He seemed blinded by fume, disoriented. “Lord Rikkard! There, the blade is there!”

The greatlord turned to his voice. Robbert was still running in his direction. The shadow of Malathar loomed above him, and Rikkard sensed him, pulling his dagger from its sheath. He widened his stance and looked up. Malathar’s maw was gaping open like a void. Moving down. Down toward him.

“Rikkard!” Robbert cried.

The dragon’s jaws snapped upon him. Dazed, the greatlord was too late to react. He was lost at once, vanishing behind a wall of teeth. A thin screaming sound tore from Robbert’s lungs. He leapt, swinging his blade, but Malathar only turned his head and struck him back, sending him sprawling across the muddy field.

And Vargo Ven was laughing. The hard, cruel laughter of a man turned mad by fear. Robbert wobbled to his feet and stood to face the beast. The laughter endured. Then spluttered out suddenly as a roar burst through the skies.

Robbert blinked, looked up. Another dragon was flapping their way. Blue and grey and massive. Garlath. Atop him, Lord Marak, a flaming blade in his grasp. The whole of Malathar’s body seemed to tighten and tense at the sight of him. His jaws opened. Rikkard Amadar slid out, landing in a steaming heap in the mud as Malathar turned away. Across the predawn skies, Garlath the Grand was nearing. Another roar, bellowing out in challenge. A wild blaring from Vargo Ven, of panic and peril, and Malathar swung his bulk, racing from the fortress, wings pumping in frantic retreat.

Robbert Lukar did not watch. He was on his feet in an instant, rushing for Rikkard Amadar. Through the puffing steam, he saw the savage bite marks in his armour, saw the blood, saw the lifeless form unmoving. He threw himself down and lifted the lord’s visor, feeling for a pulse.

Nothing.

He thumped his chest with a heavy clang and blew into his mouth, trying to revive him.

Nothing.

He roared his name and shook him, shook him, and somewhere in there he started calling out Raynald instead, not Rikkard, screaming for his brother, for his twin brother dead and gone, until Lothar was there, taking his shoulders and pulling him back.

“He’s gone, Robb. He’s gone. There’s nothing you can do.”

“No. He can’t be gone. He can’t.” Robbert wrestled away from him. He threw himself to his knees again and started thumping, shaking. “He’s Elyon’s uncle, Lothar. His uncle! He can’t be gone! He can’t!”

But he was. He was gone. His armour was punctured, his organs crushed, his neck, his back, broken. Robbert looked up, desperate and despairing. Away across the skies, Malathar was being chased away by Garlath, and the rest of the dragons were leaving too, flying southwest, back home. They had won. The Agarathi were retreating, abandoning the fort. It was a great victory, a great day. Robbert could hear the cheering spreading out through the dawn.

But he felt no joy, no triumph, no thrill; he felt only hollow and cold. He knelt by the body of Lord Rikkard Amadar until at last he saw the figure coming. Somehow, he knew he would. Somehow, he knew he’d know. Guilt flooded him, and with it grief. He felt responsible. Rikkard had come out to try to save him, and died for it.

The great Rikkard Amadar, gone.

Robbert removed his helm and held it in the crook of his arm as he stood, waiting. He lowered his eyes in shame as Elyon Daecar neared. The prince was covered in soot, and in blood, covered in the gore of battle. He slowed as he drew closer, moving to a walk, looking at his uncle, realising who it was.

He stopped a pace away, staring. Just staring. Numb. Down at his uncle. Robbert wanted to speak, to explain, to beg forgiveness, but his throat was dry. He coughed to try to clear it. “Elyon, I’m…so sorry,” he managed. But the prince didn’t seem to hear him.

Elyon sank down to a knee and placed a hand on Rikkard’s chest. The gleam of bright tears came suddenly to his eyes, carving tracks down his dirty cheeks. Robbert felt tears in his eyes as well. He wanted to console him, but it didn’t seem the right time. Instead, he drew back, slowly, quietly, to where Lothar stood, giving Elyon space to mourn alone.

“Rowley’s dead,” the tall knight murmured. “Malathar got him, before…” He didn’t need to explain.

Robbert dipped his eyes. So much death. So much loss. “Garrick? Is he…” He cut himself off as he saw the man walk over. He seemed unhurt, battered but otherwise well.

“Is that…?”

“Lord Amadar,” Lank said.

“Oh.”

Oh. A two-letter word that said it all. A greatlord, a great knight, a great hero, dead. Another casualty of this terrible war, another scar that would never heal. Robbert watched Elyon, on his knees, forehead now pressed against Rikkard’s chest, heaving in silent sobs. The tears slid slowly down his cheeks as he grieved for him, with him, as he thought of Ray and Amilia, thought of his father and his mother and Bernie, and Sir Colyn too, loyal Sir Colyn who’d been through so much with him, lying dead out there all alone.

He could not abide that thought. Turning, looking for him, but the smoke was still thick, chugging up from patches of burning mud and blackened swathes of the sundered field. “Where is he?” he asked Lothar, quietly. “Sir Colyn?”

Lank turned about. “Out there.” He pointed vaguely into the smoke.

“Come. We can’t leave him there alone.” Robbert stepped away across the muddy field. “It’s time to start gathering the dead.”
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“He’s in here?” Lythian asked.

“In here,” nodded Robert Borrington.

“You’ve spoken to him?”

“Me? No. Thought I’d leave it to you. You’re the captain of this ship, aren’t you?”

“I suppose I am.” He nodded to the bloodstained Borrington guard, who pushed open the door. Lythian Lindar stepped into the large stone chamber, octagonal in shape, high-ceilinged and elaborately furnished in warring tapestries, rich red rugs, stately chairs in gold and black. They were high up in a tower known as the Tongues, or so they called it in the north, garnished and decorated with all manner of dragon sculptures on its outer facade, all of which seemed to be roaring, hissing, or otherwise sticking out their tongues in one fashion or another.

As the foremost tower in the city of Dragonfall, it was tall, very grand, and had walls so enormously thick that Lythian could barely hear the fighting still raging outside. That fighting had been going on deep into the night, centred first at the harbour, then at the gate, then within the gate, once they managed to break through, and now it was spreading throughout the city as the defenders made their final stands down narrow streets and open squares, on the steps of temples and within stout stone towers and all across the walls as well. It had been a long day, a long night, bloody and black, and the rain had not stopped falling. Lythian had been in the thick of the fighting for much of it, but not now. Their victory seemed assured; the city was theirs. It was only a matter of time.

“Lord Lharador,” Lythian said.

He was a keg-chested man, stockily built, standing up by the window, his hands behind his back. His uniform, which might once have been pristine, was tattered and old, his black hair greying, thinning, and unkempt. Lythian knew him only by reputation. Officially, he was entitled the Commander of the Trident and Lord Master of the Western Sea, a formidable power on the water, if not the air. He was looking at that sea now, and at the city beneath him, burning in the darkness, listening to the sounds of battle far below.

“I am told you are in charge?”

The sea lord did not answer. Lythian took a further step into the room, hand on the pommel of his sword. He was blood-spattered and oily, as did happen during battle, his face dirty with soot and ash and spit, and all manner of other things. Some dragons had come to defend the city, but few, no more than a dozen or so, and not the biggest or the best. Several had been taken down - Lythian had contributed himself on two occasions - several more had paid only a short visit, and fled, and the rest were still out there now, hunting and being hunted. Lythian could hear them, still screeching their maddened screams. He took a deep breath, pulled his cloak up to wipe his face, but it hardly helped; his cloak was just as filthy.

“Your city is lost, Lord Lharador.” The man was still standing there, silent, just staring out of the broad stone window. A fabulous view, no doubt, on any other day. Less so when watching your city be overrun. “Command your people to stand down. Further slaughter is senseless at this point.”

The lord’s chin lifted just a little, but he said nothing. What was that? Pride, in defeat? Defiance? Just the tug of his master’s string?

“There are women and children down there,” Lythian said, with a little more bite. “I am told many of them are armed, children as young as seven or eight. That they are attacking my men as they advance. This goes beyond the boundary of decent warfare, my lord. I heard you were an honourable man.”

“Honourable,” the sea lord rumbled, in a thick Agarathi accent. “Honourable, says the Knight of the Vale.” He turned at last to look at him. “That is who you are, yes?”

“Yes. So they call me.” His eyes passed over the features of the man. Heavy jaws, haggard jowls, grey stubble over pockmarked cheeks. “Are things really so desperate that you would call upon children to fight?”

The man’s jaw stiffened. “I would never,” he started, outraged. “You invade this peaceful city and expect the people to submit without a fight. We are Agarathi, sir. We must all defend our homeland.”

“Even children? Mothers, carrying babes? It has been reported to me that one woman was with child, near enough the moment of birth, when she screamed and slashed at one of my soldiers with a hatchet.”

“A brave woman,” said Lharador, big chin lifting higher.

“A dead woman,” Lythian came back. “And a dead child. She killed that man, Lord Lharador. He refused to strike down a pregnant woman and paid for it with his life. A nearby archer was not so merciful.” He paused, noting the flicker of uncertainty in the man’s defiant eyes. “I have ordered my own to try to restrain any women and children as best they can, to avoid hurting them, but this isn’t always possible. If a man’s life is under threat, sometimes he has no choice. But you do. Tell them to stand down.”

His eyes were slowly wilting. “That is not within my power.”

“You are the commander here, are you not?” No, he wasn’t, Lythian knew. Not really. There was only one commander in this land. All others were mere tendrils of his power. He took a step closer to him, clutching the pommel of his blade, enhancing his vision, searching closely into Lharador’s eyes. In them, he saw the reflection of chains, wisps of red, but they were weak. This man is not easily enslaved.

“My lord,” Lythian began, but the whisper of soft footfall cut him off.

A second figure was stepping out from the shadows. He wore a smile on his face, but an empty smile, and his eyes were soulless. His robes were grey, here and there slashed with bits of red cloth and he had some flashes of red colour in his grey hair too. It was apparent at once to Lythian that this man was a fire priest.

“So you’re the true power here,” he said, turning to face him.

“The great Father of Fire is the power, and above even him the All-Father, Almighty Agarath who made the world.” The priest bowed. “I am but a vessel. I speak here with Eldur’s voice. And with that voice I say, ‘welcome, Captain Lythian’,” and the voice went deeper, stranger, some black power billowed about the man. Then it was gone again, just the old priest standing there, hands clasped delicately at the navel. “Or is it lord now?”

“Captain,” Lythian said, bluntly. The voice had sent unpleasant tingles up his spine. Brought foul memories to mind. “I am no lord.”

“Oh?” asked the priest. “But you are the First Blade of Vandar, are you not?”

“There is no First Blade anymore.” Only a Last Blade, he thought of young Jovyn Colborn, out there now, at Amron’s side, much further down the Agarathi coast. The fleet had split some time ago, Amron driving the bulk of his armada east under cover of night, while Lythian held back to assault the city the following day. It seemed reasonable to assume that they had made landfall by now, and were unloading this very moment, even driving onward into the coastal hills.

And unseen, let’s hope. That had been the plan. For both Blademelt and Dragonfall to come under assault on the very same night, two fires to draw the All-Father’s eye as Amron slid in beneath his gaze. Well, if Agarath was sending his power anywhere, it must be Blademelt, because it wasn’t here.

“You expected a harder fight,” the priest said, as though reading his very thoughts. “More dragons, I suppose?” He grinned. “Sorry to leave you disappointed. The All-Father wanted to observe a naval assault. And how exciting it was. How riveting. The big ships bombarding from a distance, others driving hard for the harbour. That collision! That impact! I heard it all the way from here. How many ships did you sacrifice in that charge? Some dozens, it seemed to me.”

Lythian didn’t have an exact number, and if he did, he saw no reason to give it. “Observe?” is all he said, disgusted. “That’s all this is? Entertainment?”

“Indeed,” and the fire priest’s grin stretched wide, wider, unnaturally wide. “Entertainment. A spot of variety, perhaps? The All-Father is insatiable, Captain; he craves every morsel at the meal, every taste on the plate, he desires to sample all the food at the feast.” And he laughed, a sudden great cackling laugh. “Insatiable!” he roared, as the word swirled and flew like a flock of demons around the chamber. “Oh, that battle for the harbour was very fine indeed. The clanging and ringing and wailing beneath the wind, the rain falling down, the flames rising up. And then to the gate! A fine battle there too. I had hoped to hold you there a little longer, in truth, but you northmen are nothing if not persistent.”

“Battles are often won by persistence,” Lythian said.

“Oh, how true. Persistence, yes….and a certain willingness to send men to their deaths. Not something for the faint of heart, is it? Being a battle commander. Having to make those decisions.”

“No.” He wasn’t far wrong about that. Lythian had made several decisions tonight that would have led to the deaths of many men. One decision might mean tragedy, another triumph; sometimes the line was blurred. Death to save life. Loss to make gains. That was just the nature of sieges, and battles, and war. A good commander had to detach from his feelings and do what must be done. And decisively, that was the main thing. No dithering. No delay. Take a moment to think, consider your course, then see it done and don’t look back.

“It was the grapples, was it, that finally got you in?”

“Yes. We lost our ram to the water.”

“The doing of my trebuchets, I take it?”

Lythian nodded. The ship ferrying the ram had been struck by a boulder and sunk, leaving them having to try other methods. The first of those was to drive godsteel bolts into the walls, using godsteel hammers, a technique often used to open breaches in stout defences, though these particular walls were thick, laced with dragonsteel supports, and they were under constant assault from the defenders. The arrows kept coming, the ballistas kept firing, buckets of boiling tar kept splashing down. So with the fighting focused there, Lythian had turned to Sir Marcus Flint, ordered him to find a quieter section of wall, and grapple over with his best men. It had worked. Flint and his fellows fought their way to the gatehouse, killed the men inside, and a few moments later, the doors groaned open.

A decision I should have taken earlier, Lythian thought, reflecting on that now. Many had perished in their attempts to break through the walls, and in the end, Marcus Flint had turned the key with the loss of only a handful of knights. Then again, had they not drawn the focus of the enemy away, Flint may never have been able to reach the gatehouse in the first place. The defence would have been spread more evenly, and he’d have been overwhelmed, so what was the right answer? Lythian was damned if he knew. Maybe it went the only way it could have gone, maybe not, but there was no sense in dwelling on it now. That would come later. Regrets always did.

He turned back to the matter at hand. “The city is lost, priest. Tell them to lay down their arms, and…”

“No.” He let the word linger a moment. “I will not tell them. They will fight to the last man, the last woman, the last child. They will kill or die trying to kill, and so join the Eternal Flame.”

Lythian felt sickened by those words. “You will force us to take them prisoner. To hold them and feed them. You are preying on our mercy.”

“On your weakness,” he hissed. “Yours, Lythian Lindar. It was you who were soft on the prisoners outside King’s Point, is that not so? You who brought them inside the walls, to the horror of most of your own. This weakness led to defiance, and desertion, and death. Now, here you are. The weak and honourable Knight of the Vale.”

And he laughed. Right at him. He tipped his head back and laughed, and it was Eldur’s voice he laughed in, a great crackling spreading sound that shook the very walls of the tower. All at once Lord Lharador was retreating into the space by the window, hunkering down, holding his ears. The doors burst open and Borrington’s men rushed in, the Lord of Northwatch himself behind them, Storos Pentar following right through. And the laughter rattled on. The men cringed against it, turning their heads, grimacing and pulling and fumbling their blades.

“Weak, weak, you are all of you weak! But a laugh, but a chuckle,” the fire priest roared, “and it has all you northmen quailing! You are all dead men.”

“I’ve stood before your Fire Father in the flesh, priest!” Sir Storos Pentar snarled. “You’re nothing to me. I’ll cut your throat right here.”

“Then cut me,” the priest shrieked, “cut me, cut me!” He opened out his arms and lifted his neck, “Cut me, brave knight! Cut me down, a dying man!”

“Dying? Then I’ll make it quicker!”

“We are all dying. You and you and you!” His finger darted like a striking snake, at one man and another and another. “We are all of us dying, all of us!”

“Put this bloody creature down,” one of Borrington’s men shouted.

“I can’t listen to this anymore!” screamed another.

“All of us! All of us! All of us!”

“I’m killing him!” A guard pulled his dagger and staggered forward, but another grabbed him, pulled him back. “He’s mine, damn you!”

“No, he’s mine!”

“Dead! Dead! Dead! Dead!”

“Enough!” Lythian roared. His own voice was given power. He slammed a fist against his golden breastplate and a great wash of light exploded out of it like a sunburst. For a moment it was brightest day within that firelit chamber, then the light withdrew and shrank away and the lingering spectre of laughter went with it.

All was silent now, but for the heavy breathing of the men, the moaning of Lharador up against the window, the dull sounds of battle outside.

“My lord,” one of the men managed to venture. “Your breastplate…”

“You may leave,” Lythian said. He didn’t want to discuss the breastplate, or who gave it to him, or when, or how, or why. “I have more to discuss with our friend.”

They didn’t move at once. The men just stood there, holding their blades, sharing looks.

“Leave, I said! Lord Robert. Take them out.”

“Out!” Robert Borrington shouted at once. He began herding them through the door. “Out! Out! Pentar, you too!”

“No way. There’s not a force in this world that could make me…”

“OUT!”

Storos almost jumped out of his skin. That was something Robert Borrington had always had, a fabulously loud voice that men often forgot was there, due to his jaunty personality, but it was. It was there. And just waiting to be deployed when needed.

“Fine, I’m leaving. You don’t have to shout.” Storos Pentar skulked back through the door, giving the priest a seething look as he went. Borrington watched him closely, then followed after, and they were alone again.

Silence resumed. Faintly, Lythian could hear the ringing of steel coming from the streets below, the screaming of women and children rising up in a great fog. The occasional shriek of a dragon pierced the night air. One came close, rippling right past the window. Scales in royal red and copper. Lythian frowned. Those colours…is that…

“Your bitch is dead,” said the priest.

Lythian’s eyes flashed over to him. They narrowed to slits. “What did you say?”

“Your bitch. The woman of your dreams, and in your dreams. Is dead.”

A jolt of fury went through him. Before he knew it, his blade was in his grasp. The priest grinned horribly, as though it was exactly what he wanted. “You lie,” Lythian growled.

“Do I? And why should I lie? Where is she?”

“I don’t…” He thought of her, thought of her hand through his hair, her soft body against his. Thought of the rain falling down in the woods of the Western Neck as they coupled by the fire, his last moment of bliss. Everything since had been pain and regret and vengeance and despair, but she remained his light, wherever she was, the light beyond the war he was trying to reach. “I don’t know. She...”

“Is dead,” the priest hissed again. “She flew away in her grief, my noble, sweet captain. Torn, she was, and ugly. A monster. She flew over the sea to die.”

“No,” Lythian barked at him. “She would never, not with Neyruu…”

“A dragon with half a soul. A void she couldn’t fill. An empty pair, bleak as winter, barren. The endless night has taken them; they bathe in the Eternal Flame. They are dead, dead, dead.”

Lythian’s lips pulled into a furious scowl. He smashed his breastplate again, and a burst of light assaulted him. The priest shrank back a little, hissing away from the light. “Tell me what you know of her! Which sea? Where is she, priest!” He smashed his breastplate, again, again, driving the creature back against the wall. “Tell me! Speak! Tell me what you know!”

“No.” And the word was deep and terrible, parrying his own, knocking him back. The priest stood up and turned to face him, and his black eyes filled, filled all the way up with red light. “You do not command me.” Thick black smoke puffed out to enrobe him, and within it he seemed grander, prouder, taller, an echo of Eldur himself. “You will join her soon. Soon you will die. His flame will engulf you. His storm will break you. Beneath his power, you will all be consumed.”

A wind was blowing in the chamber. A black wind, like the one in Lythian’s dreams. The one that he’d had a thousand times. Where his wife Talia and newborn son were stolen from him. The one he had of Talasha, where she spun and turned away, unwilling to face him, and the black wind took her off. The black wind of death, he thought, suddenly cowering away. Could it be true? Could she be dead, like Talia? Had she killed herself in her grief?

“Yes, you see now. You know it to be true.”

Lythian fixed his feet, shifting into Blockform. He reached across his hip and tore out his godsteel sword. “You lie!” he roared at the top of his voice. “Talasha, she…”

And laughter overpowered him. “He will come! He will come! Soon, he will…”

The door flew open with a fearsome crack. Lythian swung around, peering through the black wind as it faltered and thinned. A man was striding into the chamber. Black armour. Black hair. A cloak of red and copper flying out behind him. Lythian blinked. “Pagaloth? What are you…”

But the man did not look at him. His sight was set on the priest, and the priest’s on him. “Pagaloth, dear Pagaloth, how fine to see you again!” He laughed, hair billowing as though caught on an updraught of wind.

The dragonknight’s lips drew up into a snarl. “Ten’kin!” he growled. “I find you at last.”

Ten’kin, Lythian thought. He knew the name. Knew what he’d done. He looked at the rogue rider, saw him rip free his blade. “Pagaloth, no, I have more I need to…”

“Die!” the dragonknight screamed. “For Sa’har Nakaan! For Hadros and Moro and Bellio and the rest! Die!” And he launched himself forward across the chamber.

Ten’kin’s laughter filled all the room. And he did not move. His head tipped back. “He will come! He will come! He will come!” he roared.

Lythian shouted and shifted forward, but too late. The tip of the dragonsteel sword took the priest right in the gut, skewering him, driving him up and off his feet and pinning him to the wall. The black shroud fell away from him, and his hair settled down, his head falling forward on a limp neck, arms and legs dangling as the blood issued freely down his grey-red robes. All went suddenly silent and still except Sir Pagaloth’s hard panting, Lharador’s murmuring, the spectre of the fire priest’s voice. Repeating. Repeating. Repeating in death.

He will come.

He will come.

He will come.
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Borrus Kanabar found him alone upon the battlements, sitting upon the barbed ramparts, legs dangling over the edge, facing away to the far southwest.

The sun was setting out there, painting the western Smokeplains in a crimson light. A bloody sunset, following a bloody dawn. And a bloody night before it.

“Here you are,” Borrus said, puffing up the stairs in his armour. He clanked heavily with every footstep. “I’ve been looking for you, Elyon.”

Elyon didn’t turn. He only stared out in the direction of the Ashmount, in the direction Vargo Ven had gone. Borrus stepped up to stand beside him, still stinking of the filth of battle. Countless thousands lay dead behind them, within and without of the fortress walls, centred around the gate. The death there was catastrophic, there at the epicentre, though many thousands lay dead across the field as well. It would take days to gather them all, to burn them all, days to sort through their losses and count their grief. It had already begun, had been going on all day, but Elyon couldn’t face it; he only wanted to hide.

Even the most stirring of victories, the greatest of triumphs, could be turned cold by a personal loss. And this one hit him hard.

“He was a great man,” Borrus said solemnly. “We won’t see the like of him again.”

Elyon nodded. He felt empty of emotion now; he did not think that he had any more tears to give. He’d wept enough over Rikkard’s body, out there with only Robbert and Lothar and Sam Garrick to see him. Wept as the battle was still raging on, as the enemy was being cut down and driven away. After, he’d helped wrap Rikkard up in some Amadar cloaks and carried him to a wagon in the warcamp. His body was already on the way back north. Back across the Bloodmarshes, where he’d fought so hard and so long.

“House Amadar has fallen,” he murmured, bleakly. “My grandfather. Now my uncle. There is no one left to lead them.”

“You can lead them,” Borrus told him. “You’re half Amadar yourself. That house will never fall.”

Maybe that was true, but Elyon couldn’t believe it right now. He was in the pits of despair and the demons were at his throat. He thought of Varinar, after the attack of the Dread, thought of the greathouse keeps atop their hills all broken and blackened and burned. Some, like Keep Daecar, had become a husk, but still stood. Yet others were entirely and irrecoverably destroyed, and Keep Amadar had been one of them.

It augured the fall, he thought. He’d wondered that at the time, and now it had come to pass. The damage done to the greathouse keeps foretold of the damage done to the houses themselves. All had suffered badly, but only Keep Amadar and Keep Taynar had been wiped from the face of the world. And the Taynars - look at what had come of them. Lord Godrik dead, and Lord Dalton too, and now it was Rodmond who led them. Perhaps he is dead as well, Elyon thought. And if not yet, he will be soon.

“Rikkard has children, Elyon,” Borrus reminded him. “A young son to continue his name.” He thought a moment, trying to recall it. “Trydon, is it?”

“Treydon,” Elyon said.

“That’s it. Treydon Amadar. He must be, what, three years old by now?”

“About that,” Elyon said. His little cousin had been nought but a babe in swaddling when last he saw him, a couple of years ago. Rikkard spoke of his family so rarely that it was easy to forget he had one. It was his way of making it easier, Elyon had thought. To set them aside for the day he rode home, triumphant, after the war.

It wouldn’t happen now. His wife and little boy and girl would welcome only a box to Ilivar.

“Lord Treydon Amadar,” Borrus said, tasting it on his tongue. “He’ll grow up on tales of his father’s prowess. And his uncle’s, and his grandfather’s. And his great cousin too.”

Elyon didn’t feel so great today. It was his bastard brother who’d led them up through Blademelt, his bastard brother who’d opened the gate. Yes, they’d all played their part, but it was Jonik who led them to glory. But he nodded, agreeing with the rest. Rikkard had won great victories of his own and had earned a vaunted seat at Varin’s Table. Much as Elyon hated to think of Aleron in his lowly place, it gave him solace, too, to think of Rikkard up there now, being welcomed by his brothers and kin.

“That scarred sellsword told us about the barrels of ale and wine in the cellars,” Borrus said. “We’re going to celebrate, Elyon. I know you’re not in the mood - by the gods, I loved Rikkard too, but this is how it’s done. We drink to them and sing for them and we send them on their way. It’s not the end, you know that. You’ll see him again. But not yet.”

He put a big hand on Elyon’s shoulder. A comforting hand. And gave a gentle shake. Elyon knew that Borrus was right. He knew how they honoured the fallen and saved their grief for later. He was well accustomed to how that worked; he’d lost enough people to know. But right now…

“I’ll join you later,” he said. He couldn’t face it yet. He wanted, needed, more time by himself. To look at the mountain, too far away to see, to imagine the death of Vargo Ven and Eldur and the fall of Agarath the All-Father.

“Well, you just come along when you’re ready.” Borrus slid his hand off Elyon’s shoulder and made to leave, then stopped. A quick pause, then he said, “Robbert told me about the letter, Elyon. I don’t want you blaming yourself.”

Elyon dipped his eyes. He wasn’t wrong about that. “I shouldn’t have interfered. Ven only went after Robbert because of me. If I hadn’t burned that letter…”

“No,” Borrus said firmly. “You were right to burn it, Elyon. Ven,” and he spat the name out like a gob of filth. “You couldn’t trust him. And giving him sanctuary? After everything he’s done.” He shook his bald head and snarled. “Never. He cut my father’s head off and delivered it to me in a bag. You think I could ever let that go?”

Elyon knew he couldn’t. Had they dared give Vargo Ven safe passage to the north, they’d have had a raging Borrus Kanabar to deal with, and no one wanted that.

“Just forget about all that, Elyon. And don’t blame yourself, you hear me. It’ll eat at you. I said the same to Robbert.”

Elyon frowned. “Why?”

“He blames himself too. Says Rikkard was only trying to save his life, and he died for it. Well, you ask me, that’s a damned good way to go. Saving the life of a king. Reckon Rikkard would have done it a dozen times over, don’t you? Giving his own life for the last Lukar?”

Elyon nodded. He knew he would. “Is that what you said to Robbert?”

“More or less. That lad…now he’s lost more than anyone, and doesn’t need to go carrying around guilt as well as grief. You’re the same, Elyon. You’ve lost your share. So you sit here and mourn your uncle if you like, but don’t go blaming yourself for what happened. It was just his time, that’s it.” He gave him another shake of the shoulder. “Yes? I need you to say it.”

“I…I won’t blame myself, Borrus. It was just his time.”

“Good. Now you come join us whenever you’re ready.” He went to leave, paused once more. “Oh, one more thing. Word’s just come in from the east. Seems we’re going to have a few more friends joining us soon. The Rasalanians are coming.”

Elyon was not aware. “From Whaler’s Bay?” he asked. The last he knew, they were assembling there, in the cities of Shellcrest and Calmwater, preparing to sail to join them. “How many?”

“All of them. Paramor. Swiftwater. Merrymarsh. Maybe a hundred thousand, so I’m hearing. They’re approaching the coast about thirty miles northeast of here, should arrive in a couple of days. Oh, and King Sevrin’s leading them. Seems he made it down from the Highplains in time.”

That news was almost enough to make Elyon smile. At any other time, he would have. “I’m glad,” he only said, knowing he’d feel it later.

“Something else to celebrate, anyway,” Borrus said. “You just come along when you’re ready, Elyon. I’ll save you a cup.”

The big man smiled at him and stepped away, leaving the prince to his private musings. He could hear the hum of noise behind him, the thousands in the fort, still clearing away the dead, preparing it for their use, counting out the rations and supplies which would be a great boon to their cause. Unlike Dragon’s Bane, Blademelt was more or less fully intact, with only some superficial damage to its southeastern and southwestern walls where the siege engines had focused their attacks. A tower or two had burned as well, but the fires had already fizzled out. It left them a powerful stronghold to gather their forces as they prepared for the final push, and plenty large enough to house the Rasalanians when they arrived from the east as well.

A hundred thousand men. Once upon a time, it would be an almost unheard-of host, but no longer, not with all the world rallying to join this fight. Elyon sat on the parapet, remembering his last words with Sevrin, how they’d talked about sharing a cup of ale or two after the war, though now perhaps they could do so sooner. He was frankly astonished he’d made it south with such speed, though supposed, when he really thought about it, it wasn’t so surprising. It had been long weeks now since he’d flown to the Tower of Rasalan and back, time enough for the spindly old king to return to Thalan, muster his remaining men there, and travel down to the southern coast to lead his fleet.

As he sat there, musing, he heard a sound behind him. He turned his head, expecting to see Borrus return, but he was met with an altogether different figure.

“Sorry. I…didn’t want to disturb you.”

“Then why are you?” Elyon asked his bastard brother, too harshly.

Jonik stood at the top of the stairway leading down from the battlements. He slid back a step at Elyon’s words. “I’ll leave you, then.”

“No.” Elyon breathed out. Jonik didn’t deserve that. “Stay, if you want. Take a seat. The view’s not bad.”

Jonik came forward, a little tentatively. They’d worked well during the rush and thunder of the fight, but now he seemed uncomfortable. It was obvious why. Men always became uncomfortable around grief. “I just wanted to say, about your uncle…” He paused, as though expecting Elyon to cut him off, then went on. “I’m sorry for your loss, Elyon. I know that doesn’t mean anything coming from me, but I just…I didn’t want you to think that…that I didn’t care.”

“I know you care,” Elyon said. That was becoming clear to him now, though he still wasn’t sure what to make of it. "Come on, take a seat. It would be better if you’d brought some wine.”

“I can fetch some, if you like?”

Elyon smiled tiredly. “No, I’m only joking.”

“I’ll get some,” Jonik said. “They’re bringing loads up from below.”

He dashed away before Elyon could stop him, vanishing down the steps with a patter of feet. Elyon waited a while for his return, though it didn’t take too long. The flush of his pale beardless cheeks suggested he’d been running hard. In his grasp was a dusty bottle and two small wooden cups. He came quickly to the ramparts and placed them down amid the barbs, then gingerly climbed up to sit among them, a melted sword thrusting between his legs. “It’s high,” he observed.

“I’m used to heights,” Elyon told him. He’d been about a thousand times higher than this before in those heady days when the skies were his. “You should be careful, though. If you fall, I won’t be able to catch you in time.”

Jonik took the advice seriously and made certain he was well secured by the blade between his legs. Then he lifted the bottle, wiping some dust off the label. “I’m told it’s a good one. I don’t know wine.”

“Give it here.” Elyon took it and nodded. “You should have brought two.”

Jonik frowned at him. “Really? I can always go and get…”

“No. It’s fine. You don’t have to take everything I say so literally.” Elyon gripped the bottle top and tore it open, cork, glass and all, tossing the shards over the edge to glitter against the falling sun. He poured two cups right up to the brim and remembered his occasion drinking with Rikkard, back at the Bane, only weeks ago. A sour note of grief struggled through him, but he bit it down. Imagine weeping in front of Jonik? Not on his life. “What are we drinking to?”

“To your uncle?” Jonik suggested, a bit sheepishly.

“That’s a start.” Elyon lifted the cup and waited for Jonik to lift his, then they drank in silence. The wine was good, though he couldn’t properly enjoy it, tired as he was. He’d slept a bit after the fighting, but not enough. Not nearly enough. “What do you think?”

“I don’t know wine,” Jonik said again. “But…it’s nice.” He had another taste, savouring it a little. “Maybe I could get used to it.”

“You’d have to live long enough first.” There was clearly no guarantee of that.

Jonik gave no response. Death probably wasn’t the best subject to discuss right now. Certainly, Elyon didn’t want to get into it. Again, he had a flash of himself shedding tears right here, of Jonik awkwardly trying to console him, and was so appalled by the image that he audibly scoffed.

Jonik glanced at him curiously. “So, um…maybe…will you tell me a story about him? Your uncle. I know that’s what you Varin Knights do. So Varin hears the deeds, and…” He trailed off. Not a good thing to mention, the death of Varin Knights, the wakes where men spoke of their deeds and triumphs, and sang so Varin would hear them. It wasn’t so long ago that they’d done that for Aleron, back in Keep Daecar. Always was Aleron near in Jonik’s thoughts, Elyon sensed. He probably thinks about him more than I do.

But, somehow, he felt bad for him. He was just so unbearably awkward sometimes that he couldn’t help it. “I’ll tell you a story if you like.”

Jonik looked over, eyes a bit low. “You don’t have to. I was only…”

“Do you want a funny one or a heroic one? Maybe a tale of honour? A good sword-fighting story from a tourney? A drinking anecdote? I have quite a few of those.”

“I…whichever you think is best.”

“They’re all good,” Elyon said, suddenly remembering a great flood of them. He smiled sadly as several raced through his mind, snippets of memories: Rikkard’s laughter, his good humour and avuncular touch, how he’d been there for Elyon when his mother died, how he’d never blamed Amron once for Kessia’s death. His father had. Lord Brydon had condemned Amron for forcing Kessia to have another child, but not Rikkard. Rikkard knew that wasn’t how it was. He knew his sister wanted another child herself, knew she could never be forced into something like that; nor would Amron ever force her. He had stood against his own lord father on the issue, and for a time they didn’t even speak, such was the rift it caused. He was loyal, honourable, noble, clever and kind. And before Elyon even knew it, that thing he feared would happen…was happening. He could feel the tears welling and turned his head sharply away. He blinked them dry, taking a moment to compose himself. Blessedly, Jonik did not pat him on the back or say anything to console him. He just waited, patiently, until Elyon turned back.

“Sorry. A bit of dust…”

“Right. I thought so. Lots of ash flying around.” Jonik distracted himself by refilling his own cup, and then Elyon’s, doing so very slowly. A few moments passed in silence. Elyon lost all intent to tell any stories of his uncle. He thought it wiser to set Rikkard aside for now. Thinking of him, talking of him…no, the wound was too raw.

“You were good last night, you know,” he said instead. He glanced over. “You’re a good leader, Jonik. I don’t think I’d have done any better.”

Jonik shrugged. “I was lucky with the men around me. And Gerrin, he…”

“You led that mission, not him. You were clear, direct, and calm. Any delays and we’d never have opened the gate. You should be proud of what you did.”

Jonik nodded, taking the compliment. “Thanks, Elyon. It was a good team.”

“The Brotherhood Beneath Blademelt,” Elyon said, recalling the name the Butcher had called them. The sellswords Martin Longrod and Ballos the Boar had died. The Pentar man Atkin as well. Lame Ralf lived, but was actually lame now, having broken his back, and Sir Stafford of the Bane had taken a bad wound to the shoulder that would probably end his war. The same was true of Sir Bulmar Brown. His war was over, too, from a twisted knee. But the rest survived with only minor wounds and would fight again another day. “Let’s drink to them.” Elyon raised his cup. “The Brotherhood Beneath Blademelt.”

“The Brotherhood Beneath Blademelt,” Jonik repeated, and they drank. “That name will be immortalised now. The bards will love it, don’t you think?”

Elyon nodded. “The Butcher’s done half their work for them. They usually have to come up with the names on their own.” He drank more wine, settling a little. “He’s a good fighter. His brother, too. And the Tigress.” Elyon made a whistling sound. “Gods, she’s fierce, that woman.”

“She’s well named,” Jonik agreed. “She fought a dragon once, in single combat. I saw her. It was the night when…” And he trailed off, looking away.

When, Elyon thought. He knew the night Jonik was referring to. “I don’t blame you for that, you know. Saska being taken. I never should have. It wasn’t fair.”

Jonik shook his head. “You were right to. I still think I could have done more.”

Elyon thought the same of himself. He always thought that. Always thought he could have done more, even when he knew he’d given his all. Maybe we’re more alike than I thought. “You’re too hard on yourself. I’m the same.”

Jonik’s eyes flicked over. “You are?”

“Course. Comes with the territory. You know, being a Daecar. Even our father’s hard on himself. Harder than anyone I know, in fact. The great Amron Daecar.” He snorted a laugh. “If he can be hard on himself, anyone can.”

“Right.” Jonik’s lips moved into a shape that was almost a smile, then flattened back out. “I…”

“Go on?”

“It’s just…that’s the first time you said ‘our’. Our father.”

“Huh.” Elyon supposed he had. It just slipped out like that. “Well, isn’t he?”

“I guess…technically…” He trailed off again, awkward. “But not like you.”

No. Not like me. I had the benefit of growing up in a castle, in a loving family, with the finest weapons, and the best training, with servants and staff, cleaners and cooks, going to banquets and balls, drinking, philandering, making a merry mess of things most of the time, before life got real, and so did I.

He looked at his bastard brother, eyes diverted away from him, staring out over the darkening plains. Elyon really looked at him, this man who was his darker reflection. Dark of deed…but not of heart. Raised in shadow, made by sin, a blade in the Warrior King’s scheming. He could not imagine the life he had led. The pain he had endured. The horrors he had seen. He had felt sorry for Jonik, but only in flashes, in small moments overwhelmed by the recollection of Aleron’s death, but now…now he was looking at him differently. Seeing him differently.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

Jonik glanced back over. His eyes were unsure, always on edge. “For what?”

“Everything. Everything you’ve been through. I’m sorry for it all, Jonik. You didn’t deserve all of that.”

Jonik began shaking his head, opening his mouth as though to deny it.

Elyon went right on. “And I forgive you for what happened with Aleron. I know it wasn’t your fault. I know you weren’t to blame. And I know it’s been destroying you. But it shouldn’t, not anymore. You need to put that weight down, Jonik. You’ve carried it long enough. This guilt and blame.”

Borrus’s words, coming right back to him. The big man had spoken wisely, about Elyon, yes, and Robbert, but he might have said the very same to Jonik, too. Probably Rikkard’s death had opened him up as well, softened his edges a bit, so he could say what needed to be said. And it did, he realised; he knew that now. Elyon needed to say it, for himself, as much as Jonik needed to hear it.

Jonik was looking at him, still unsure, as though wondering if this was some cruel trick. Elyon smiled, to show him otherwise. He even reached over, gave him a nudge in the arm. “Might take a bit longer for me to start calling you brother, but it’s a start, right? Now are we drinking, or what?”

“I guess…sure.” The ghost of a smile came and went again. “What are we drinking to?”

“To forgiveness,” Elyon said. “How about that?”

Jonik nodded, with that little smile again. Such a simple word, but it carried such meaning to him. “Forgiveness,” he murmured. “If…you’re sure?”

“Sure.” Elyon couldn’t exactly go back on it now, could he? He tapped his cup to Jonik’s, drank down a lusty portion, and let out a good long sigh. A strange thing, but the air tasted a little lighter, a little fresher, all of a sudden. He took a big swig of it, breathing deep, felt that weight sag down from his shoulders. “You feel that?” he asked, looking over.

Jonik seemed puzzled. He made a quizzical face.

“Don’t know about you, but I feel a bit lighter. Nothing like setting down a grudge you’ve been carrying around.” He enjoyed another long breath of cool night air, then pulled his legs up from the wall and spun around on his armoured arse, hopping to his feet. “So, you coming?”

“Coming…?”

“The feast. Borrus said they’re toasting the fallen, down there. Reckon it’s time we went to join them, no?” He took the bottle from the wall, refilled his cup, and drank again. Jonik was still sitting there, legs dangling over the edge. “Well?”

“I, er…I think I’ll just sit here a while, finish my drink. Then go help to gather the dead.”

“We have men for that. Thousands of them. You’ve done enough, Jonik. More than enough.”

“I can always do more.”

“But you don’t have to, is the point. This whole thing? This victory. It’s yours. You should celebrate that.”

“Others played their role. Many others. I just…”

“Got the gate open? That’s a pretty big deal, you know. That doesn’t happen, and we lose twice as many men, and probably have to retreat and try again. Maybe by then it would have been too late. I don’t think we have much time.”

He looked over the parapet, away toward the Ashmount. Thought of little lights in the darkness, swarming on a dead titan, thought of them moving away in a long orderly line, and a shudder went up his spine. He shook it off, didn’t want to talk of it. Jonik was frowning at him, like he knew something he wasn’t saying, and he did.

“Anyway, you’re coming. It’s decided. So get down from that wall.”

“Elyon, I really don’t think…”

“I want you there, damnit. So get your skinny arse moving, and let’s go.”

Well, it seemed Elyon was saying many things that he hadn’t expected to say tonight. Things he’d been thinking, yes, even feeling, but never managing to put into words.

“So, are you coming?”

Jonik seemed somewhat taken aback. “If…if you really want me there, then…” He threaded his legs up through the melted blades and spun around to face him. Elyon reached forward, gripped his forearm, pulled him to his feet.

“I do. I want you there, and you deserve to be there. We Daecars need to stick together.”

He released him, slapped him on the shoulder, and sensing it was all getting a little too soppy, added, “And besides, I want to see you drunk. We’ll have a drinking contest, how about that?” He gave him a playful grin. “And I’ll beat you in that as well.”


70


[image: ]


“You may enter,” said Rogen Whitebeard.

Pagaloth dipped his chin and moved through the canvas flaps.

The king was sitting on a camp stool within his royal pavilion, hunched forward with his elbows on his knees, deep in thought. He lifted his eyes, hearing Pagaloth enter. “Pagaloth. Good to see you.”

“And you, my lord.”

“You have a report from Dragonfall for me?”

The dragonknight nodded, filled his lungs, and started into it. “The city is not yet won, but victory is all but assured. The last of the enemy forces are gathered in certain towers and buildings, to be rooted out. Many common people have been enslaved and forced to fight. Not only men, but women and even children as well. It has turned into an ugly sack, my lord, but a necessary one.”

The king nodded grimly. “What of our losses?”

“Significant. I do not have a full count. There were many broken ships in the harbour, much death about the docks, and the gate. Lord Borrington said they hope to muster their remaining ships and sail to rejoin you, with what strength they can spare. But it will take time. They still have much to do in sorting the dead, defeating the last of the enemy, housing the prisoners. There are many who were restrained, women and children primarily. Innocents, my lord. Captain Lythian hopes to…”

“Save as many as can be saved,” said the king, nodding. “I know my friend, Sir Pagaloth.”

He stood up from his stool, a fine new cloak draped down from his shoulders. Beneath it, he had new segments of white armour on his left shoulder and right thigh, armour that helped to ease his agonies, but there remained a notable pain in his eyes. Of a different sort, Pagaloth thought, as he watched the king move over to a table. There was a map laid out there, among other scrolls and papers.

“I have sent men ahead to these woods,” the king said, pointing at the map. “Lord Strand, supported by the Ironfoot and Reginald Hightree. They will raise a camp for us here, overlooking the Northwestern Smokeplains. Do you consider it to be a good location?”

Pagaloth looked at the map. The coastal hills here formed a low craggy range, extending some thirty or so miles inland from the Red Sea. There, a thin band of woodland wrapped its southern border, a forest of spindly trees, well spaced, that would provide good cover for the men, good grazing for the horses. “I would say so, my lord. I have visited this wood before. Lythian and I travelled through this way after crossing the Drylands.”

“Following your time at the Nest,” Amron Daecar said, knowing.

“Yes, my lord.”

“A dangerous journey,” said the king.

Dangerous indeed, most fraught with peril, but they had made it, travelling by night as best they could, hiding from patrols, creeping in the shadows. Pagaloth remembered passing through these woods and crossing these hills, finding a rowboat unattended at a small fishing village at the coast. My first time at sea, he reflected. That had been the most concerning part, crossing the Red Sea in a rowboat, but they’d made it without incident, made it north, and he’d conquered another first - his first time on Vandarian soil. And our journey was only beginning.

The king was looking at him approvingly, apparently reading the tread of his thoughts. “You’ve come a long way, Pagaloth. Know that I appreciate every step you have taken.”

“Thank you, my lord.” He dipped his chin humbly. “I only hope I am helping, in some small way.”

A nod of acknowledgement from Amron Daecar, and he put his attention back on the map. “We will regroup here in these woods, gather our men and supplies, and coordinate with our eastern forces.” He trailed a finger directly eastward, from the thin band of woodland, to Blademelt, tapping at the little drawing of the octagonal fortress, now taken as their own. “The fort and the forest are roughly equidistant from the Ashmount. It lies a little over one hundred miles from both locations, so we must advance upon it as one. I have spoken with Lord Marak about this, and he agrees that a direct assault is our only option. To close in with all our strength and hope to draw Eldur into a confrontation. We will be exposed, of course, but that cannot be helped.”

That was one of the unique difficulties of assailing the mountain. It was entirely isolated and protected on all sides by barren plains, cracked and broken, filled with bubbling pits and jagged chasms and almost completely devoid of vegetation. What rivers there were ran grey and poisoned, and good drinking water was hard to find, especially for such a great host. Pagaloth felt obliged to point that out, but the king had already discussed it with Lord Marak, it did seem.

“A valid concern,” he allowed. “Ulrik tells me he will seek out good water sources for us, and we will prioritise protecting them, setting up supply chains to ensure the host is suitably watered. And the skies must be watched, for enemy movements, for dragons. Lord Marak guarantees his full cooperation in this.” The king said that with half a smile. “How times have changed.”

Pagaloth smiled as well. It wasn’t long ago that Ulrik Marak had been reluctant to lend his help, had preferred to stay hidden from Eldur’s sight, had worked quietly to disable his network of priests, and to try to gather more dragons under Garlath’s wing. But no longer. Now he stood on the front lines, fully exposed, Fireblade in his grasp, almost daring the Fire Father to respond.

“He even offered to carry me east,” the king added. “So I might join in council with the commanders at Blademelt. An offer that I may take, now that we are so close. Though I would prefer to ride a different steed.”

“Different, my lord?”

“More familiar, Pagaloth. I am speaking of Lendrathor, of course. He has borne me before, and I hope would be willing to bear me again. I have not ridden any other dragon, and would prefer to keep it that way.”

Pagaloth nodded respectfully and said, “I would be honoured to take you wherever you wish to go, my lord. Your son is at Blademelt, I understand.”

“They both are,” the king said.

“Of course.” Pagaloth hadn’t expected him to recognise his bastard son, though yes, he was there as well, and had been critical to winning the ancient fort, or so Pagaloth had been told. He paused a moment. “I wanted to say, my lord…about…”

“My good-brother,” the king said, for him. “You want to give your condolences. And I thank you for them, Pagaloth.”

“Yes, my lord. I know he was very dear to you.”

“Very dear,” the king agreed. “But he is with his family now.” Amron glanced up, and that flicker of pain returned to his eyes, though his lips wore a hopeful smile. “His brothers have been waiting long for him. And his sister…my wife…” He seemed to be imagining them all up there, in the Eternal Halls, the four children of Lord Brydon Amadar reunited again in death. He had a look on his face, as though he would not mind if he joined them. It was a look that Pagaloth himself understood. His entire family was already waiting for him. All taken in the fury of the last war.

The moment passed. Amron Daecar moved his eyes to the map again, as though wanting to distract himself. He rubbed his chin, looking quite tired. Pagaloth didn’t imagine he had slept well these last few days, during the crossing from King’s Point, and the landing on the coast, and the short way they’d made it inland.

It was a look of tiredness he felt was reflected in himself, because he hadn’t slept much either. There hadn’t been time. Flying to Blademelt, fighting there during the final furious phase of the battle, driving away Vargo Ven and the last of the dragons, then racing straight across to Dragonfall right after with Sir Hahkesh and Bah’run for company, to see if he could be of help. That was a flight of some five hundred miles, no small distance, and they’d arrived to find the city burning, the harbour choked with bodies and broken ships, the fighting raging through the city streets, and squares, and towers, and atop the walls. There had been some dragons present, but not many, and the three rogue riders had worked together to drive them off, doing what they could to help the northern cause.

And then…after that…

“My lord,” Sir Pagaloth said. He paused, swallowing.

The king looked up at him. “Yes, Pagaloth?”

“There was a priest, my lord. Talking with Captain Lythian, atop the Tongues. I had glimpsed them through a high window. I thought I knew who it was.”

“And? Who was it?”

“Ten’kin, my lord. Perhaps you know…”

“I know the name, yes.”

Pagaloth nodded again, shifted his feet.

“What happened?” the king asked, sensing his discomfort. “Lythian? He isn’t…”

“No, the captain is quite well. It is Ten’kin, my lord.” He paused. “I slew him.”

“I see.” There was a short silence, then, as Pagaloth reflected on his folly. The king did not seem to understand why any of that should be of regret. “That is a good thing, no?”

“Yes, my lord, only…Lythian, he wanted information from Ten’kin. I acted recklessly. And in vengeance. I ought to have shown more restraint, but...”

“What information?”

“About Talasha, my lord. Ten’kin claimed that she was dead. That she flew out across the sea and killed herself. Lythian was trying to learn if this was true before I intruded.” He shook his head, very regretful to have interfered.

The king did not share his concern. “Never believe the word of a snake, Pagaloth. You did the right thing, sparing Lythian that poison.” He looked at him a moment. “Was Lythian angry with you?”

“Disappointed, I would say.” Which was often worse. “But, he understood.” Eventually.

“Of course he did.” The king gave a short laugh. “Lythian has always had the power to see all angles of any argument.” He gave a small wave of the hand, as though to brush the issue aside. “Anything else?”

“Yes, my lord. Ten’kin. His dying words. They echoed in the chamber as I slew him, repeating.” He hesitated and then said them. “He will come.”

The king nodded a slow and thoughtful nod. “I see.” He lifted a big hand, ran a big finger down the line of his scar, angry and red in the firelight, that tore jaggedly down the right side of his face. “I see.” And he stood a moment longer, frowning, tracing his scar. “He said nothing else?”

“No, my lord.”

“Very well, then. Thank you for the report, Pagaloth.” He looked at the map again, mind already moving off. “Unless there is anything further…?”

“No, my lord.”

“Then go, Pagaloth. Get some sleep.” He glanced at the tent flaps. “And send Whitebeard back in.”

The dragonknight bowed, “My lord,” and left, stepping out of the king’s pavilion.

The sky was turning a pinky red outside as dawn coloured the eastern skies. Across the dimlit hills, Pagaloth could see men going about with torches, moving through shadows, waking the men. Rogen Whitebeard stood on guard to one side of the tent, Sir Jovyn Colborn the other. “The king would like to see you,” Pagaloth told the ranger. Whitebeard nodded and slipped silently within. Pagaloth turned to the other. “Sir Jovyn. Might I congratulate you on your triumph in the contest, and your recent nuptials.”

“Thank you, sir.” The boy smiled at him, looking very fine in his brand new armour. Such a title as the Last Blade of Vandar must come with a suitable suit, of course, and he’d been given one, pristine silver plate of lobstered godsteel, enamelled in blue at the breastplate and the pauldrons, and with little blue squares linked together in the faulds. With his Varin blue cloak draped resplendently about his shoulders, he looked rather magnificent, quite the opposite of his partner on watch who favoured greys and blacks. “I am a lucky man.”

Luck, yes. That played its part. Or so Pagaloth had heard it, anyway.

The camp was starting to rise now, tens of thousands of men standing up from their bedrolls to stretch and piss and gather up their supplies. The king’s tent was one of the few Pagaloth could see, raised upon a shallow hill overlooking the main encampment, which sprawled over several square miles of undulating terrain. In the half light, there was a very squirmy quality to all those thousands of moving men, shifting and crawling across the hills. It was a rugged place, this, a rugged land, though not without clutches of trees and good cover among the valleys and rocks, the canyons and troughs that would take them south to the Smokeplains.

To the north, the coast was very faintly visible, dark against the greying skies. Pagaloth thought he could see some ships there, gathered in a cove, dotted out upon the restless water. There would be scores of them. Hundreds. An armada of astonishing size. As Blademelt was being besieged in the east, and as Lythian’s smaller fleet charged the docks as Dragonfall, the king’s main force was landing out there, transferring all the men, all the mounts, all the supplies into these hills under the cover of the rumbling storm.

“It must have been frightening out there,” Pagaloth said. “I imagine you’re glad to be back on solid ground, Sir Jovyn?”

“Very,” the boy admitted. “Everyone is, I think.”

“Did you lose many vessels?”

“A few. Maybe a dozen or so. One was taken by a kraken. I heard a greatshark attacked another. But mostly it was the waves. They were big as cliffs out there.”

“No dragons?”

“None that I’m aware of.”

“A fortunate turn,” Pagaloth said. “Or a fated one.” He knew all about the various visions that had pointed them this way.

The boy nodded, thinking. Looked out across the shadowed hills as the gentle wash of dawn sprinkled out the first of its glow. “It’s strange, being here. On Agarathi soil, I mean. I never thought we’d have a Renewal in my lifetime, or even for another hundred years, but here we are, in the last one.”

“And here you are, the Last Blade. It seems to me that you were born to be here, Sir Jovyn. A man born at the very right time.”

The youth considered that a while. “I guess we can’t choose the times we live through. We only have to make the best of them, don’t you think?”

“It’s all a man can ever do.” Pagaloth dipped his chin and smiled. “Good luck on your onward march, Sir Jovyn. I’ll be watching from the skies.”

The others had made their own small camp some distance away through the hills. Pagaloth walked there alone, passing through the droves of waking men, sharing the occasional word with a man he knew, sometimes being frowned at, or glared at, even sparking off a bit of confusion once or twice, before it was explained who he was. Well, he could hardly blame them. Dressed in his black dragonscale armour, with his red and copper cloak, his braided beard, his black hair tied back, he did look rather like an enemy. But for every glare, he got a nod, and for every scowl, he received a smile, and that was good enough for Pagaloth Kadosk. Much better, certainly, than it had been once before.

Rhok was the first to see him coming. He was sitting on a rock, as he liked to do, staring in the direction of the king’s encampment as the light brightened the eastern skies behind him. Nearby, Hard Place rumbled away in deep sleep and the other dragons were scattered about, curled up here and there, following their exertions in the battle at Blademelt and, in the case of Lendrathor, Madarax, and Saminex the Small, Dragonfall as well.

“You’re back,” muttered the big Agarathi. “I was getting worried.” He glared out beneath his heavy brows. “Too many northmen here. I thought one had killed you.”

Pagaloth smiled. The big man was not so trusting of the northmen as he was. “There were some daggers brandished my way, but only of the staring sort. No steel, thankfully.”

Rhok remained unconvinced. “I will go with you next time. It will be safer with two of us.”

“Safer?” came a laugh, and An’zon Graz sauntered over, yawning and stretching in the dawn. “You think it’ll be safer with you there, Rhok?” He twisted his spine, working a crick from his lower back. “I doubt it, myself. They see you coming and they’ll be certain to attack. Big old ugly brute like you!” He chuckled again and came striding up to Pagaloth, giving him a good old slap on the back. “So how was it? Did you save the city, you gallant hero?”

“I helped.”

“More than helped, so I hear it. Got Ten’kin, didn’t you? Caught up with that old dog.”

An’zon had never met that ‘old dog’. Knew only what Pagaloth had said of him, though in the end, one fire priest was about the same as another, and Graz had experienced and hunted down a good many of those.

“So? How’d you do it? Cut his head off? A bit of disembowelment.”

“Skewered him to the wall.”

“Oh, nice. A good bit of wall-skewering. Excellent.” An’zon rubbed his hands together in the cool dawn air, blew on them, breath fogging. “Feels good to get him, I’ll bet? You’ve been after that bastard for ages.”

Nothing about what had happened felt especially good to Pagaloth Kadosk right now. Perhaps he was simply too tired. Tomorrow, rested, he might reflect more brightly on it all, but he doubted it. Wise men said vengeance was a hollow thing, and he thought it best to defer to them. “Where’s Lord Marak?” he asked. “I need to report to him.”

“Out there.” Graz pointed to a soft glow of firelight, further through the hills. Seemed a decent way off, but no surprise there. Ulrik Marak liked to sit alone as often as he had the chance.

Pagaloth began in that direction.

“That’s it?” said Graz. “No more juicy details?”

“Later, An’zon. I need to see Lord Marak first.” And then sleep, he thought. A lot of sleep. That was the next priority.

He walked off through the hills, up and down, passing the others sleeping, the dragons and the rogues, before he eventually came upon Lord Marak’s fire. The dragonlord sat on a rock, alone, in a state of deep contemplation. Much the same as he’d found the king, in fact, and they were nothing if not reflections of one another. The Fireblade was planted into the hard earth beside him, tiny tongues of flame licking and snapping off its edge, gleaming against the hard edges of the dragonlord’s ancient black armour. Pagaloth looked at that blade a moment, the blade of Ilith’s making, the blade that Eldur once bore. And he thought of what Lythian had told him. He thought of the final glimpse.

“Pagaloth,” rumbled the dragonlord. He raised his eyes to look at him, saying nothing for a long moment. Then he nodded, stood, and he stepped up to the rogue rider. A hand came down onto his shoulder. A look of hard gratitude in his eyes. “Thank you. For avenging him. Hahkesh told me what happened with the priest.”

“Yes, my lord.” It seemed everyone wanted to talk about it.

“You feel guilty,” Marak said. It wasn’t a question. “Because of Lythian.”

“I shouldn’t have intruded. It was not my place.”

Ulrik Marak looked down at him with his deep, dark eyes. “You were there the day Sa’har died. You were there and saw it happen. Who better placed to kill the man responsible?” He gripped his shoulder, shook it. “Put your misgivings aside, Pagaloth. You did a noble thing.”

He released him, sat back down, settling heavily with a scrape of armour. Pagaloth remained at attention before him, wondering if he would be called upon to render his version of events, to describe the battle at Dragonfall, but suspected Sir Hahkesh had already done so. He could see that Marak’s mind was elsewhere. Thinking of Vargo Ven, perhaps, who’d evaded him again outside Blademelt. Evaded him as he’d done that day at the Pits of Kharthar, when Garlath and Malathar tore apart the stands, when Borrus and Lythian were saved. A lifetime ago, Pagaloth thought, but he still remembered it like it was only that morning. Was Marak reflecting on that, too? Something else? Was it Sa’har Nakaan whom he thought of? His dear and long-time friend.

An age seemed to pass like that, in silence. Though really it was no more than a minute. Pagaloth stood, unwilling to speak until spoken to. He stood and he looked at the Fireblade again. And again he looked at it. And again.

“You’ve seen it before,” the dragonlord said, breaking the deadlock at last.

Pagaloth frowned. “My lord?”

“This.” Marak reached out, curled his fingers around the hilt of the blade. “You’ve seen it before, a thousand times. Yet your eyes continue to wander to it. Why?”

Pagaloth wasn’t sure how to answer. But he supposed the truth was always a good start. “Just…something Lythian told me. Something seen by Prince Devrin. The fragment of a dream…”

“I know,” Marak said, unexpectedly. “I heard it from the king before he set sail. This of shadows and light. Eldur and the heir. A window to the end.” He looked at the Fireblade. “And this.”

This. A slow feeling of dread was approaching Pagaloth Kadosk at the way Lord Marak said it. He nodded, swallowed. “He bears it, in the vision.”

“So it would seem.” Ulrik Marak was looking at the Fireblade strangely. “The king suggested it might be otherwise. That this flaming light at Eldur’s side could be anything, but he is wrong. It could be one thing, Pagaloth. This.” His dark eyes slid away to the southeast, where the thin light of dawn was smearing the distant skies in red. The Ashmount was out there, far away across the plains. And within it, Eldur. Waiting for them to come.

“It is his,” Marak said, and his voice was a dark whisper. “Not mine, Pagaloth. Never mine.” He unfurled his finger from the hilt of the Fireblade and drew his arm away. “His,” he repeated, staring at the flames. “And he must have it…before the end.”
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“Well, what do you think? Should we stop for a night or two? Take in the sights?”

Talasha Taan smiled playfully, because there was nothing much to take in and she knew it, just bare rock and dead trees and haunting mountains, far away. It was about as far removed from Aramatia’s paradise as it was possible to get, a world rid of all life, all colour, all warmth. The very air was beset by a choking dust that drifted across the land in tattered strips and swirls, pulled along by a ghostly wind that seemed to cry out with the echoes of the dead. There was no other sound that Saska could detect, no birdsong, no buzzing insects, no wolves howling in the distance, no rustling leaves or rushing water. Nothing. Just that wailing wind, moaning in her ear. I’d prefer an eerie silence to that.

“So? Is it all you’d hoped for and more?” Talasha was being flippant about it because she’d been here before. It was not the first world Saska had seen so far, since they’d left the paradise, but certainly the first truly dead one. “What’s the best feature, do you think? The colourlessness? The total lack of life? I rather like the desiccated trees myself, and the piles of bones. How about you?”

“There’s nothing to like,” Saska said, answering seriously. “It’s a wasteland.”

“ A wasteland, quite. Truly post-apocalyptic.” The Agarathi princess shoved forward with her chin. “I flew over those mountains when we passed this way. There’s a ruin of a city out there, a vast one. Might once have been as grand as Varinar, but now it’s just dust and tumbled stone, half covered in a blanket of centuries-old ash. There was civilisation here, on this world, Saska. Nations, cities, cultures, all the things we have ourselves. Well, take a good look, because we’re looking at what comes after. This, right here? This is what will happen if we fail.”

Saska nodded gloomily. What will happen if we fail. She knew now what Talasha had meant when she told her of the dead worlds she’d passed before. Not a battleground, no, not some post-fall hellscape where the strong preyed on the weak, where madmen and monsters thrived, but what happened even after all of that. Many centuries after, by the look of it. A corpse of a world long dead and long forgotten, shunned even by the sight of the gods.

A gust of wind blew across the hill, giving out its haunting cry, and Saska shuddered once more. It wasn’t just creepy, that wind, but cold. As a dead world, that should not be surprising. The dead are always cold.

“Well, let’s get settled,” Talasha said.

“Settled?” Saska turned to her. “You don’t mean to stay?”

“Of course I mean to stay. Neyruu’s been flying all day. She needs to rest.”

“But here? Isn’t there somewhere…nicer nearby?”

“Nicer? Nearby? Oh no. No. We’ll be flying across this land for another day at least before we reach the far side. That’s the way we must go, if I remember correctly. So don’t you fret, Saska Varin, you’ll get to see plenty more of it tomorrow.”

She grinned at her, still beautiful, even with the facial scars. Her teeth were still perfectly formed, her nose was intact, she hadn’t lost an eye, nothing like that. Talasha Taan had so much beauty to spare that a few rutted lines crossing her face could never turn her ugly. Frankly, the scars helped level the playing field a bit. No one should be that perfect, Saska didn’t think.

The sky was darkening a bit by the time they’d set up their little camp. Talasha had a tent with her, which she kept in Neyruu’s saddlebags, along with rations of food, water, and other supplies, most of which she’d gathered before leaving their own world. The tent was large enough to fit them both, and they always pitched it right up close to Neyruu, so she could block off the wind, providing both shelter and warmth. Talasha had brought bedrolls with her too, and cushions for comfort, so it was surprisingly snuggly in that tent and Saska had slept mostly well on the trip. She had pots for heating water and cooking, some bowls and cutlery for eating, jars of spices and herbs for seasoning, salves and balms and bandages for healing. She had brought with her rope, string, nails, some tools, a longbow, arrows, a hunting knife, a flaying knife, spare clothes, and much else besides.

Saska had first seen all that the morning they set off from Aramatia’s paradise, following the night of her grandmother’s funeral. “You were expecting a long journey, then?” she’d said. “You brought a lot of supplies with you, Talasha.”

“It’s good to be prepared, Saska Varin. Ulrik Marak taught me that.”

“Did you have any idea how far you’d have to go?”

“Oh, gods, no. I had no idea at all. No idea how far I would go, or where, or what I was even looking for. I only trusted in this.” She raised the locket, with the hair inside. “I trusted it to show me the way, and that way started out across the Stormy Sea.”

“The Stormy Sea? I thought you said the Blue Traveller gave that to you in the Everwood?”

“Indeed. But the locket first led me northeast from there, to the southeasternmost tip of Rasalan. Close to Galaphan’s Grounding. I camped the night in a quiet cove on the coast, not far from the ancient whale. There were people there, gathered in prayer. Praying to Rasalan, I should think, to bring a speedy end to the war.”

Saska wasn’t sure that any such prayers would help. Rasalan was doing what he could, to be sure, but only through the use of his Eye. Giving glimpses of the future, showing them the way, that sort of thing. “And then the locket told you to fly out east, across the sea?”

“It guided me, yes. As it first guided me to the coast. To procure supplies, I would think. There happened to be a largely untouched village near my cave that had ample provisions going spare.”

“Clever locket,” Saska said.

“Magical locket,” Talasha agreed, chuckling.

“How does it work, exactly?”

“Work? Oh, by means of divine sorcery, I should think. All far beyond my comprehension, of course, but that’s not important. What’s important is how it manifests. The feeling that it produces.”

“Which is?”

“That pull I spoke of. The gentle nudge of a guiding hand.”

“That would be a push, then,” Saska said, smartly.

“Push, pull, call it what you will. The feeling draws me in a particular direction.” She lifted the locket on its length of chain, holding it in her grasp. “I have a method, Saska Varin. I clutch the locket in my hands and hold it close to my chest, like so.” And she performed what was her little ritual, closing her eyes tight, cradling it near her heart. “Our mutual friend told me to ‘feel it,’ and that it would ‘show me the way’. Miserly instructions, I’m sure you’ll agree, and at first I had no notion what to make of it. Show me the way where? Feel what? But very quickly, that feeling took root. The product of his magic, a sense, a pull. When I held the locket like so, to my chest, some instinct awoke within me. Some sense beyond my own understanding that told me where to go.”

“To Rasalan,” Saska said. “Then out to sea.” It all sounded slightly mad to her. “Weren’t you scared?”

“Terrified. And it turned into a most frightening ordeal. The weather was damp and grey when we left, but soon enough we were amid the storm. Mountainous waves crashing beneath us. Fearsome gusts pulling us this way and that. Hail hammering down from the heavens. Lightning flashing, thunder blaring, the very wrath of the gods seeming to tell us ‘no’. Many times Neyruu wanted to turn back, but I urged her on, drawn by that feeling. Through faith I persisted, and that faith was rewarded when the storm opened out, many hours later, and I saw the air begin to change.”

“Change?” Saska asked. “Change how?”

“It rippled,” the princess told her, “almost like a heat-haze over the desert, a shimmering veil that seemed to border our very world. We flew toward it, leaving the black storm behind, and I felt a heavy dragging in my guts, a queasy feeling, and a great power pulsing from the locket. It was then that the sky seemed to bend and swallow us up. Before I knew it, we were flying through a vortex, a spiral of twisting blue air, spinning all around us. I feared we would get sucked up into it, as a wagon is sucked into a tornado, to be flung and crushed and thrown into some void, but we flew smoothly on, calmly, until the sky untwisted, straightening out again, and we found ourselves in a whole new world.”

Saska listened, utterly transfixed. “And, what…happened then?”

“Then we kept on flying,” Talasha said breezily. “We were over a different ocean, vast and very calm. Astonishingly blue water brimming with fantastical life. Not a cloud in the sky, not a breath of wind in the air, and not a sight of land either, but the locket pulled us on.”

“To land,” Saska said. “You found your first foreign world?”

Talasha nodded.

“What was it like?”

“Strange,” she answered, frowning. “Too bright, too colourful, unnaturally so. We reached a coast where the rocks were blue and the cliffs pink, where the trees twisted and soared in a chaos of colours, and rested there. Neyruu slept for many hours, exhausted by the flight, but I didn’t sleep a wink. I couldn’t, in the brightness. Even when the sun went down, those colours remained alive, like some giant bioluminescent world, very odd indeed. I didn’t like it. Was more than glad to leave when Neyruu was rested.”

“And then? You flew back out to sea?”

“That is where the locket took us.”

“Across another ocean? Through another door?”

“And another long flight,” Talasha said. “We cruised for hours across the turquoise sea, far from the sight of land behind us, before being drawn through another vortex. As before, we arrived over another ocean, much changed again from the one before. Still, glassy, almost reflective, with a swamp of grey sky above. An hour or two later, we saw land again. High cliffs, a colossal coastline, what appeared to be a great city built into the rocks.”

Saska smiled. “Your first sight of civilisation.”

“But not the last.”

“Did you get close?”

“We dared not. There was no knowing how we would have been met, Saska. Violently, perhaps? With great suspicion, I am sure. And besides, the locket drew us away from it, beyond that coast and to a small uninhabited island many miles offshore. There, we rested again under a bleak sky wet with rain, before continuing our journey come the dawn.”

“Over water again?” Saska supposed she probably already knew the answer to that, and Talasha confirmed it with a smirk.

“You will come to see that most of it is over water, Saska Varin. It separates these worlds, each sea spanning hundreds of miles, even thousands. Never once have I been in sight of land when entering or exiting through a portal.”

Saska soon learned that for herself. That morning, they had started off from Aramatia’s paradise, soaring high from the cliff and the blackened heap of the pyre, up and across the land through which Saska had travelled. She saw the village, there in the valley, and the people still in mourning, saw the great soaring snow-capped mountains beyond, the sun creeping up in the east. She saw the wetlands twinkling, the rainforests sprawling, the plains beyond them, with the great prairies and meadows and herds, stretching out toward the sandy beach that ringed the whole island like a golden halo.

Her beautiful, terrible prison.

In what seemed like no time at all, they were reaching the island’s northwestern coast and plunging out into the empty ocean beyond. Saska had to admit, she felt a little flutter, not just excitement, but fear mingled in. There was something unnerving about seeing nothing ahead of you but sky, sea, and a far horizon. She looked back as the island receded away from her, feeling a small twist of longing in her gut. Odd, that. How a part of her would miss it. But then again, not odd at all. It was why Eldur brought her here in the first place. The great temptation of that demon bastard.

“The flight will take several hours from here,” Talasha had called back to her. Saska put her eyes forward, away from that paradise forever. Forward, resolute. Don’t look back now. Only ahead. “It’s rather dull, Saska Varin, as you will come to see.” And her voice was amused. “You will get used to the sight of blue.”

True, as it turned out. Light blue, dark blue, blue close to black, or white, or grey, Saska saw every shade and hue of it. An hour went by, and another and another, as her early thrill, excitement, and fear gradually receded away into tedium. Then she felt something. An early tugging in her insides. She sat up straight and forward. “Are we close?” she called into Talasha’s ear.

“Close.” Talasha’s head went up and down. “Prepare yourself. It will feel strange.”

She had the right of that as well. A stranger sensation Saska was not sure she’d ever felt. A roiling in the stomach, a pulling and dragging, as though her organs were being moved and shuffled around inside her, squashed up against one side and then the other. “Gods, it’s horrible,” she’d groaned.

“It gets better. The first is the worst.”

She felt like throwing up. Felt like her head was going to explode. A ringing, drumming, banging in her skull. How Talasha had endured this time and again she couldn’t say, but then all of a sudden her sickness was almost forgotten at the astonishing sight before her.

She stared, blinked, eyes went wide as the sky twisted and began to spin, forming into a swirling tunnel of moving light around them. She cowered, terrified, preparing for the surging air, but it never came. All was smooth and quiet, gentle, as they glided on through that unearthly passage, the sick feeling in her stomach easing off. A smile came to her lips as she looked around in wonder, but all too soon it was over. The tunnel brightened ahead, a stark, sharp white, close enough to blinding, and she shaded her eyes. Then the light drew back and she heard Talasha’s voice. “We’re here.” And opened her eyes.

They were in another world. Sky, sea, a far horizon, and a lonely dragon flying through it, two women and a starcat on her back. Saska sucked a breath and gathered her bearings. It was no great change here that she could perceive. Another ocean very much like the one before, perhaps a little rougher, the sky a little darker, but otherwise more or less the same. If she’d slept through the portal, she might never have noticed the difference. “So, what now?”

“Now we keep on going, Saska Varin. It’ll be many hours before we reach land.”

And that was true as well. Many, many hours, and in the days to follow, it had dawned on Saska that this inter-realm travel was as tedious as Talasha had said. Most of the time, they flew above oceans, passing through any number of great, featureless bodies of water that sprawled out in all directions. Clouds provided the best entertainment; they would spend the time calling out shapes they saw, forts, foxes, faces even, and very occasionally they spotted something below them, a dark shape in the water, a whale or maybe even a boat, but sadly that was the best of it.

The worst was a mind-numbing monotony of the sort that would drive a person to madness. A flat, waveless sea. A blue, cloudless sky. Colours so similar they seemed to merge, robbing them of even a horizon to look at. It was visual torture, lasting for hours at a time, and more than once Saska had feared that they were going the wrong way, that this void would never end, that they would be lost, far from home, after all, before at last the grey shadow of land would finally appear in the distance, or the sky would ripple and shimmer and open, drawing them through into another realm.

Flying over land was much better, if far too rare for Saska’s liking. Mostly, Talasha took them on safe routes around the coast, or over barren areas where they might spot only the occasional little village or town beneath them. She flew high whenever people were spotted, and if ever they were to get near a city, she would always veer far around it, robbing Saska of anything approaching a good look.

“We’re not here to explore,” she would say. “I’m just trying to get you home.”

Still, even those glances excited her. She imagined the people, the cultures, the lives they led. Are they like us? Do they look like us, talk like us, think like us, act like us? If she had the time, she would want to go and explore. Learn about them. Listen to their music. Look at their art. Understand their history. She would wonder what sort of magic they used. Did they have special swords and armour? Were there people here who bonded animals? Maybe it was a peaceful land. Maybe there was no war at all, and no magic. Could that be true? Could there be worlds without magic out there, worlds without gods? Her curiosity was bursting with questions, but they were questions without answers, forever unresolved.

And so the days went by. The sun wheeled overhead, rising and falling. And Talasha Taan led them resolutely on.

On and on and on.

Now, here on this barren wasteland, Saska stood atop the sad little hill upon which they had pitched their camp, looking over the empty plains. It promised to be a cold night on account of that frigid wind and the deceased nature of this world. Down the slope, perhaps three hundred metres away, she saw a clutch of those desiccated trees Talasha seemed to like, sprouting up around some tumbled rocks. Dried out and dead, they would burn up beautifully.

“I’ll go fetch some wood for a fire,” she said, going to get Talasha’s small chopping axe from the saddlebags. The princess nodded, already preparing dinner, chopping up some onions and leeks for a broth. “Won’t be long.”

Saska began down the slope toward those trees. Along the way, she drew out her Varin dagger, gave it a swish, felt no power ignite inside her, saw no mist coming off the edge of the steel. Still dull and dormant, as it was on every world. She’d wondered if it might come alive on a world made by Vandar, but if that was true, they clearly hadn’t visited any of them yet. Most likely it only worked on their own world.

The slope was not steep. Saska wandered down it, avoiding the slippery patches of scree, veering around the bigger rocks, Joy prowling along at her side, very happy to have escaped her basket for the night. It was a high-backed wicker thing that they’d woven together and lashed to Neyruu’s back. Not much liked by Neyruu and even less liked by Joy. Flying didn’t much agree with the starcat, but running did, and after another long day trapped in the sky, she deserved to have a good long gallop.

“Go ahead,” Saska told her. “But stay in sight, okay? Don’t go too far, and watch out for those…”

The starcat bounded off before she finished speaking, kicking up stones with her claws and scampering madly to the bottom of the slope, past the trees and rocks and racing with all speed into the plains, a rapid black blur. Saska sighed. “Not too far!” she called after her, like a worried parent. “Watch those fissures! Be careful, Joy!”

There were many fissures down there, she saw, crossing the vast open plains. Fissures, canyons, rifts of unknown depth, latticing the barren, waterless world all the way back to the shadowed mountains. Some of those might once have held rivers, she imagined, and there might have been villages along their banks, and roads crossing the land between them, and woods and meadows and fields for farming. This land might have once been like Aramatia’s paradise, ten thousand years ago, before the people proliferated, and feuds festered, and conflicts boiled, and the land was ravaged by competing factions, competing gods. Yes, that might very well have been the case. All these worlds and realms were somewhere on that spectrum, after all, from untouched wilderness to godsforsaken ruin.

And this is the end, she thought. What happens if we fail.

She looked around, shuddering again as the cold creepy wind keened by. “I’ll be damned if our world turns into this,” she said, as she neared the dessicated trees at the bottom of the slope. They were stunted, gnarled, long-dead things that seemed to curl up from the earth like twisted black fingers. She withdrew the axe from her belt and gave a testing chop, and the branch crunched right off, crumbling to dust where she’d struck it. “A drier, deader tree I never did see.”

“You’re a poet too?” said a voice.

Saska’s heart flew up into her throat, and on instinct she swung, body and axe, hacking at the source of the voice behind her. The figure slid back a step, and she stumbled forward, tripping down onto her face.

“Now now, is that any sort of greeting?”

She looked up from the ground and snarled. “You!”

“Yes, it’s me,” the Blue Traveller said. “How are you, child? Having fun?”

“Fun?” She scrambled up from the floor, axe in hand. “My grandmother’s dead. Why didn’t you tell me?”

He frowned, most confused by that. “Tell you that your grandmother’s dead? Well, you already seem to know…”

“The tonic,” Saska blurted, her anger boiling up out of her like a geyser. “The tonic Eldur gave me. It killed her, and another poor woman. An innocent woman is dead because of you.”

“Me?” His hand clutched at his chest in shock. “Now what did I do?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing? Well, nothing doesn’t sound so…”

“You did nothing!” Saska spat. “You must have known about that tonic, and you didn’t tell me. You didn’t tell me what it was!”

“Well, no, but…”

“So you knew?” Her eyes flew open in outrage. She could tell. “You actually knew?”

“Well…”

“And you didn’t tell me!” Saska gaped at him, incredulous. “But why…”

“Because there are rules, child, rules,” he said, waving his hands to try to calm her. “Certain things I can do and certain things I cannot, without much grey area in between. I drift into the grey more than I should, believe me, but that would have been an unnecessary risk. Your grandmother was going to die anyway. That potion gave you a little more time with her. You should cherish that, rather than dwelling on the rest. A positive attitude, that’s what I say. Always go forth with a positive attitude, and positive things will happen.”

Saska snorted and shook her head. “Hard to have a positive attitude if you’ve lived my life. You probably wouldn’t know anything about that.”

“About what?”

“Suffering.” And she remembered her years in the service of Keep Kastor, recalling the tortures, the whippings, the beatings and the starvings, the screams of the other girls, wailing in the dark. Her back tingled from the lash marks there, old scars never forgotten, and her lip curled up. “I doubt you’ve ever suffered a single day.”

“A single day? No. Try a lifetime. Try forever.”

Saska was halfway toward venting another snort, but the way he said that…it made her pause.

“I’ve suffered, child,” he said, more darkly. “I’ve suffered in ways you cannot imagine. For lengths of time you wouldn’t dare to believe, in countless ways and countless forms. Slavery, torture, rape, murder, I have endured them all. Anything you can conceive of, every vile sin you can conjure, every crime and humiliation and pain and debasement has been inflicted upon me, time and again, from one life, one world, to the next. Each time I took my final breath, I would wonder, could this be it? Will he release me now, at last? Have I suffered enough for his satisfaction? To be given choice again. Sweet choice and freedom. To be invited back into his holy realm.”

He gave a bitter huff. “But no. The curse endured. It endured until I broke it by chance…or the divine pull of another power.” He let that hang, mulling it on a moment, eyes cast out across the land, seeing things only he could see. Then a smile was on his lips again. All light and playful. “Curses, child. And fathers. I do not recommend either of those.”

She stood before him, equal parts confused and unsettled, and more than a bit curious as well. “I…have no father,” she said. “He was killed. Long ago.”

“Then you must count yourself among the fortunate, Saska. Killing my father is my one great ambition.” He glanced over at her, checking her reaction. “Something I’ve been working on for quite some time.”

“Um…” She had no idea what to say to that. Patricide was hardly a fun topic of discussion. “I see.”

“You see little,” he dismissed, though not unkindly. “A fragment of a sliver is what you see, a speck of a spot of dust. That is no insult, child, merely the truth, and by no means is it any fault of your own. It is, in fact, a great blessing. To be so utterly and entirely ignorant.”

“Ignorant?” Her pride took umbrage with the word. “I’m seeing more now, aren’t I? I’m seeing all of this.” She flung her hand out to the wasteland around her.

“So you are. You are seeing more than most, at least.” He gazed out at the empty grey world. His voice was reflective when he spoke. “It was pretty once, if you can believe it. A very vibrant world, kinetic, bustling with all sorts of people. I lived here myself for a time. There was a lake out there, in that far depression, where I would fish upon the water. A noble profession, being a fisherman. Very pleasurable, in its simple way.” He gave a long sigh. “But of course, there was trouble afoot. A vibrant, kinetic, bustling world, but a defiant one as well. Too defiant, alas, for the First Breath. That is the oldest of his names.”

Saska felt a tingling along her arms and the back of her neck, and not this time from the cold. “Your father?”

He nodded. “My father,” he said grimly. “I like to come here every once in a while to remember it. To remember the peace and the people, but to remember my purpose as well. To mull on the past, the present, the future. To dwell on the bleeding of gods.”

Saska’s breath was getting caught in her lungs. The depths of sorrow, and time, and anger in his voice made the blood drain out of her face. She had a swallow, to try to open up her throat. “You’re…being much more open…this time.”

“Because I can be here, Saska. No one cares for these worlds. Dead is dead, as Father likes to say. And he should know all about that, shouldn’t he? No one knows death like he who invented it.”

The Blue Traveller stared a moment longer, out into that empty world, then turned to face her. He seemed younger than when she’d last seen him, smoother, yet older as well. She had stood with Eldur and felt his age, but nothing like this. Nothing close to this.

“I can see I’m troubling you, child. Not my intention, I assure you.”

“No, it’s…fine.” She seemed unable to hold his gaze all of a sudden. Her eyes went out to Joy instead, racing across the distant plains. It always centred her, seeing Joy like that. Calmed her. Grounded her. She drew a deep breath. “Can I ask you a question?” she said.

“You remember what I said about questions?”

She did. They were as dangerous as dragons. But here? “You said no one’s watching.”

“So I did. And true that is. So ask away. What do you want to know?”

Everything, she thought. And nothing. She was curious to hear more of what he had to say, and terrified of what he might tell her. She had enough as it was to think about, to do. So she settled on something more personal. “The monoliths,” she said. “Did you have anything to do with those?”

“That’s it? The monoliths. I’m giving you an open forum, and you want to ask about that?”

She nodded.

“Very well. I had everything to do with them.”

Her mouth opened a little. She was hardly surprised, but still, the implications… “Then you put them in that glade? Centuries ago, or longer.” That means… “Can you see into the future?”

“No, not especially. A glimpse here and there, if I’m lucky. Nothing like Vaelmir. He has the greatest foresight.”

“Vaelmir?”

“You know him as Rasalan. His true name is Vaelmir. That is the name he uses in court.”

“Court?” she asked, but realised she didn’t want to know. But she did. And didn’t. Her face twisted into a conflicted grimace.

The Blue Traveller warmed the air with a laugh. “We don’t need to wander that road, child. Curiosity can be a great burden.”

She wanted to know the names of the other gods. Vandar. Tukor. Agarath. All of them. Their first names, their true names, what they were called in this holy court. She wanted to know everything and nothing all at once. Her mind buzzed and cried and swelled with the want for knowledge, and it closed and screamed and hissed, no more!

She decided to simply return to the matter at hand. “So…the monoliths,” she said, in an unsure voice. “If you don’t have foresight…” She couldn’t get her head around it. “Then when did you put them…”

“A few weeks ago,” he said. “About the same time as I met you.”

The headache got worse. That made no sense at all. “But they were so old. Centuries, at least. How…”

“I made them look that way. The alternative, as you say, wouldn’t be possible. I cannot see through time. I did not glimpse your future a thousand years ago and concoct some scheme to make you a prophesied figure, in need of the help of that tribe. No, I did that a few weeks ago.”

She didn’t understand. It still made no sense. “Then how…”

“Then how does the timing line up? You were a figure of history to these people, come alive. How can that be if there is no history attached?”

“Right. Exactly.”

“I sprinkled some dust,” he said. And mimed the action, fluttering his fingers. “That’s to say, I put it into their heads that those monoliths had been there for centuries, and that knowledge of them, and of the legend regarding you and your lovely starcat, had been passed down for generations. A casual manipulation, no harm done.”

Her temples were pounding. No harm done? “You could have just told me where to go. Or taken me there yourself. Why go to all that trouble?”

“Would it be too insensitive of me to call it ‘fun’?” He observed the look on her face and showed his palms. “I see, you’re angry. Fair enough. The truth is, it’s better to add layers to schemes, child. Makes it harder for them to find out what I’m up to. The more direct the action, the clearer the sign. I’m blacklisted, if you know what that means. Ostracised, something of a pariah, me. Anything I do will be scrutinised very closely, so I have to be clever. Which I am. Thankfully. Very.”

“And modest too,” Saska murmured.

The Blue Traveller laughed musically. “Can modesty and truth not coexist?” His smile was bright. “Anything else you want to know?”

Everything. And nothing. She made herself stay silent.

“Well, all right. Then let me tell you why I came.”

Saska frowned. She had assumed it was simply to torture her with knowledge. “Why did you?”

“To give you this.” He pulled something from his pocket. “You’re veering off course again. Just as you were in the rainforest.”

“Oh.” Saska’s eyes worked up the hill. “You should probably speak with Talasha about that. I’m just a passenger, really.”

“Well, I’m speaking with you.” He came over to her, reached out and handed her something. She looked at it. Huh. A little tuft of reddish hair.

“Add it to the locket, and you won’t have to rely on Talasha’s memory anymore. She’s done well, a sterling job getting you this far, but this ought to speed you along a little bit.” He smiled. “Do you know who that belongs to?”

“I have a good idea. How did you get it?”

“Oh, she was asleep, don’t worry. Quite unconscious in her bed. Took a bit of a blow, poor thing, spot of rock fell down on her, but she’s alive, don’t worry. Best make haste if you want to see her.”

Saska did want to see her. More than almost anyone else. “How long?” she asked. “Until we get back?”

“Oh, shouldn’t be too long now.” He smiled again, an enigmatic smile, and closed her hand around the hair, lifted it, placed it against her heart. “It’ll be on you now, child,” he murmured. “You wear the locket. It’ll show you the way.”

Saska’s throat worked up and down. Something was coming over her, some swell of emotion. The thought of getting back, maybe. Finally. After so long away. “I will.”

“Good.” The Blue Traveller moved back, a soft twist on his lips, made a half turn and turned back again. “Oh, and tell me. Did Talasha visit the spring?”

It took Saska a second to remember. The spring, in the valley, near the village. “Yes, before we left.” She had thought Talasha wanted to heal her face with that holy water, or something, but that hadn’t been so. They hadn’t really spoken of it since. “Why? Is it important?”

But that question was another that was to be left unanswered. When next she looked up, the Blue Traveller was gone.
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He will come.

The words repeated in the head of King Amron Daecar as he walked through the wood of teak and sandalwood that clothed the southern border of the craggy coastal hills. To his right, beyond the last of the trees, the great hot plains spread forth, entirely unforgiving to look upon, let alone consider marching an army across.

Yet it must be done. And soon. He will come, he thought.

He could see them now, the giant shapes that didn’t belong, bulky grey sentinels standing among the silver trees. The gruloks never stayed near the men, but made their own camp, if such a place could be called a camp, several miles away from the army. There were no tents, no pavilions, no latrines or horse lines or cookfires. Just thirty or so giants, dispersed among the wood, still as the stone they resembled, monoliths in the morning mist.

“It’s them, my lord,” Jovyn whispered, as though speaking any louder would cause them to stir. His breath started to quicken as he saw them, a blend of excitement and nerves. It would be his first time getting to observe the ancient giants up close, and that first time was always something. Especially for a boy.

“I should think it is, Jovyn. And remember what I told you?”

The Last Blade pondered it a moment, face scrunching up. “Um…”

“About what to call me. You are my son by marriage now, Jovyn. So feel free to call me good-father. Or just Amron, should you prefer.”

The boy nodded, seeming just as nervous about uttering those words as he did seeing the gruloks for the first time. And rather less excited, I should think. “I will remember, um…good-father.”

Amron smiled. “Give it time. It won’t sound so awkward after a while.”

They walked on together, the king with his Last Blade, an old man and a young one, in their fine new armour and blue cloaks. Behind, about ten strides back, Rogen Whitebeard stalked behind them, all grim and grey in his scratched and dented armour, and further off a mounted escort followed at a safe distance under the command of Sir Quinn Sharp.

“Is that?” Jovyn said, frowning as he looked ahead.

“Vilmar, yes.”

“He, er…he doesn’t look so happy. Don’t you think?”

True. The huntsman looked furious. He was sitting on a tree stump, hunched forward as he sharpened a blade. Sharpening that blade like he wanted to kill it, sparks flying with each savage cut.

“Vilmar the Black rarely looks happy, you will find. Best prepare yourself, Jovyn. He may have some ugly words for you.”

“For me? But why?”

“Because you’re young. And handsome. And gifted. And married to a beautiful princess. All blessings that Vilmar likes to pour scorn over. But don’t you let him, do you hear? He’s just an angry old huntsman and best ignored.”

The king gave his good-son a rustling shake of the shoulder, turned and met the eyes of Sir Quinn Sharp, just about visible through the scattered trees. He raised an arm, ordering him to advance no further, and the host came to a stop, the men dismounting to stretch and piss, maybe swing a bit of steel. Rogen Whitebeard continued up to them, glaring heavily in the direction of Vilmar the Black.

“You see, Jovyn,” the king said. “Even Rogen has suffered a good lashing from Vilmar’s tongue.”

“Do you not like him?” the Last Blade asked the ranger, sounding surprised. “I would have thought you’d get along. You’re quite similar, aren’t you?”

“I think that’s the problem,” Amron said. “Too similar. Let’s say hello.”

He led them onward, past the smooth trunks of teak and the twisted ones of sandalwood, beneath silver branches and pale green leaves, the sunlight spearing down from above them and dappling the forest floor in a pleasant golden glow. It was a dry place, very crunchy underfoot, but pretty too, in its way, perhaps the last bit of beauty they would see before they set off into those arid plains. A gift, before the trials ahead. One last dream before the nightmare began. There were streams here in this forest, and springs, and pools big enough for the men to bathe in. A test, perhaps, as well, Amron thought. It was as though Agarath himself had prepared this little haven for them, inviting them to stay and go no further. But we must, and soon.

He will come.

“Vilmar,” said the king, stepping into the clearing. The huntsman did not look up at him. The whetstone scraped along the edge of the blade, up and down, a grating sound. “How are you?”

He got no answer.

“Working hard at that blade, I see.”

Nothing.

Amron waited a moment.

Still nothing.

He sighed. “Still in a sulk, then?”

He got no answer to that as well, which rather confirmed that he was definitely in a sulk. Vilmar had not wanted to leave the mountains. He had not wanted any further part in the war, but Lythian had forced him to return to King’s Point, and he’d been angry about that ever since. That he was forced to cross the Red Sea on a ship only served to worsen his mood. Vilmar hated ships, hated them with a burning passion. And that one of those ships, a deep-bellied trading cog that had been transporting several of the gruloks, had been lost to the storm only made his mood yet fouler. Thunderously foul, in fact, and he hadn’t spoken to Amron since.

“You’re still angry about the gruloks,” the king said. “That several drowned at sea.”

The old huntsman snorted. That was something at least.

“I am sorry about that, Vilmar. I know they were not made to travel by ship, any more than you were. But we had no choice. Many men died as well, you know. You might want to spare a thought for them.”

“Men?” the hunter growled. “I don’t care for men. You’ve got legions of them here, more than enough. But these…” He flung a hand into the wood. “These are the last of them. Their deaths mean more.”

Amron couldn’t deny that; their deaths did mean more, in part because they were so ancient, and so few, but also because they were so formidable. One grulok was likely to do more harm to their enemy than many hundreds of men, even thousands, and each loss was a bitter blow.

The king nodded his head. “A terrible loss,” he murmured, with all the reverence he could muster. “It is no way to die, drowning at sea.”

“No way,” grunted Vilmar, still scraping at his steel. “Vandar made them to defend his land. If they die, they die fighting. That’s the way they ought to go.”

The same could be said for any warrior. To die in battle was the sweetest thing, or so the bards liked to claim. Not true, though, Amron thought. Sure, there were certain blood and thunder types who wanted to die in glory on the battlefield, but most would prefer to die warm in their beds, with a wife at their side and laughing grandchildren under their roof. The king was one such man. He wanted to live through this war, to grow old and grey, see his children have children of their own. A want that most of us share, he knew. And a dream that will be dashed for most, too.

The conversation had taken a mournful turn, and now lapsed into silence, interrupted only by Vilmar’s constant scraping. Amron supposed a lighter subject might help. So he said, “Vilmar, I would like to introduce you to my good-son.” He presented the boy. “Meet Sir Jovyn Colborn, the Last Blade of Vandar.”

“An honour,” Jovyn said, with grace. He stepped forward and gave a bow.

The huntsman’s eyes flicked up at him, squinting. “You know me, boy?”

“Of course. You’re Vilmar the Black. It’s a famous name.”

“Aye, it is. Greatest hunter of my age.”

“For your age, maybe,” muttered Rogen Strand, standing aside.

“Now what’s that?” Vilmar’s eyes worked over to him. “You say something, ranger?”

“I said for your age. Not of your age. You think far too much of yourself, the way I see it.”

“Aye, you would see things poorly. Your eyesight’s not so good as mine. Smell. Hearing. Instinct. All lacking. You wouldn’t last a week on a proper hunt, boy.” He gave him a look of hard contempt, then took a moment to study Jovyn, eyes working up and down. “How old are you?”

“Recently turned seventeen, my lord.”

A growling laugh rattled out of the huntsman’s throat, causing his big black beard to shudder, his heavy black cloak to bounce. “Lord,” he scoffed. “Don’t insult me, boy.”

“It…it wasn’t intended as a…”

“Are you a lord, boy?”

“No, I…”

“Then what are you?”

“I’m…I’m a knight.”

“And the Last Blade?”

“Yes, I…”

“Not a lord, then?”

“No, I…”

“But you’re the Last Blade.”

“Yes, but…”

“What does that mean? Go on, tell me.”

“What does…what does what mean?”

“Last Blade. Being Last Blade. Keep up, boy, I won’t slow down for you.”

“It means…it means I won the contest, my lord, that…”

“Lord again. Not a quick learner, this boy. You sure you want his seed in your family, Amron?”

Amron would prefer not to think about Jovyn’s seed, in all truth. It conjured images he would rather not confront.

The huntsman’s grilling persisted, every question accompanied by another scrape of his over-honed blade. “Well go on, boy. What does it mean?” Scrape.

“Well, I…” Jovyn breathed out, seeming a little rattled. “I just said. It means I won the contest.”

“No.” Scrape. “That’s how you won the title.” Scrape. “I want to know what it means.” Scrape.

Jovyn cringed against the constant scraping. “It…well…” he fumbled around for a good answer. His eyes glanced to the king in appeal. “It means I get to serve, in a place at the king’s side. It means…”

“Could be any Varin Knight.” Scrape. “Or this ugly ranger here.” Scrape. “Always lurking about at the king’s side, this one.” Scrape. He stood up from his trunk and stepped up to Jovyn, glowering right down at him, so close his beard almost closed in around Jovyn’s face. “I’ll ask one more time, boy, and I want a good answer this time.” And he leaned in yet closer. “What does it mean?”

“It means…” Jovyn stopped, blinking up at him, thought a second longer, then suddenly he firmed himself. “It means I was born to be here,” he said, with sudden conviction. His chin lifted, prideful. “I am the Last Blade of Vandar, and this is the Last Renewal. It means it was my destiny. That’s what it means.”

Sharp yellow teeth slowly emerged from within that great black thicket of a beard. And two gnarled hands landed on Jovyn’s cloaked shoulders. “Good answer, lad. Aye, that’s a good answer.” He gave him a shake. “And a fine Last Blade you’ll make, I’m sure.”

There was no mocking tone to his voice, no glint of malice in his eyes. Those words seemed sincere. A rare thing indeed.

“So,” and Vilmar moved back to sit on his stump, “why are you here?”

“To talk,” Amron said. “And to visit with Hruum.”

Vilmar took up his blade and whetstone again. He shook his head. “You can’t.”

“Why not?”

“He’s not here.”

“Not here?”

The huntsman nodded his shaggy head. “Went off into the plains overnight. Him and a few others.”

“Why?” Amron asked.

“Didn’t say. Just left. Though you want the truth, I didn’t ask.”

Amron sighed. “Your duty is to manage them, Vilmar. I rely on you to communicate.”

The huntsman glowered at him. “Not a duty I wanted.”

“That’s not the point. Do you want to help win this war or not?”

“I’m here, aren’t I?” was the huntsman’s curt response. Yes, though very reluctantly. It seemed any kindness he reserved for Jovyn did not extend to Amron Daecar. “If you’re here to try to put me in armour, you can shove it up your arse.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.” Amron was well acquainted with Vilmar’s thoughts about wearing godsteel armour, or plate armour of any kind.

“I won’t be fighting in any battalion or anything either. And don’t even try to give me a horse. I won’t damn well ride it.”

Amron knew that too. “Most of the men will be marching. You’ll hardly look out of place.”

The huntsman had a disgusted look on his face, as though the idea of marching with hordes of other men made him want to strip the very skin from his arms in an act of maddened self-flaying. The open plains were surely enough to give him nightmares, too. Terrible terrain for a hunter, no doubt. Very alien to a man like him.

“So you don’t know where Hruum went?” Amron asked. “Or when he’ll be back?”

“He went out there.” The huntsman glowered toward the plains, past the trees, the skies out there growing increasingly dark further off. Great shadows hung over the land and even here, a hundred miles from the mountain, Amron could feel the pestilence of evil in the air. No doubt Hruum had felt it too, and more acutely than he did. “There are cracks,” Vilmar said. “All over those plains. It’s a broken world, and there are things beneath us. Might be Hruum sensed something that needed looking into.”

“Something?” murmured Jovyn. “Are there creatures underground, Vilmar?”

“Oh aye, there are many, boy. These lands might look empty up top, but down there they’re crawling. Worms and insects and lizards and such. And more besides, I reckon.”

Amron had heard about this already. The strange creatures that lurked in the deep. His sons had both encountered them along their various adventures. “Are you suggesting they might attack us from these cracks, as we advance? That they serve the enemy?” It was just what they needed, to have to worry about what might come spewing up from the bowels of this broken land, as well as what might plunge from its blackened skies.

“That’s up to you to figure out. You’re the king, aren’t you?”

He was, he was the king, and it was by his command that all these men were here, by his order that they had sailed across the sea, losing ships and thousands of men, by his decree that they stood now at the precipice of this dark and dreaded land with only the gods knew what lying before them.

And in his head, the words repeated…he will come, he will come…a tormenting mantra he couldn’t seem to shift. It made everything urgent, put him always on edge. His pain was gone, and what a blessing that was, but his fears were mounting by the day. Every hour, they drew nearer to the critical hinge upon which this world would turn.

He looked through the trees, at the gruloks standing here and there like silent stone guardians of this calm foreign forest. From what the king could observe, some were staring away to the north. The rest were staring almost directly southeast, and those directions were meaningful. The king knew what they meant.

“Rogen, Jovyn, give us a moment.”

“My lord?” asked Jovyn.

“I would like to speak with Vilmar alone.”

Rogen stepped quickly away, happy to remove himself from the huntsman’s presence, though Jovyn held a moment. He was looking at the nearest grulok, standing some thirty or so strides away, clearly wanting to get a bit closer and have a better look. But not now.

“Jovyn,” Amron said, firmly.

“Of course, my lord. Yes, sorry.” He left, looking over his shoulder once or twice, boots crunching over fallen leaves and dry twigs, moving back the way they had come. Amron watched him go, saw the men of the escort waiting further off, some standing around talking, one pissing up against a tree, several others over toward the edge of the wood and looking out across the plains, at that terrible road they all knew they had to take.

“Something on your mind, lad?” Vilmar asked.

There was much on his mind. It was weighed heavy and stretched thin. The king looked over at the gruloks. He could see only about seven or eight of them clearly from where he stood, the rest hidden by the trees or faded by distance. “The way they’re standing,” he said. “Are they all like that, Vilmar?”

“The directions, you mean? Aye, all of them.”

“None are sleeping?”

“Here? No. Reckon they slept enough back in Vandar, don’t you? They’re tense, Amron. They know what’s ahead.”

It was hardly surprising. Most of the men were tense as well, being here. But still…

“They’re looking toward Ilithor,” Amron said. “And the Ashmount.”

Vilmar nodded. “That fancy blade of yours, I’m thinking. Still in Ilithor, that I know. Was when I left anyway. And that way?” He looked southeast, in the direction others were facing. “Eldur,” he said. “Assuming he’s there.”

“He’s there,” Amron said, staring out. His voice was tight, his eyes were narrow. “He’s waiting for us, Vilmar.”

“Waiting,” rumbled the huntsman. “Aye, I know all about waiting. That’s half of what hunting is, the waiting. More than half. Most of it, even. Waiting for your prey to come to you, oft as not. Just waiting to spring the trap.”

Amron felt a shiver go up his spine. “A trap,” he murmured, half to himself. He breathed out, shook his head. “I’m leading them all into a trap.”

“Aye.” If he wanted reassurance from Vilmar the Black, he wasn’t going to get it. “Some traps you never see coming, you never know are there. Others you know all about, but can’t avoid. Guessing this is one of the latter.” The huntsman jutted his great beard toward the boundless plains, “It’s like a big net, just waiting to draw you in. You’ve got a great shoal of fish here, another over in the east. You know the net’s there, but you’ve got no choice. You’re just gonna have to swim right in.”

A great net encircling the mountain. A trap we cannot avoid. The huntsman was right, Amron knew it in his bones. A hundred miles away, Eldur was waiting, all the power of Agarath mustered about him. Out there in his mountain, waiting to spring that trap.

His trap.

He will come.
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Ranulf Shackton’s shoulders sagged in a posture of profound relief. “That is good news, Buck. Very good news indeed.” He had just been told by the soldier that riders were approaching through the tunnel, and that could only mean the return of Emeric Manfrey. And about time, too. “Do you have any idea how many?”

“Nope. Just heard ‘em, Ranulf, a great deal of rumbling of hooves, you know. He’s not alone, I can say that much. Sounds like he’s got plenty of company.”

Buck Tannard had good enough hearing that he had detected the approach from a long way off, quite a few miles probably, given the acoustics of the tunnel, and the lack of any other sound. Every day, Ranulf made sure that at least one of the men was waiting further down the passage, to let him know at once if they heard Emeric returning. It had been long days now, maybe even a fortnight since he’d left, and his return could not come a moment too soon.

“How long until they reach us?” Ranulf asked.

“Hard to say. Seems like they’re trotting at a decent clip, so won’t be long. Quarter hour, maybe, and we’ll see the first of them.”

“Right.” Ranulf would like to send Kamcho back to check, but the bird was currently being deployed on another errand. And an important one, at that. Important and potentially perilous. “Go back down into the tunnel, Buck. When Emeric gets here, tell him where I am.”

“Will do, Ranulf. Gibbet’s got a pot of broth on the boil. Want me to have some brought up?”

“Please.” It was a chilly evening and some warm soup would do nicely.

“Right you are, then. Coming right up.”

Buck Tannard turned and left him, strolling back through the rocks in his jaunty way and slipping through the small slit of an opening that they’d left in the tunnel door. It was growing late, much as it had been the day they’d first arrived here, though the conditions were starkly different. Then, the skies had been clear but for a few bands of spindly cloud, blazing red and amber in the western skies, a great coating of colour thrown over the western plains, the east sinking into a star-speckled twilight as the mountains darkened into an indiscernible morass of craggy shapes. Quite lovely, in short, but this evening was anything but. Bitter it was, with a cold wind coming down from the higher slopes, and very grey, the ranges hidden behind a soup of thick fog that had come to settle upon the valley floor, limiting Ranulf’s sight to the immediate vicinity; to the few craggy hummocks and bluffs in this part of the foothills.

Good conditions for an ambush, though. The conditions, should they stay like this overnight and into the morning, ought to give them an advantage there. After, well, perhaps not. Ranulf was no warrior himself, but he didn’t suppose it was particularly easy fighting an enemy in weather like this. Knowing friend from foe would certainly be challenging, so too maintaining order and strict battle lines in the chaos. Still, that was not for him to concern himself with. Emeric would have to figure it out.

Diddums arrived a minute later with a bowl of steaming broth and set it down on the rock beside him. “Venison, Master Ranulf. From that deer that Kamcho caught.”

Ranulf picked up the bowl and lifted it to his nose, breathing in the scents of dinner. “Delicious. Thank you, Diddums.” He set the bowl aside, letting it cool a little. The young scout was still lingering, frowning away into the mist. “Something on your mind?”

“Just…tomorrow,” the man said, shrugging. “If there’s a fight…you know. I’ve enjoyed it here, hearing your stories, Master Ranulf. I know the others have been bored, but not me. I like the quiet. A shame for that to end, in a way.”

“All things must end,” Ranulf said, espousing a bit of clichéd wisdom. It wasn’t exactly his best effort. “Are you afraid to fight, Diddums?”

“No,” the scout said, at once, affronted. That meant he was, of course.

“There’s no shame in it, you know.”

“Well, I’m not,” he insisted. “I’ve just enjoyed the quiet, is all.” He folded his arms and looked very grumpy to have his courage called into question, which wasn’t the intention.

“Fear is natural,” Ranulf said. “Even the greatest warriors feel it, Diddums. But of course, the young deny it; that is just the way of things. A wise man is friend to fear, as the old saying goes, the young refuse to make the acquaintance. It is one of the many follies of youth, but perfectly normal for you to act this way. But you do feel it, don’t you? I would be worried about you if you didn’t.”

The scout’s head slumped down all of a sudden. “I feel it, Master Shackton. Truth is…I’m terrified.”

“I know. And that’s how it should be. Just know that the fear you feel before a battle quickly dissolves when the fighting begins. I may not have fought in a battle myself, but I’ve done many things one might consider frightening and dangerous, and it’s a feeling I know very well. Anticipation, agitation, anxiety, these are steps men take before the threat arrives, and when it does, the thrill takes over. I’m sure it will be the case with you, Diddums.”

That was a better effort at wisdom, Ranulf decided, as the scout stood, pondering, chewing on his bottom lip, then nodded and walked off with more spring in his step. Ah, the power of words, Ranulf thought, as he lifted the soup to his mouth, blew it on, swallowed a small measure to warm his belly. He set the bowl aside again, closed his eyes, and saw nothing. No sign of Kamcho yet. Oh, he knew agitation and anxiety, all right; he was feeling them now, fretting about the bird’s return. It had been the same when he sent Kamcho to Dragon’s Bane with Emeric’s letter, fearing all the while that he would be killed by a dragon, that he might veer too close to Blademelt and be hunted down and burned. It had been an entire day before Kamcho returned, unharmed and perfectly unruffled, but Ranulf, no, his feathers had certainly been shaken up by the wait. That was just how it was, he supposed, when you cared for another. Agitation and anxiety for oneself was one thing, but entirely different when for someone else.

Worse, no doubt, a whole lot worse, because you give up all control. Ranulf Shackton did not have children of his own, and he thought that was probably a good thing. If he could worry about a bird this much, only the gods knew how he’d worry about his offspring.

He lifted his soup again, blew on it, swallowed, pondering who Emeric might have with him, though it seemed a rather futile task with the man so close at hand. He could feel it now, the vibrations in the stone, getting stronger every minute. A powerful host, to be sure, but how many? Another question without an answer, to be resolved soon enough.

The next few minutes went by sluggishly, as always seemed to be the case when one was waiting for a thing to happen. Ranulf drank his soup and sat there on his increasingly trembly rock, as the thundering intensified beneath him. It grew and grew and grew until he felt like he must probably be bouncing up and down, it was so fierce. He could hear voices below now, in increasing number, a great commotion stirring down there, and glimpsed the shadow of movement proceeding up the tunnel. A few moments later, a figure stepped out into the night, squeezing through the narrow space, and so followed several others. They stood there, gathering themselves outside in the darkness, looking around. Ranulf supposed he wasn’t easy to see in the gloom, sitting there about thirty strides away on his rock, so stood to announce himself.

“My good lord, you return,” he called, trying to sound as nonchalant as possible, like he hadn’t been very anxiously awaiting him. He smiled brightly and wandered over.

Emeric Manfrey saw him. “Ranulf, there you are.”

“Right where you left me.” He grinned at him fondly. “How was your trip? I see you brought some friends.” He shook hands with the exiled lord and gave the other men a quick look over. The colours were familiar, the house standards, if not the faces. Emeric quickly performed the introductions.

“Sir Karter Pentar, Sir Tamber Rickson, Sir Jancy Hasting, meet Ranulf Shackton.”

“A pleasure,” Ranulf said. They were hardly the powerful commanders he had hoped for. Three Vandarian greatlords in the Bane, a Tukoran king, and this is what he brings us? No doubt those luminaries were absent from Dragon’s Bane when Emeric arrived, out on the Bloodmarshes being heroes, and this was the best of what was left. He supposed it would have to do. “Is it just the four of you?”

Sir Karter gave a chuckle. “By no means, Master Shackton. We have brought some thousands with us.” He was a fairly small, lean-faced man, gaunt in the cheek, with thinning hair about the crown. Hardly a man you would call a great warrior to look at him, but looks could be misleading in such matters. Heir to Lord Lester Pentar, Ranulf recalled, so a knight of some influence, and finely armoured in a mix of plate and mail, here and there enamelled in that rich Pentar red, and with a cloak of similar vibrancy draped handsomely down his back.

“How many thousands?” Ranulf inquired. He braced for the answer, fearing a low number like three or four, but was pleasantly surprised.

“Twelve thousand, eight hundred and change,” Emeric told him. “Roughly half are Pentar men and some other odds and ends from the Bane. The rest are Lord Malcolm’s levies, under the command of Sir Jancy.”

“Malcolm Marsh, do you mean?”

“The Lord of Rockfall,” said Jancy Hasting, a big man with a slab of meat for a jaw that skewed a little to one side, rather like Brown Mouth Braxton. Whether an old war wound or something he was born with, Ranulf could not say, though he saw the hint of a scar behind his patchy brown beard so assumed it was probably the former. He was more what one would expect to find in a warrior, powerful in the chest, broad in the shoulder, and quite tall as well. By no means as formidable as the likes of Sir Mooton Blackshaw, or the Butcher, but a solid shed of a man all the same.

“Of course,” Ranulf said. He had heard that Lord Huffort had now been displaced in the post. Jancy bore the colours and arms of House Marsh now, his breast showing a mountain with tumbling rocks on either side, where before he would surely have exhibited the Huffort sigil of a knight kneeling beneath a sky of falling rocks. Either way, rocks were prominent, so it really wasn’t much of a change at all.

The third of the party, Sir Tamber Rickson, was aptly named. Quite a rickety sort of fellow, and it suited him much more than Jancy did the big knight.

“I’ve heard of your travels, Sir Tamber,” Ranulf said to him. “You were a friend of Emeric’s before his exile, is that right?”

“Friend? More a mentor, I’d say.” Rickson had a stronger voice than one might expect, a deep baritone that pummelled at the air. “Knew his father well, and visited often. Learned Emeric a trick or two in his youth, isn’t that so?”

“Taught me everything I know,” Emeric said, though with a twist to his lips to convey the sarcasm. “Sir Tamber is to lead the archers, Ranulf. He was always a fine proponent of the bow. We have two thousand of them, or thereabouts. The rest are mostly cavalry, some eight thousand, with a further three thousand following afoot, some way behind.”

“How far?”

“I couldn’t say until I have a report from the rear. We became stretched as we advanced through the tunnels. Expect the horsemen to arrive over the course of the coming hours. The rest should all be here by dawn.”

“We need space for them,” grunted Sir Jancy Hasting, swinging his big jaw around. He had an angry slant to his eyes as he tried to see through the fog, as though glaring at it might cause it to disperse in fear of him. “Have you scouted out these hills, Shackton? We’ll need a place to set up camp.”

“I would not advise it.”

The big knight frowned down at him. “And why’s that?”

“Time, sir, merely a matter of time.” Ranulf directed a finger to the east. “The enemy is approaching, and quickly. At their current pace, they will be here by dawn, if not before, so I would say setting up camp is a poor use of both time and effort. Were it me, I would be scouting out your positions.”

Emeric looked toward the pass, quite invisible in the foggy darkness. His eyes showed no panic, no stress, not even a sense of urgency. Just purpose. And a practised calm. He took his time thinking it through, working it out, then nodded. “We’ll start bringing the men up right away. This fog, Ranulf. How long has it been like this?”

“Since last night. Blackhand had the watch; he said it settled a few hours before dawn. Threatened to disperse through the afternoon, but decided against it, and thickened instead.”

“It’ll provide good cover, Emeric,” Sir Karter said. “Excellent cover, in fact. This is an unexpected boon.”

The exile nodded. “Let’s take advantage of it. Tamber, I want your best scouts moving east at once. Talk to Buck Tannard; he’ll be able to help you. Find covered positions for the archers among the rocks. I want them high, to maximise their range. We’ll focus on the bottleneck where the pass opens out.”

“We’ll give ‘em hell,” the old knight said.

Emeric turned to Sir Karter. “I want you to find the best locations for the change. Clear runways down from the hills, or as clear as you can get. No scree or loose gravel, or we’ll lose half the horses to broken legs. Three charges, three positions. See to it.”

“I will.”

“Sir Jancy,” and Emeric looked at the big knight. “I want you to start bringing the horses up, but keep them on this side for now. No going east. We’re well hidden in this mist, but if there are dragons up in Skyloft, or patrolling ahead of the enemy host, they might smell them. Gather them further to the west, until we’re ready to deploy.”

“My lord,” grunted Sir Jancy, seeming unhappy with the charge.

“We have the night to prepare, but it’ll pass quickly. Get to it. And keep all noise to a minimum.”

The three captains separated to carry out their duties, leaving Emeric and Ranulf alone. The exile breathed out, closed his eyes a moment and rubbed at the bridge of his nose, looking like a man who hadn’t reckoned on taking such a command, but would do it, because he was damn good at it, as he was just about everything else. More and more it was easy to see that this man was descended from the great Sir Oswald. Ranulf was more than glad to have him back.

“Tell me of our allies,” Emeric said, removing his fingers from his nose, opening his eyes. “Are they in position?”

Ranulf nodded. “They’ve been moving in from the east, preparing on that side. Dalalio has come with regular updates.” It was the name of the Second Elder’s eagle, the eagle that had first told them why the vision led them here. Not for Saska, no, and not for Skyloft. They were here for Breakback Pass. Here for what was coming. “Kamcho is out there now. I sent him into the pass to scout the enemy progress, then report to the Second Elder. I had expected him back by now.”

“Do you fear something has happened to him?”

“I cannot rule it out.” Ranulf hoped he was just taking his time, or that he’d gotten a little turned around in the mist. But the other options must also be considered.

“I’m sure he’ll be fine, Ranulf. Do we know numbers yet? Coming through the pass?”

“Numbers? Countless.”

“Countless.” Emeric’s jaw stiffened a little. Countless was not a nice word to hear for a battle commander. “And our allies?”

“A little larger than your host. They had ten thousand men recently join them, I’m glad to report. Ranaartan’s. And they have the bears as well.”

That eased the tension somewhat in Emeric’s jaw, and as well it might. His eyes moved to the impenetrable skies. “What of dragons? Have you seen many?”

“Few. The men report seeing the occasional shape floating high over the mountains, but only once every two days or so, and they never come near. Hard to know in this fog if there are any up there now, but I would imagine there will be. Best be prepared.”

The men were starting to come out from the tunnel now, knocking through the door of stones and sedge they’d use to block it, opening it back out so the horses could climb up. Ranulf had prepared the passage for just this eventuality, levelling it out, securing it as best they could, using planks cut from trees to render it easily traversable for their four-legged friends, tied with rope made from grass and cut with ridges to give better grip. It had taken a lot of work, but what else were they to do? They’d had a fortnight here, or thereabouts, and Ranulf had made good use of that time.

In short order, the outside of the passage was full of men, bearded, tired, breathing in the open air, some eager for battle, others frightened of it, all moving about as hushed and quiet as they could. Horses came up, snorting and flicking their manes, their riders doing their best to keep them calm, leading them immediately to the west to graze, or be hobbled so they didn’t bolt free. Mostly this was done in the dark, though here and there Ranulf saw an oil lantern, doused to hide its glow.

The sight triggered a question. “What of Jonik? Did he find the lantern man?”

“The lantern man is Sir Gerrin,” Emeric said.

Ranulf blinked at him. “Excuse me?”

Emeric laughed. “I had the same reaction when Jack told me. It seems Jonik found Gerrin in a cavern beneath the foundations of Blademelt, along with Sir Owen Armdall. They somehow stumbled there from the north. Don’t ask me how.”

“How?” asked Ranulf Shackton, and Emeric chuckled once more, very tiredly. “So…Blademelt. Then that means…”

“It means exactly what you think it means. Quite possibly it’s already come to battle there, Ranulf, but we can discuss all that later. There is much to do.”

It was becoming busy outside the passage. More and more men and mounts were puffing and snorting out into the open now, dozens of them, scores of them, hundreds of them boiling forth in a great constant flow of flesh and armour and rattling weapons. Ranulf saw the scouts creep off into the night with Sir Tamber Rickson, watched Sir Karter Pentar lead his own men away as well, to map out their positions, to puzzle on their strategy. Buck Tannard was with him, and Diddums, both Pentar men themselves. Blackhand Walton was stamping about after Sir Jancy, a couple of big men corralling the horses to the west. Gutterwash had crept out into the open as well, clutching at his spear and looking around at all the newcomers as though less than pleased to have the peace disturbed. There was a lot of muttering, a lot of curses under breath, a lot of noise in general after the silent days here, and thousands more were still to come.

And just then, Ranulf felt it, the return of his bonded eagle. A thin screech in the fog, a rustle of wings, and he was there, appearing suddenly from the shroud. He flew around Ranulf’s head, once, twice, chattering, then came to land on a rock beside him. Emeric watched on, keen-eyed, as they communicated.

“What is he saying, Ranulf? Is it all going to plan?”

Ranulf was happy to report that it was. Their fate would be decided at dawn.
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A grim place, grey and quiet, quiet to the point of being eerie.

Even with the vast legions at his back and the firewolf beneath his rump, Elio Krator felt a certain sense of unease.

His eyes flitted to the left and the right, to the high canyon walls, rising stark and brutal above him, barely seen through this unsufferable fog. It was tight here, near the southern edge of The Black Gorge, tight and tightening, like a vise around his neck, so tight he could barely breathe.

He tugged at the collar of his cloak, trying to ease the constriction around his bruised and tender neck, but it didn’t help. At his sides rode his captains, Iru Zon and Pal Palek and Mar Malaan padding along on their sunwolves, claws clicking on stone, but quietly; everything seemed quiet here. Even the sprawling horde behind him seemed to make little noise, the uncountable chaos of men and mounts from all corners of the vastness of his empire. There were dark-skinned Lumaran spearmen with purple eyes and bald heads; Piseki, gruff and black-bearded, bearing battle-axes and khopesh swords; light-eyed Aramatians in their colours of copper and silver and gold; Solapian seamen with nets and tridents; men from the deserts and men from the plains and men from the distant saltflats. There were old soldiers here who had fought their whole lives and boys so green their voices still squeaked. There were fearless heroes dressed in fine armour and hordes of peasants with no armour at all. There were sunwolves, and starcats, and great Piseki camels bearing paladin knights with streamers flying proudly from their helms. There were thousands of them, tens of thousands, a hundred thousand, two, more, clattering and rustling and rambling at his rear, but quietly, funereally, all fearing this dreaded place.

And at their head, Elio Krator. His Great Eminence, the Supreme Emperor Elio Krator, cruel and ruthless, a monster even worse than the monster he rode, the peerless fury that was Beast Braccaro. Elio Krator, who had murdered his own cousin and the unborn child inside her. Who had tortured her husband, Cliffario Denlatis, twisted him, broken him, and then set them all free…only to stand upon the pyramid palace, smiling as their ship sailed away, smiling and cackling as he watched the dragons come down, exulting as he watched them burn…

At least, that is what they all thought.

The lie that Val’kor had spun.

He was Krator the Cruel. Krator the Twisted. Krator the Monster who slew his own nephew in the womb. All men fell before him now, trembling at the sight of him, tumbling to their knees.

The irony of it made him want to laugh. That they should fear him more than ever now, when he was such a feeble shell of a thing, just a phantom on a false throne, a slave like all the rest. His lips twitched and began to creak open at the thought, breaking slowly, widening, widening, until a wild smile crossed his entire face. A thing unheard of. Elio Krator never smiled. Nor did he laugh, but now he did; he could not help himself, and out it came, a crazed, unbridled rattling snort that started deep in his throat, struggling up his choked neck, out past his fixed and manic lips, twisting into a chortle that spluttered and spewed, echoing loudly off the canyon walls.

He could feel the eyes on him. Feel their fear and perhaps disgust.

It was Iru Zon who dared to speak. “My lord,” he said, trying to sound confident. “Is it wise to disturb the…”

“Silence!” hissed Krator, his laughter snapping off. “Never speak unless spoken to, Zon! Never! Do you understand?”

“Of course, my lord. You are right. I apologise.”

“Ride ahead! Ride ahead at once!”

“My lord?”

“Ride ahead, I said! The scouts are taking too long! Go, Zon! On your own! Go!”

“On my…” The man paused, swallowed, looked into the shifting fog, the ghoulish shroud that saturated the air, moaning, wailing with the echo of the dead. “Of…of course, Eminence. Alone, as you say.” He licked his lips and trotted forlornly away on his young sunwolf, a gold and white and beautiful beast called Baralio. Krator sneered, watching him fade into the spectral mist, remembering Braccaro in his youth, how fine and handsome he had been then. Now what was he? Just a monster, like me. We are both twisted creatures, irredeemably changed.

He spat to the side in a sudden expression of self-hate. The spittle flew down to shower over the face of Pal Palek, but he said nothing of it and just kept on riding. He would thank me if I asked him. He would drop to his knees and praise me for the water. They had been part of the Patriots of Lumara together for years, scheming and plotting to make an empire of their own, and now they had it, they had it all. But we have nothing, truly, nothing. It was all a phantom, all a lie, a sham. I should have listened to Safina; I should have acted while I had the chance. But what difference would it have made? What exactly could he do? Kill Val’kor? Strike off his chains? Rise up against the Fire Father himself? The old woman had begged that he do just that, but how could he? How could he? What could he do against a power like that?

His whole face contorted at the very thought of it. A contortion of fear and panic and hate, an alloy of all of them, all pounding in his head. He could almost hear the Fire Father’s voice, almost see those cold merciless eyes boring into him. He shuddered, remembering how he’d seen him in the eyes of Val’kor that day, seen Eldur reflected in the priest, sitting on his throne within his fiery mountain as his cousin burned out to sea. The demigod had tapped his staff, and Krator had heard the words. “It is time.”

It was his call to march to war.

Ten days had passed since then. Ten hot and windless days on the road, following the river at first to Scarcat Keep, where Lord Rhanor Ranaartan was meant to be waiting. But he wasn’t. He was gone. The keep was empty, the entire fortress blowing with dust and detritus, not a soul present in the barracks, the stables, the towers, on the walls. It was as though they had all of them just vanished into thin air.

“Where is he?” Krator had raged at his captains within the walls of the lonely, echoing fortress. “Zon, you said he would be here waiting for us! Along with ten thousand fighting men!”

That wasn’t true. Iru Zon had said no such thing. “I…yes, my lord. I thought…I thought he would be.”

“Pathetic,” Krator hissed at him. The man had no backbone at all. At any opportunity, Elio Krator put him down, because truly, he was the pathetic one. Any time Val’kor bullied and beat him, he took it out on Zon, and no doubt Zon would do the same to some lesser captain down the line, and he to one even lesser, and so on and so forth. A trail of weak and insecure men trying to make themselves feel strong. He snorted, knowing it was true. Knowing it but doing nothing about it. “Pathetic!”

Iru Zon had lowered his eyes, all the way down to his toes. “I am sorry to have disappointed you, Eminence. I will do better next time, I promise.”

Krator sneered his dismissal. “Where is he, then? Pal, where? Mar, tell me!”

“He was meant to be here,” said Pal Palek, looking very old and grubby.

“I know that, Pal! I know it!” Krator screamed. “I want to know where he’s gone!”

But no one had an answer. Not until the scouts returned to report tracks crossing the Aramatian Plains, veering north of the keep, out into the vast wilderness of bare rock and scrubby hills and lurking Ever-War monstrosities. Men, mounts, wolves, camels, even wagon tracks were found.

“How far?” Krator demanded of the lead scout.

“We went roughly…ten miles, my lord,” he stammered. “The tracks continued from there, north and…a little east.”

“How far?” Krator demanded again.

“My lord?”

“How far, I asked you. How far do they go?”

“To…to the edge of sight, my lord. The horizon. I thought…”

“That it was enough? That ten miles was enough?”

“I…well…”

“Go again! Follow them as far as you must. I don’t care if it’s a hundred miles, or a thousand. I don’t care if you have to trail him all the way to Eagle’s Perch and find a ship to follow him north! I don’t care, just find him! I want Ranaartan found!”

The man snapped to a shivery attention. “At once, my lord.” And he raced away as quickly as his legs could carry him.

Mar Malaan cleared his throat. “My lord, do you think…do you think he could have defected?”

“Defected!”

“You…said…you said he might have gone north. To Eagle’s Perch, and…”

“I don’t know, Mar! I don’t know where he’s gone. He was meant to be here with ten thousand men. Proper fighting men, not these unwashed peasants! How could they have gone missing without us knowing? How! I want heads for this! Heads!”

He was spitting with anger to cover his fear, because he was thinking of Val’kor, thinking of Eldur, knowing he would suffer for this. He was shivering from that fear, but he hid it in his rage, ranting and screaming so much his eyes began to water, but really they were tears, the tears of a frightened boy.

“Just figure it out!” he wailed at them all. “Heads, damnit! I want to see heads!”

It wasn’t until night had fallen over Starcat Keep that Val’kor finally came to him. Krator had decided to spend the night in the fort, taking the high tower room from which Lord Ranaartan had ruled. During the afternoon, he had watched from his balcony as the executions were carried out. He cringed at every chop and winced as he saw the heads roll, but from such a distance, no one could see. Only him, standing there, cruelly observing. Cold. Unmerciful. The monstrous Elio Krator.

“I counted eighteen,” were Val’kor’s first words, hissed in his ear, waking him from his troubled sleep. Krator kicked out and jumped, seeing the fire priest there by his bed. A skinny dark shadow in a baking hot room, with a bigger shadow looming beside him. Bruggo. Once a loyal Sunrider. Now the man whose fists he feared.

“Eighteen heads. A little excessive, do you not think?”

Krator coughed, spluttered, pressed himself up against the headboard. “I thought…I thought you would want…”

“Be quiet, boy. Bruggo, discipline him.”

Bruggo moved forward. In an instant, his big hands were around Krator’s neck, choking the life out of him, as he’d done before. A queer thing, the instinct to survive. A part of Elio Krator would gladly lie down still and let it happen, to be rid of this nightmare for good and all, but that cursed instinct wouldn’t let him. So he kicked and thrashed and tried to fight him off, until at the moment when he was about to lose consciousness, Val’kor lifted a finger and Bruggo’s hands unclamped, leaving Krator sucking ragged breaths, sprawled upon the bed.

“Good. Now. This business of Rhanor Ranaartan. I hear you have taken measures to track him down?”

He couldn’t speak in anything but gasping scraps. “I…sent…scouts,” he wheezed, the fire burning hot in his throat. “If you would…allow it…I would ask…”

“I have sent dragons already. A pair of them. But there is only so far they will go. The stink of the eagle still lingers up there.” He wrinkled his nose. “Calacan.”

Calacan, Elio Krator thought, almost breaking down and crying to think of him. How he wished the great Eagle of Aramatia would come now. Come and tear all these dragons apart and free him of their tormenting blight. But Calacan was gone, the priest had told him. Dead, or flown away, abandoning this dying world. “I thought…”

“It doesn’t matter what you think!” Krator cowered away from him. “The dragons still fear to go there! The Everwood!” Val’kor spat. “It is cursed! Dark! An evil place! They will not go near it, Krator! Do you hear me! They will not!”

And he swung a hand, and Bruggo closed in once more, choking him, and more savagely this time, pressing him down into his sweat-soaked mattress, staring with those black empty eyes. Krator stared back at him, hot tears streaming, wishing it would all just end and go away. He thought vaguely of the Everwood, wondered if Calacan was still there. He knew this rage in Val’kor, because it was the same rage he felt himself; a rage brought on by fear. That thought made his lips twist as he suffocated and died. To think of this priest being afraid. And by extension, his master too, the master of the world, master of them all.

“Smiling! Are you smiling, boy?”

Bruggo’s big fingers dug into him. He could feel them against the cords of his throat, crushing everything together in his windpipe. But he didn’t care; he was long past that now. Kill him, don’t kill him, he was a dead man anyway. Gradually, the darkness was closing in, the world softening at the edges, the promise of blessed relief nearing, so close he could touch it.

And then, “Enough!” he heard Val’kor scream. “Bruggo, enough!” And the pressure was eased, the big Sunrider stepped back, and the hope of death was denied him, once more.

“Ranaartan is against us,” the fire priest sneered, his shadow, his voice, coming back into focus. Krator lay there, limp in the darkness, thin breath struggling in and out of his lungs. “Him, Hasham, these lords of Aramatia mock you, Krator. They mock you.” He leaned forward, so close he could feel the sulphuric breath on his face, the stink pouring up his nose, the stink of rot and ash and death. “I should kill you now for these failures. I should let Bruggo have his way.”

Do, please do, a part of Krator thought. He lay there, empty. A husk, inert.

“But you’re still needed. So you are lucky, my lord.” Val’kor’s eyes blazed with hate and amusement, a twisted mix in a twisted man. “But more punishment, I think.” And he nodded, once and twice, his long rope of red-and-white beard juddering up and down. “Yes, more punishment. Bruggo, strip him off.”

And the big Sunrider did as bidden. The sweaty nightclothes were torn from Krator’s body, and he was dragged to the floor in the process. Naked, he lay there, exposed and uncaring.

“Punish him,” Val’kor said, standing aside and watching.

Bruggo nodded, closing his fists. The crack of knuckles. And it was done.

Now, riding on the back of Beast Braccaro, Krator felt every inch of him aching. His entire body was covered in welts and bruises and blisters; everything from his shins up to his neck was purple and yellow and black, though his face had been left untouched. The world could not see him as a beaten man. They must fear him, Val’kor had proclaimed, so he battered only the parts that went unseen, and every day he was covered in his fine scalemail armour, his great cloak of coloured feathers, every day he rode atop Beast Braccaro, a figure of power and terror to all. Only Mar Malaan knew the truth. Only Mar, who had arrived one morning before Krator could dress to find him lying in a puddle of blood and piss on the floor. He had soiled himself too, during Bruggo’s beating, left brown trails across the floor of the pavilion in which he had slept.

“You’re to tell no one, Mar. No one,” Krator had slurred, when the fat Sunrider helped him up. “No one can see me like this. They have to fear me, Mar. Do you understand?”

“I understand.” His voice was small and feeble, and he had the eyes of a frightened girl. There was a doubt in them as well.

“I cannot defy him, Mar!” Krator snapped. He knew what the flowery oaf was thinking. “I don’t have a choice.”

“No, my lord.” He stank of sweat, as always, and the cloying stink of perfume, and fear, that too; he stank terribly of fear. “I just thought…”

“Thought what, Mar? Speak!”

“B-Braccaro, my lord. Could he not…”

“No! Braccaro is not Braccaro anymore! He is Beast Braccaro, and changed!” Their bond was slipping, Krator had felt it. He was only half of a sunwolf now, less than half. A sunwolf twisted into a mighty colossus, warped and scaled and winged. The part of him that was a dragon had no bond to Elio Krator. It was Val’kor that part served, it was Eldur, and Agarath. “I cannot defy them, Mar. Braccaro may only turn against me.”

“But…he may not, my lord. The bond is strong, too strong to be…”

And Krator slapped him. He slapped him so hard that Mar Malaan went tumbling, squealing, to the floor. “Silence, Mar! This is sedition, you fool. We cannot know if they are listening!”

The fat Sunrider cowered, pink-cheeked, whimpering. He crawled up to his knees. “I am sorry, my lord. I only thought…”

“The Wise Eagle is dead, Mar! Did I tell you that? He is dead!”

Mar Malaan’s big cow eyes looked up at him, blinking.

“Dead,” hissed Krator. “He was found strung up in his own eerie. His entrails were being picked at by his very own birds, Mar! Do you want that for yourself? To have Taro eat you alive?”

“My lord, no,” he wailed, as though unable to bear the thought.

“He was collaborating with the northmen. That eagle sent to him, by this Second Elder. He sent it back with information, details of our host. He suffered for hours before he died, Mar. Hours of agony and torture. Val’kor told me so!”

The flowery fool was weeping now, blubbering into his fleshy fingers. Krator wanted to beat him, as he had been beaten himself, wanted to kick at him and slap at him and take his fat neck in his hands and squeeze him. But he didn’t. Mar Malaan was loyal. A frightened child, but loyal.

“Stand up, Mar. Stand up.” His voice was softer.

The Sunrider rose on his quivering legs. Head down, shoulders in, staring at the floor.

“I should not have struck you,” Elio Krator said. “I apologise, you did not deserve it. But enough of this talk now, enough.” He put a hand on his squashy shoulder, felt him flinch and grow tense. “We cannot swim against this tide, Mar. The key. The key I thought I held is brittle, rusted, misshapen. Just a phantom, Mar, another phantom. There is nothing that we can do.”

That was the last they had spoken of it. The topic had been shoved aside and shackled; all thought of defiance lay rotting and dead. Mar Malaan went along as a shadow now, a drifting shade like the spirits that lingered in this valley. That is what men said of this place. Once, long ago, a great battle had been fought here between Agarath and Aramatia, where dragons and moonbears had clashed in their fury, where tens of thousands of men had died. Their spirits still lingered, rustling and shuffling in the mist, and it was said the mist itself was what was left of them, ghostly apparitions shifting in the dark. Mar Malaan was one such ghost. He is emptied out, as I am. We are pitiful wretches, both.

“My lord, riders.” The guttural voice of Pal Palek.

Krator saw them coming. Iru Zon, returning on the back of his beautiful sunwolf, the scouts following just behind, four of them on starcats. Krator sneered and lifted his chin, gave Braccaro a kick of his heel to tell him to stop. “You return, then?”

“I apologise, my lord.”

Apologise. Krator cracked an ugly smile at the word. “Speak. How far are we to the end?”

“Close, my lord. Very close now.” Iru Zon’s once arrogant voice was a shivery wreck these days. He motioned for the scout captain to come forward. “Tell him.”

The scout dismounted his sleek cat and went to a knee, bowing low before Beast Braccaro, soaring like a mountain above him. “The pass ends two miles from here, Great Eminence. It opens into a wider valley beyond the gorge, enclosed by foothills. It…”

Krator snorted irritably. “I know the lay of this land,” he snapped.

“Of course, my lord.” The scout bent a little lower to the ground. “The valley ahead is swamped in a grey fog, but it is thinning. The light…” He turned his neck back. “You will see it soon. The light entering the pass. The sun is rising behind the hills. It will soon burn the fog away, I hope.”

“Hope? What use is your hope to me?” Elio Krator waved a hand to dismiss him, and the scout mounted his starcat, slinking away with the others, leaving Iru Zon alone. He had not dismounted Baralio, but sat in his saddle trying to hold a posture of pride that no longer existed. He was broken now. I have broken him. Gone were the days when Iru Zon lusted after his throne. He sees it for what it is, at last. And me as well, no doubt.

“Ride ahead again, Iru,” Elio Krator said. “Find a good place for us to set camp.”

The man looked up at him. Was that the flicker of a scowl on his lips? “But my lord. The scouts, they already found…”

“Ride ahead. Find a good place for us to set camp.”

His head sank down. “Of course, my lord. As you command.”

Krator watched him bleed back away into the mist, wondering how much it would take for Iru Zon to kill him, almost hoping that he would. Perhaps that was why he bullied him so relentlessly? He smiled an unhinged smile at the thought of the man taking his revenge, imagining he would do it much as Krator would to Val’kor, savagely and wildly, hacking and chopping until there was nothing left to identify him as a man. A blissful thought; they both were blissful, in their way. To brutally murder the priest in a wild fury, and to be killed by Iru Zon in the same. A great release, either way. He wondered which would happen first.

“We go,” Krator said, when Zon was long from sight, urging Beast Braccaro on. The weary host rumbled back into motion behind him, armour rattling, boots tramping tiredly, claws clacking at the canyon floor. They had not rested in two days. Two days in this haunted gorge, where it was unwise to stop and sleep. In sleep, a man was vulnerable. In the silence, the spirits would come. So Krator commanded that they keep on going, stopping only briefly, promising that they would rest a full day when they reached the other side. And it was close now, so very close. The promised light was beginning to leak into the pass, turning the fog into a sickly yellowish grey, and gradually the walls began to widen from their narrowest point, allowing the horde to spread a little, allowing them all to breathe.

And then, at long last, he saw the end, saw the place where the pass opened out fully into the valley, with the craggy hills to either side, extending into the vast plains of Agarath. Out they went, emerging from The Black Gorge and into the thinning mist beyond. The blanket of dense shroud through which they’d walked and ridden was being torn up into bands and shreds, the threads separating and parting to permit glimpses of what lay beyond, the plains to the south, the foothills that rose to the east and the west.

It was cooler here than it had been, the air fresher, coming down from the mountains. Braccaro lumbered onward, Mar Malaan on one side, Pal Palek the other. Behind, eager now, the horde poured out into the open, into the light. Men were smiling, camels honking, sunwolves howling to the skies. The relief to be free of that suffocating pass was palpable.

A shout sounded in the mist.

Krator frowned. It seemed to come from the western foothills.

His eyes swung up to the ridgeline.

A flicker, maybe, up there among the stones. Movement. Movement where it didn’t belong. The host continued out of the pass. Spat out as though from some dead rotting maw, and glad to be rid of it, a vast spewing of men and mounts making an awful lot of noise. No one seemed to have heard the shout over the din. No one but him. The monstrous Elio Krator.

The first volley came so suddenly that not a soul among them had a chance to react. There was a low sighing sound, like the whole world was hissing a breath, then thin shapes in the mist, then death.

The arrows flew out in their hundreds, lodging into necks, plunging into chests, driving into flanks and thighs and groins. It happened so fast. One moment, men were walking along, embracing the cool mountain air, and the next they were spitting blood and stumbling, collapsing, groaning, dying.

It went from dull confusion to realisation to panic in the space of ten heartbeats. Men shouted and looked around, having no idea where the threat was coming from. Animals ran amok. “The ridge!” someone barked. “Up on the ridge! Archers!”

The arrows were cracking and punching all around them, slicing through mist, armour, flesh. Many trailed mist as well. Godsteel. Men were falling like flies caught in some noxious fume, starcats hissing and leaping, camels honking and charging. The world was roaring, howling, grunting, the snap and crack of arrows on stone, the wet smack of them in flesh, the sharp ping of them off armour. Men clutched, gurgling, at their necks, and fell, limp, with arrows in their ears, and sank, suddenly, with shafts in their eyes, and it was happening all around him.

“My lord!” Malaan had found his voice. “We can’t stay here, my lord! We have to keep moving!”

“Sound the order, then!”

Malaan shouted to one of his captains and the high horns rang out. From the black pass, thousands were still pouring, drawn up to the commotion ahead, thundering out into the open. “Keep them moving!” Krator roared as the arrows skidded and bounced off Braccaro’s thick plate. “Keep moving through the valley! Make for the plains! The plains!”

Some men had begun to mount a defence. Along their left flank lines were being drawn up, shields at the front, big golden ones of the Lumarans, bowmen behind and returning fire. Arrows twanged up aimlessly into the craggy hills, their targets hidden behind rock and mist. Over the low foothills in the east, the glow was spreading, the sun peeking over to take a look, washing light across the valley. Burn away, damn it! Curse this godless mist!

“To the plains!” Krator roared. They were fighting blind, dying by the hundred and probably killing none in return. Better to outrun them and get beyond their range. No need to seek battle here. “The plains!”

“Elio!” screamed a voice. It was Pal Palek, cowering down by his side and using Braccaro for cover. I knew it. I always knew this man was a coward. “What do we do?”

What do we do? “Do you not hear me, Palek! Run, damn you! Retreat!”

He blinked, pale, all the blood flooding from his ugly face. “I’ll lead them,” he managed, like it was his great honour to do so. “You should fight, Elio. Braccaro, he can…”

Krator spat at him. Not an accident like earlier, but a good gob of spit that flew and struck him right between the eyes. If only his archers were as accurate as he was. The Piseki seemed at a loss as to how to react, but Krator cared not. He swung his eyes above them, searching the high peaks, coming and going behind the breaking mist. “Where is Val’kor!” he raged, to anyone who might listen. “He said he would be watching!”

“Skyloft, my lord,” called someone. “He said…”

“I know what he said!”

Skyloft. That was where the priest was meant to be. Up in the Agarathi fortress with a dozen or more dragons, waiting until they reached the end of the pass. But he was nowhere to be seen.

“He has abandoned us!” someone wailed. “He has led us to a slaughter!”

Was that it? Was this all just some cruel game? A bloody show for the pleasure of Agarath the All-Father?

“It’s a few men up there!” a tall paladin knight bellowed back. “We should climb up there and kill them all!”

“Then go,” Krator shouted down at him. “Go, climb!”

The knight hesitated, moving around on his agitated camel. He bore a long spear with streamers on the end, wore a high helm with a mane of coloured feathers. A peacock of a man who had spoken before he’d thought it through. “But my lord, I didn’t mean…”

“Go. Now,” Krator said. The knight lingered. “I said go!” he screamed.

And the paladin stirred himself, swinging his camel around, gave a loud, “hah!” and raced off toward the left flank. Apparently, the fool was going to take the ridge all by himself. Krator snorted. A few men? No, more than a few up there and well hidden among the rocks. Getting to them from here would be almost impossible, and they’d lose a hundred of their own for every one they killed. But let him try, the fool. Heroes are made from such deeds, after all.

The high horns were still singing out, drawing the host chaotically onward, a great rustling sprawling mess rambling out toward the dusty plains. Krator sat above them all in his saddle upon Beast Braccaro, wondering if he should just fly up there and burn them out. But they seemed well met now, with his own archers rallying, legions of them swarming and firing up into the hills, with shortbow and longbow and crossbow, some flinging spears, others already climbing up to get at them. The volleys from above lessened in response as the enemy was forced to duck and hide, taking cover behind the rocks, maybe retreating themselves.

“Who is it, my lord?” some no-name Sunrider was blaring. “Who attacks us?”

“It’s Ranaartan!” screamed another. “The lord has betrayed us! Traitor!” he wailed. “Traitor!”

Fools, Krator thought, wanting to spit at them too. Do they not see the godsteel? Do they not see the trails of mist? It was northmen up there, sure as the sun was rising in the east, though just how they’d gotten here he could not say. Impossible. To march all the way here, hundreds of miles across the plains, without being seen. Impossible!

“I see something. In the east!” came a warning voice.

Krator swung his eyes that way, to the foothills out there across the valley. Something was moving out there in the woods. Shapes in the treeline, waiting in the dark.

Men. An ambush.

Krator opened his mouth to call a warning…

…but never had the chance.

Another sound cut him off. A thick and heavy rumbling that came from the west. His eyes whipped back around. Arrows were still flying up into the hills, arrows and quarrels and spears, but none were coming down. The enemy archers had stopped firing. They’ve played their part. Sparked panic to get us moving. And now…now…

“Spears!” Krator bellowed, in a great surging voice. He knew what was coming. He could feel the thunder in the air. “Form lines! Left flank! Spears! SPEARS!”

And then he saw them. The first of the horsemen, charging down from the slopes, bursting from the fog, frothing at the bit, armoured men on their backs with misting blades drawn, cloaks stirring in the dawn. A hundred of them raced out into view through the mist, and a hundred behind them, and a hundred more, and hundreds after. They kept coming, hooves thundering, their lines tight, lances lowered. And further on, a second charge, and further on still, a third came rumbling forth. Thousands in each, mist pouring from their bodies, three great steel fists to smash and shatter their lines.

“Form up! Form up! Form up!” Krator roared.

But there was no time. The three fists were upon them. The percussive crashing of steel filled the air, the heavy thump of bodies being struck, the wild roaring of the enemy in their tuneless tongue. He heard them screaming and blaring and chanting for their dark god Vandar, heard them calling for their king as they killed. Hundreds fell before them, thousands were trampled. The Bladeborn-bearing brutes at the front were like rams, immensely heavy, formidably armoured, smashing men aside. They went flying like toys before them, starcats hissed and scrambled away, camels, huge tall Piseki camels that towered over them, were snapped and battered down.

Krator saw it from further back, in the midst of his host, from high in the saddle he saw it all. No Val’kor yet. No dragons to help them. But we don’t need him, he thought, snarling. These are my men, mine. “Fight!” he roared. “Fight! FIGHT!” And Braccaro charged into battle.

Now it turned, the tide, and he felt it turn, saw the terror rise up in the throats of his enemy as they saw the monster hulk toward them, this twisted new titan of wolf and dragon. Krator saw it up close, saw the eyes ripping wide, saw the mouths hang open, mute, as though to scream but soundless, saw the horses rear and shriek and fall, saw men scramble out from beneath them, stumbling away back up the hill.

And Beast Braccaro started killing. Nothing here could stand against him. Horses were bitten in two, or ripped apart, or smashed aside to explode into red mulch. Men were crushed, gutted, torn limb from limb. Godsteel armour was rent by his mighty claws, blades bent as they tried to strike him. Spears flew at him, clattering against his impenetrable plate. In his saddle, Elio Krator did nothing but watch as the monster beneath him tore through the host, roaring, raging, spitting flame, thumping his great wings to blow them down. The world became a fiery hell of screaming and wailing and none were spared. Not his enemy. Not his own. All fell before Beast Braccaro.

A roar echoed across the valley.

Even through all the noise, all the ringing and screaming, the deafening din of battle, he heard it. And Braccaro heard it. He heard it and swung, hackles rising, stiff golden hair poking up through red plate.

Krator squinted through smoke and ash, through the dust kicked up by the passing of his horde, saw what he’d seen earlier, the movement in the trees. Men were emerging. Thousands of men. He saw banners held high, green and cream, and his lip pulled back. Ranaartan. He saw twin moons, one white, one silver, and his lip drew back further. Hasham. They came from the forest in a proud assembly, trained soldiers all, disciplined, armoured, Sunriders among them, and Starriders too, and lines of knights ahorse and charging.

But that wasn’t why Braccaro was tense.

The roar sounded again. A deep bellow to rouse the hairs on Krator’s arms and prickle at the back of his neck. And another followed it, louder still, and another…another…another.

Elio Krator’s heart was in his throat. He stared at the trees, his breath snatching rapid, saw the immense shadows come lumbering forth. Four of them, five…six…seven…white crystal fur sparkling like diamonds in the dawn, crashing out from the trees, into the light. Every moonbear remaining on the mountain had come.

And at their head, two monsters.

Tathranor, Elio Krator thought, feeling the bile rise up through his gullet. He would know the huge moonbear of Timor Ballantris anywhere. The greatest, mightiest, most wrathful of his kin…save one.

The one who went beside him.

So came Agarosh the One-Eye, Agarosh the Magnificent, imperious, immense, formidable, once ridden by Justo Nemati. And now, during these dying days, a new rider sat atop him.

Lord Iziah Hasham sat grandly in the saddle. Cloaked in white feathers, chin held high, white hair flowing like a mane. Krator gaped. Never had such a thing happened. Never had a bear taken on a new rider. It was as fearsome a pairing as he could dare to conceive. He blinked, swallowed. They were coming right for him.

The moonbears roared as one. Seven voices in union, filling the valley with their wrath. The swollen masses of Krator’s horde heard, and a fresh panic engulfed them. Captains were crying for them to form up, to stage a defence, but they had broken like a shattered dam. Krator could hear hollering and cheering spreading from the northern forces as they rallied back. He looked around, panicking. He did not know what to do. Tens of thousands of his own were fleeing, tens of thousands falling, countless more still streaming out of the shadowed gorge and into the light, into the slaughter.

His eyes flittered in search of Mar Malaan, of Pal Palek; he wondered briefly what had come of Iru Zon, but it didn’t matter. None of this mattered. Val’kor had abandoned him. No dragons had come. It would be a rout now, a crushing defeat, and they had no choice but to flee.

“Retreat,” he said, weakly. His voice didn’t seem to want to come out. Fear had choked him. Strangled him. Like Bruggo’s hands, but worse. “Retreat. Retreat. Retreat!”

His voice was lost to the chaos. The northmen were surging. Across the valley the moonbears roared another shattering roar to rattle his spine. They were charging toward him, Agarosh and Tathranor. He could see their blazing blue eyes, their armour glittering, jewel-like, see Hasham raising his sword and pointing it right at him. Its tip caught the sun and seemed to wink at him, a wink that said, ‘You’re mine’.

His head shivered side to side as though in answer. “Braccaro,” he squeaked, “fly, Braccaro.” The firewolf ignored him. He stood there, waiting for them, trembling with rage. “Fly!” Krator moaned. “Please, fly!” He blinked tears from his eyes. The two mighty moonbears were closing, thrashing through the horde. Braccaro outmatched them in size now, but together…together… “Please, fly! Take me away from here! Please!”

He would go anywhere. Anywhere. Find an island beyond some distant shore and live there in indignity and disgrace. Settle on some faraway land and hope that no one found him. Abandon his army, abandon his men, abandon his duty and his curse. He would go anywhere…anywhere…except the Ashmount. No, no, he could not go there. If Val’kor could beat him so savagely, and for nothing, then Eldur…after this…

He trembled all over, sick to his guts. “Go, Braccaro, fly, please! We cannot beat them! There are too many, too many, please you have to…”

The firewolf gave a flaming snort. A great spout of fire that gushed over the passing men. They went up, burning, screaming. The two moonbears were so close Krator could see the breath from their snouts, feel the thunder of their weight, glimpse the unutterable hate in Iziah Hasham’s merciless eyes.

And he cringed like a little child, turning his head away, folding himself down into the saddle, waiting for the clash, but it never came. A sudden rush of motion, the sound of Braccaro roaring and stretching his wings, a pounding in the earth, the dead and dying rushing by, a pumping, one, two, three, of wings, and the air took them.

The emperor stayed low, daring not to look, fearing to find Braccaro swinging around, engaging the moonbears from the sky. He stayed low and held his eyes rigidly closed until the sounds of the battle grew dim, and the air grew clear, and soon there was nothing but the rushing wind and the thumping in his head, the rough rumble of Braccaro’s heavy breathing.

He looked, at last, glancing back and down. The battle was far beneath him, far behind him. Two small hosts crushing in on a mighty one, organised, efficient, shattering his mindless horde. Seven white shapes spread out among them, ruthless, rampaging, each an army in itself. Krator cringed at the slaughter, winced at his failure.

And then he looked forward, and horror engulfed him. In the far distance, he could see it, the black storm that was Agarath. A great blanket that smothered the world above the Ashmount, immense, unbreaking, crackling with crimson light.

“Braccaro, please,” he moaned, pitiful. “Anywhere but there. Take me anywhere but there.”

The firewolf ignored him and flew right on.

There.

Toward the Ashmount.
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“He’s here?” A surge of nerves flooded through Jonik’s bloodstream. “Right now? In the fort?” He swallowed. “You’re sure it’s him, Hadros?”

Sir Hadros the Homeless opened up a brown smile. “Not a man you mistake for another, I don’t reckon. It’s him, aye. Just flew in on a dragon.”

Jonik was breathing quite heavily all of a sudden, and not from his exertions in the training yard. Strange, how he never felt like this when up against some deadly foe. Moonbears, dragons, drovaras, even the Dread wouldn’t elicit this reaction. But the king? His father, the great Amron Daecar?

Just the thought of him being here made his guts squirm.

“You all right, lad? Want to sit down a while?” Sir Hadros was very much enjoying this reaction. “Looks like you’ve seen a ghost, or something. I mean, he’s only a man.”

No. He isn’t. He was so much more than that. Jonik wondered if Hadros knew. Certainly, he’d never discussed his parentage with the hedge knight, though surely he’d heard it from one of the others. Didn’t everyone know by now? Jonik tended to operate under that assumption.

“Jonik!” snapped a voice.

He was so on edge that he almost jumped.

“Up here!”

His eyes flew up to the gallery above the training yard and he saw Elyon there, waving at him.

“We’re wanted. Right away. Borrus has called a council.”

Wanted. Right away. Borrus had called a council. Fear blew through him like a brisk winter wind. Oh gods, I’ll have to see him. He had feared it for so long, coming face to face with his father. Feared it. Wanted it. So maybe he could explain. But he never thought…never expected…

“Just…tell them I’m busy. I’ve…got training to do.”

“You’ve trained enough. No excuses. You’re coming.”

“But…I never even say anything anyway. I just sit there, and…”

“You’re coming, and that’s that. I’ll meet you out on the street. And be quick about it.” Elyon spun and was gone.

Great. Jonik took a big breath, standing there a moment, trying to figure a way out of this predicament, but nothing was forthcoming. Well, this is it, then. Time to walk the plank. He drew a deep breath, blew it out slowly, began making his way across the yard as the men puffed and bashed about him. Hadros the Homeless, for some reason, walked with him.

“You joining us, Hadros?”

“Just want your word on something.”

“Oh? And what’s that?” He sensed he already knew.

His sense was right. “My cloak,” the hedge knight said, regular as a greasy bowel movement. “I’ve done enough now, more than enough, to get one. So you’ll put in a good word for me, lad? You’ll promise to do it? If you get the chance?”

Jonik was hardly the best placed for that. “I’m not even Vandarian, much less a Varin Knight. Elyon’s better placed. You should talk to him instead.”

“Well then, I will.” And Hadros stamped along beside him, moving around the edge of the yard, down a closed alley, and into the street. Elyon was right outside, talking with some other soldiers. They dispersed as Jonik approached, as men dispersed around a bad smell. He was used to that by now. Not being entirely trusted. “Well, you came. I had my doubts.”

“I can still honour them if you like.”

Elyon laughed. “Coming as well, Homeless? I can’t say you were invited, but…”

“Want your word on something, since your father’s here.”

The prince waved a hand, “Fine. Fine,” already knowing what it was. “I’ll ask him. But no promises. The king will have bigger things on his mind than bestowing a cloak on the likes of you.”

“The likes of me? Now hang about.”

“It wasn’t meant as an insult. Just a fact, Hadros. Just a fact.” Elyon slapped him on the arm. “Jonik. Come on. We’re going to be late as it is.”

They began walking up the central thoroughfare, striding at a brisk pace, right down through the heart of Blademelt. It was strange, being here. All these legions of northmen with their northern colours and northern features taking shelter within this grim Agarathi stronghold, with its grotesque dragon imagery and hissing statues and all the barbs and melted blades that sprang out from every surface, many misting, pained and tortured.

Borrus Kanabar had commanded that the blades be released, cut out, removed, and saved, but that was quite the job. There must be a hundred thousand of them decorating the fort, probably more, most of them on the outer surfaces of the towering bulwarks and bulky bastions, and it would surely take weeks, if not months, to remove them all. Men were out there all day and night using the ladders to get at them, hacking and smashing at the stone with chisels and axes. “If Red Wrath had been stuck to this evil bloody place for so long, I’d want it freed,” the Lord of Rivers had said. “Every misting blade out there was bonded to a Bladeborn once, and we’re going to save them. Every one!” And he had smashed a fist against the table. “So get to it, all of you! Send your men out there and save them!”

The work could be heard all over, the ringing and the clattering coming from outside the walls, and up on the ramparts, and across the many towers. Every godsteel blade and spear and axe was being prioritised, but the rest would be removed eventually too; a solemn vow by Lord Borrus Kanabar to free every northern weapon from the dark stone of this terrible place.

And as the blades were removed, so were the dead, and that was quite the job as well. Even now, days later, corpses were still being loaded onto carts and wagons to be ferried outside the city, already rotting, ripe with the stink of death. The northern dead had been gathered first, and burned, words spoken over them, all the customs and rites observed, as best as they could. But the enemy dead were simply left to fester. Great heaps of them lay outside the walls now, rotting mountains covered in black blankets of crows, and men stood near, waiting hidden in ditches with spears and weighted nets should a hungry dragon come by for a meal. None had, though. The great banquets of flesh did not draw them. They were gathered, now, in the west, all agreed. Flocking to the mountain. Waiting for us to come.

“So how do you feel, knowing that Father is here?”

Jonik was drawn from his musings. He took a sharp breath.

“Nervous?”

He nodded, took another pace on. “That obvious?”

“Like tits on a pig.”

Elyon smiled, striding briskly, evidently very eager to get there. Jonik would have loved to drag his feet a little, but the prince was going at such a pace that they were more or less jogging at this point.

“You shouldn’t be, you know. Nervous, I mean.”

Jonik felt strongly that the contrary was true. Nervousness felt like a very appropriate emotion right now.

“It worked out with us, didn’t it?”

He supposed that was true, though it had taken time, and they’d walked a rocky road to get here. “I guess.”

“Guess? All the evidence isn’t enough for you?”

Jonik shrugged. There had been plenty of that, to be fair; evidence of Elyon’s forgiveness. The fact that they spoke like this now, easily, sometimes playfully, was one. The fact that Jonik had joined the feast after the battle, joined it right at Elyon’s side, sat with him, drank with him, even sang with him, was another. The fact that Elyon vouched for him when he introduced him to the newly arrived Rasal greatlords. The fact that they had laughed together, trained together, gone to council together, fought together. A lot of evidence, he reflected. And much more than he thought he deserved.

“Look, just stop worrying. It’ll be fine, believe me. You’ll see.”

The thoroughfare led directly to a high black tower near the west-facing walls, with a great stone dragon curling around its outer facade, its wings folding out to create platforms halfway up, platforms upon which real dragons would have rested once before, its long neck spiralling all the way around the top of the tower, forming a high balcony with views on all the sides. The head speared up from the summit, roaring to the heavens in an expression of grief. Well, so said Lady Marian Payne anyway, when she explained that this dragon was meant to be Karagar, the son of Drulgar the Dread, crying out in pain after his father’s defeat by Varin. An odd choice, in certain ways, to gather in this particular tower for their councils, given the deep mythological and historical significance to the Agarathi, but perhaps that’s why it was perfect. It also boasted excellent views on all sides, and especially so toward the west, where the Ashmount lay, so that was probably a contributory factor too, Jonik supposed.

There were many men gathered outside the doors. Some of these were soldiers drawn, no doubt, to the king’s arrival, but others were knights and guardsmen of the dignitaries who had already gone inside. Up on the nearest wall walk, Jonik noticed quite a gathering too, men clotted about the ramparts and looking out west over the plains. “What are they looking at, do you think?” he asked.

“Garlath, probably.”

“Garlath?”

“And Lendrathor. Father flew with Sir Pagaloth as I understand it, though Lord Marak also came.”

They weaved their way toward the doors, through the Suncoats who’d recently come with the Rasalanian fleet, the guardsmen who served King Sevrin, the household knights of Kanabar and Oloran, a few Varin Knights here and there. Within the tower’s entrance hall, Jonik’s royal cousin, King Robbert Lukar, was waiting, along with Sir Lothar Tunney, his foremost protector, and his senior advisor, Lord Wilson Gullimer.

“Robbert,” Elyon said, stepping right up to him. They reached out and shook forearms in a royal embrace. “Have you seen him yet?”

“Just now,” Robbert said. “He went right up with Lord Marak. The rest are already up there.”

“How’s he looking? My father?”

“Strong. And determined, I would say.”

“Fierce,” added in Sir Lothar. “Damn fierce too.”

“Strong, determined, and fierce,” Elyon said, glancing up the switchback stair that went right up through the hollow centre of the tower. “I’ll take that.” The sounds of greeting could be heard coming down from the upper levels, voices faint, rumbling and laughing. Fond greetings between old friends, in many cases, and it looked like Elyon was very keen to be there. “Well, let’s not linger.”

He stepped away at a brisk clip, Robbert walking hard alongside him, Sir Lothar and Lord Gullimer following behind. Jonik felt almost forgotten and wasn’t sure whether he minded. He paused, wondering whether he should follow at all, but supposed he had to, moving half a step slower and gradually falling behind. He fidgeted nervously as he went, pausing to fix something on his left boot, to properly align his black cloak, make sure that his armour was just the right shade of colour. He added some light to it, turning it a bright-but-not-too-bright shade of silver, and hoped he looked more noble that way. Less the heartless terror who had killed his own brother, more a man reborn, the man he might have been had he been brought up in a different place, had he lived a different life.

Jaycob, he told himself, remembering the name his mother would have given him. The name Ilith used for him. Jaycob, the gallant knight who never was.

Soon the others were a couple of levels above him on the switchback stair, racing up two steps at a time while Jonik dallied and delayed. He might not be moving at a rapid pace himself, but his heart certainly was, stampeding at a fearsome gallop. He could hear Borrus up there, shouting away, hear Lord Buckland’s bellowing laughter as well. It would be Borrus’s first time seeing the king since he was sent south, Jonik supposed. And his first time seeing Ulrik Marak again since his days in the Western Neck. Fine reunions, and here I come to intrude. He stopped a moment, clutching the bannister, taking a deep breath to compose himself. Elyon and the others were just reaching the landing outside the audience chamber now, joining the gathering. “Father,” he heard his brother call out. “Strong and determined and fierce! I should say!”

“Son. You look well.”

A deep voice. Resonant and imposing. Jonik went cold all over.

“I look well?” Elyon laughed. “Well, how about you, Father! The white armour…it really suits you!”

Laughter, then, and more words floated down, and there was much hugging and shaking of forearms, no doubt, as the men greeted one another upon the landing. Jonik clutched at the bannister, unable to move. He was so nervous he felt quite seriously like his heart was trying to ram itself up out of his throat. He swallowed and swallowed again to force it down, but his gullet was so dry it made no difference. Another few steps and he was seeing spots, blinking furiously, wondering if he might actually faint. If only they knew. This fearsome Shadowknight. This ruthless killer, waker of titans and winner of gates. Entirely and hopelessly undone by the mere thought of seeing his father.

He turned the corner, reaching the final stairway that led up to the landing. He could see some bodies over the top, just shoulders and heads. The big bald one of Borrus Kanabar. The short dark hair of Marian Payne. The King’s Wall stood further back, but remained visible due to his monstrous height. King Sevrin and King Robbert were closer, an old king and a young one, both of them recently crowned, sharing a royal word. Lord Gullimer was shaking the hand of Donal Paramor while Horus Buckland stood by, grinning and sharing a joke with the very tall and lanky figure of Lothar Tunney. But the rest were out of sight, further back on the landing, closer to the chamber door. Blessedly, his father was among them.

Jonik paused, there at the bottom of that staircase, gathering himself to brave the final climb. He hadn’t been noticed yet. Everyone was in the throes of greeting and chatter, and most of them were turned away from him. He hesitated, wondered if he should just take a step back and slink quietly and cravenly away. Then he heard the doors to the chamber open with a rumbling groan, saw the figures above begin to move toward it, away from him, vanishing from his view one by one. He stood, affixed on that step, and thought very seriously about fleeing. He had been forgotten, that was plain. Once they were inside and getting down to business, no one would give him a second thought.

They won’t miss me, he told himself. I’ll just wait until the doors are shut, and then…

And then Elyon appeared at the top of the stairs. He looked down at him, a frown on his brow. “Ah, there you are. Did you twist an ankle or something?”

Jonik tried to speak, but nothing came out. Elyon had a look on his face that seemed almost like concern. He took a few quick steps down toward him.

“You all right?” he said in a low voice. “You look really ill, Jonik.”

“I’m…fine. I just…need a second.”

Elyon’s eyes were very doubtful. He had another long look at him. “Just come up,” he said. “Trust me. It’ll be fine.”

Jonik nodded, swallowed, drew a deep breath into his lungs. “As you say,” he managed. “Just, give me a moment.”

Elyon gave it to him, leaving him there, rushing back up the stairs two at a time. Jonik pulled another few breaths in and out, ran a hand through his hair to neaten it, drew his cloak up to wipe down his clammy brow. He could hear the landing growing quiet now, the footsteps moving in through the door, the scraping of chair legs, the tinkling of cups as the ale and wine were poured, voices muttering. He licked his lips and continued upward at last, step by agonising step, breathing slow and deep. A few more paces, and he’d see him. Just five more, four…just three more steps, two…

He came over the crest, and there before him he stood.

His father.

The king.

Amron Daecar.

The Hero of the North. The Crippler of Kings. The man I crippled. Whose son I killed.

He stood there facing him, with Elyon at his side. His half-brother was giving Jonik an encouraging look that he still wasn’t sure he deserved. The king’s face was harder to read, inscrutable, a great block of hacked stone with a savage scar down one side, but handsome, ruggedly handsome. Silver blue eyes stared at him in a manner Jonik didn’t have the power to assess. He stood tall, grand, several inches above his son, fearsomely armoured, cloaked in Vandarian blue.

Magnificent, was all Jonik could think. His father, the king, was magnificent.

“Well, I’ll be inside, Father,” Elyon said. He gave Jonik a final reassuring nod, then stepped away into the council chamber and was gone, closing the doors behind him.

Silence settled. A deafeningly uncomfortable sort of silence that could only be produced in circumstances such as these. The king was looking at him, some ten strides away, looking at him in that fathomless manner, and Jonik couldn’t meet his eye. He had hoped to portray strength, strength and contrition, and regret, and all those things, but he was quite certain that all he was presenting was a nervous wreck in fine armour, a pale, stricken shade of a creature, just the weak, sickly shadow of the bright young prince who had just marched through that door.

“Your Majesty,” he managed to say. It came out thinly, just a pathetic little croak. He bowed his head, very low, if only to find cover from that unrelenting stare, but didn’t think that was enough, so found himself going down to one knee. He felt foolish at once for doing it, but he was there now, so he might as well see it through. He kept his head bowed, eyes on the floor, trying not to blink too much. “I have wanted to see you…for a long time,” he stuttered. “To…to say…”

“Stand up, Jonik.” The king’s voice was his very opposite. Grand, resounding, a dominating voice that filled the hall. “You don’t have to kneel to me.”

Jonik stood awkwardly, pulling a slow breath into his lungs as he rose. He kept his eyes down and told himself to be silent. He’d made a terrible blunder already. The king must always speak first, that was tradition, and he’d gone and trampled right over it. Fool, he thought. You’re only making it worse.

“Come closer, I want to look at you.”

Jonik stepped closer. He hadn’t been so near his father since that day he climbed up into his bedchamber in Keep Daecar. The day he realised who he was to him. He had found him drunk and deep in the throes of grief. Grief for what I did to him. For cutting him up and cursing him. This man who stood before him was very different to that man. Men called him Varin Reborn and he looked every inch of it. Jonik felt tiny, insignificant, in his presence.

“I heard what you did here, Jonik,” the king said. “According to Lord Kanabar, this fortress could not have been won without you.”

“Yes, sire.” His eyes were still down. “It…wasn’t really me. I just followed the words of the vision, that’s all.”

“This lantern man, yes. It was Sir Gerrin, is that correct?”

Jonik nodded his answer to that.

“A misunderstood man, much like yourself.”

“I…yes, sire. I suppose…yes.”

“Sir Gerrin has done much to aid our cause, as I understand it. He and many others.” A short pause. “But few so much as you, Jonik. I have been kept apprised of all your deeds.”

My deeds. They were many, that was true, though all in the shade of another. A black cloud that shadowed them all. He cringed as he thought of it. The dark deed that would always define him.

“Elyon says the two of you have reached an understanding,” Amron Daecar went on. “You spoke the night following your victory here. And you drank together, to honour the dead. My good-brother among them.”

“Yes, my lord. I did not know Lord Rikkard personally. I heard he was…a good man.”

“A good man, yes. Fair and forgiving. Elyon is much the same, I have always thought.”

“He is.” Jonik’s voice was a whisper. “He…when we spoke....”

“I know what he said. I agree with him, Jonik.”

The king stood five paces away from him. Now four, as he came closer, and three, and two. Jonik’s shoulders drew in as though he was about to be struck, drew in like they used to, when he was a boy in the Shadowfort. Gerrin, striking him. Striking him to save him. He swallowed, felt the urge to move back, or turn away, but he held his ground. It felt like his eyes were anchored to the floor, that he was unable to lift them, try as he might. Some invisible force was dragging them down, right down to his boots, stuck to his toes.

“Look at me, Jonik.”

Jonik forced his eyes up. With great difficulty, he did it. The king stood right there before him now, a short pace away, cloaked in an aura of grandeur. At his hip was Vallath’s Ruin, the Mercyblade, puffing from its scabbard with a confident mist. Particles of white ice rose and sparkled from his right thigh, his left shoulder, from the armour that healed him, armour made by Ilith, melting into an iridescent dust. The effect was magical. It was almost divine. Then the king spoke again. “Lenard Borrington is alive.”

Jonik frowned. So much had happened that he had half forgotten about Lenard Borrington. He’d last heard of him from Lord Ghent at the Undercloak, when he and Emeric passed the ruin of Tukor’s Pass. Ghent said he’d left, with some other men, to return to the war. Jonik never expected to hear from him again. “I’m…glad, sire. I always liked him.”

“And he you. I met him at the gate of King’s Point with his father, a reunion long overdue, and yet it was you Sir Lenard spoke of. He had much praise for you. For saving his life, and more than once. You’ve saved many lives, Jonik.”

I’ve taken my share as well.

His eyes sank away again, remembering one life in particular. Remembering that day in the arena in Varinar. The screaming crowd. The spurting blood. The confusion, the chaos, the weeping rain. He winced, feeling so utterly ashamed. Just say it. Say how sorry you are. Damn you, you coward, just say it!

He felt a hand come down on his shoulder. A big heavy gauntlet of lobstered steel, the fist that had held the Sword of Varinar, and the Frostblade, and Vallath’s Ruin.

“Son,” rumbled a voice. “Son, look at me.”

Jonik swallowed. Son? He must have misheard. It was his mind playing tricks. His eyes stayed low.

“Look at me, son.”

And there again, the word. He was calling him son.

His eyes crept up, unsure. Son. It was a word many older men used in reference to younger ones. Nothing in it, he told himself. Just a common term.

“You are my son, Jonik.”

He stared up at him. That one was harder to explain. “I…”

“You are my son,” the king said again. “I had hoped for a chance to see you. To see you so I could tell you. Before…” And he paused, for once faltering, head turning away to the western wall of the room. “Before I leave, and return to my army. After. When everything’s done, the fighting, the war, then we’ll talk, and talk properly. But for now. I wanted you to hear it. And I needed to say it. You are my son, Jonik. And everything you’ve been through, all that’s happened. It isn’t your fault. I want you to know that. None of it is your fault, son.”

The hand was on his shoulder, the big armoured hand of his father. He gave Jonik a gentle shake, his craggy face breaking into a smile. And the king breathed out, as though relieved, as though unburdened, as though as glad to say those words as Jonik was to hear them. It was just like with Elyon, up on the wall. He felt like he was in some sort of dream where everything he had hoped for was coming true. He was being forgiven, accepted. He was being called son by Amron Daecar.

“We’ll talk later,” the king said again, still clutching at his shoulder. “About everything. Your past, Jonik. Your future. All of it. Okay?”

He didn’t know what to say, was still at a loss for words. He opened his mouth to speak, closed it. He wanted to say how sorry he was for Aleron, try to explain, but now didn’t seem the time. Later, he thought, whenever that might be. It sounded like the king was going to be leaving right after this council, and it looked like he was eager to get it done. So Jonik said nothing, only waited for the king to withdraw his hand and turned to the door. Which he did, eventually. “Come, they’ll be waiting for us.”

And they walked toward the chamber together.

As father. And son.
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Elyon Daecar sat at the black marble table in the council chambers, musing on what a strange thing it was that they should be discussing the fate of the war, and its winning, from a room, and at a table, such as this.

The table was octagonal, the same as the fortress itself, its exact replica in shape and proportion. It was not surprising in the least. Eight was the number most associated with Eldur, after all. It was everywhere in the kingdom he had built. Eight-sided palaces and eight-sided fortresses. Towers with eight walls and rooms with eight windows. During weddings, eight candles were lit for the ceremony. At funerals, eight candles were blown out. Lythian had said that when he met King Dulian in Eldurath, he was told to stand eight paces from the throne. That he must bow, and hold that bow for eight seconds, before rising, and that he must keep his hands by his sides, thumbs tucked in, so that all eight of his fingers were pointed down.

It was nonsense, all of it. A load of nonsense built on a lie. The number was sacred for Eldur’s eight deaths, but he’d perished only the seven times, as it turned out, and was currently living his eighth life now. A life they were trying to end, which Elyon supposed made it quite fitting, in a fashion, that they should be discussing that very thing from here. At an eight-sided table within an eight-sided room within an eight-sided fort. He sat back in his chair and chuckled at the thought of it.

“Something amusing, Elyon?”

The prince looked up. Borrus was staring right at him, standing at one side of the octagonal table, giving his report. The other seven sides were being occupied by the senior luminaries. The three kings of the north had their places, of course, so too Lord Killian Oloran, Lord Ulrik Marak, and Elyon himself. That left the others - greatlords among them - standing behind their chairs, or perched at the windows, or over at the drinks table in the case of Horus Buckland, who seemed perfectly happy to be there. Jonik was propped against a plinth bearing atop it the bust of some ancient dragonlord, with a small, slightly dreamy smile plastered to his lips. Clearly, the short meeting with their father had gone well, as Elyon knew it would. The report they were currently listening to probably also played its part. Because it was about Emeric Manfrey, Jonik’s mentor and friend, and it was an excellent report indeed.

“Well?” demanded Borrus, evidently annoyed to have said report interrupted. “Care to share the joke, Elyon?”

“Not especially.”

“Then may I go on?”

“You may,” Elyon said, with grace, bowing his head and winning a few chuckles.

Borrus Kanabar huffed peevishly and straightened out the letter in his grasp. He had just told them that Emeric Manfrey had staged a successful ambush against a sprawling southern horde, under the command of Elio Krator, who now styled himself as emperor. Elyon reflected that he could very well have said he was laughing about that. The idea of it. Krator, as emperor. This bastard who’d killed Saska’s father, Lorin’s son, the young king who never was, whose very diary Elyon still kept tucked into his breastplate, close to his heart, and which he liked to read periodically. A laughable bloody notion.

The Lord of Rivers resumed. “Emeric reports massive loss of life on Krator’s side. Tens of thousands dead from a host numbering up to a quarter of a million, by early estimates.”

“Good gods!” spluttered Harry Swiftwater. “So many?”

“We have a similar number here. And proper men too. Not a shambling horde of untrained peasants like this Krator’s.” Borrus said that with thick disdain, slid his eyes back over the letter. “The archers caused panic in the ranks, then Emeric charged Krator’s host with three companies of heavy horse. They drove deep into the enemy lines before they rallied against them. He reports that this Krator rides some immense monster, a mix of dragon and sunwolf, capable of fire-breath and flight. He saw it tear through scores of men, Bladeborn among them, before his allies charged from the other side of the valley.”

“Which allies are these?” asked Robbert Lukar.

“A rebel faction of Aramatians, under the command of Iziah Hasham and Rhanor Ranaartan.”

“Ranaartan? Is that Risho’s father?”

“The same. He betrayed Krator’s command and joined with Hasham’s rebels instead. Gathered in the Everwood and marched southwest through the mountains to join the trap. Under the guidance of…” and Borrus frowned down at the words, as though unsure about this part. “Someone called the Second Elder.”

“And who’s that now?” asked Buckland from the drinks table, slurping wine.

“An Everwood Elder.” It was Elyon who answered. “Lythian had an eagle from him, too. Or your cousin Brontus did, Killian. Lythian found it when he took back the Sword of Varinar. Told him where to take it.”

“That so?” asked Buckland.

Elyon nodded. “Seems the Second Elder’s been helping to pull the strings from afar.”

“Yes,” muttered Borrus, frowning at the letter. “Emeric says an eagle visited Ranulf Shackton with regular updates from this elder. They were able to coordinate their ambush through the birds and keep a watch on Breakback Pass. When Krator’s host emerged, they were ready. Archers, then the northern charge, then Hasham came in from the west.” He paused here, it seemed for effect. “He was riding Agarosh the One-Eye.”

Sir Lothar Tunney snorted. “Agarosh was Justo Nemati’s bear. Hasham’s died in the last war. Horror, or something.”

“Hothror,” whispered Killian Oloran. “I saw him die.”

Were part of it, more like, Elyon thought. That was back at the Battle of Burning Rock, where legends were made and slain in equal measure. Some of those legends were here at this table. His father, of course. Marak, a legend to his people. One had crippled a prince and the other had killed a king and First Blade, all legendary figures themselves. A battle that Elyon Daecar had daydreamed over a thousand times in his youth, gazing at the picture books and poring over the stories. A battle of such scale and brutality that he didn’t think it could ever be matched, and how wrong he was. How hopelessly wrong.

“Hothror, then,” Sir Lothar said. “Point is, he’s dead. Moonbears don’t take new riders.”

“Emeric says otherwise,” Borrus barked at him. “Or do you doubt him, Lothar?”

“No. I just…”

“Then shut up and let me speak.” The Lord of Rivers glared, cleared his throat and went on. “There were other moonbears present. Tathranor,” and he glanced at Robbert Lukar, “and five others...”

“Five!” screamed Swiftwater. “You’re to say there were seven of these brutes, in total?”

“Seven, yes.” Borrus Kanabar was getting visibly fed up with the regular interruptions. “Agarosh, Tathranor, and five others. Seven. Thank you for pointing that out, my lord.”

“Well, I…it’s a remarkable number, is all. Quite remarkable. Seven moonbears in a single battle? I am no great student of history, but surely that cannot have happened for…for many years.”

“Centuries,” said Lady Marian Payne, smoothly.

“Centuries,” nodded Swiftwater, looking at her. “Thank you, my lady. You see. Quite remarkable!”

“A rout, was it Borrus?” Lord Paramor asked. “Any battle with a few moonbears usually becomes a rout.”

“Rout is the very word that Emeric uses. He says a third or so were able to flee into the plains. The rest became trapped in the valley and threw down their weapons or else ran back into Breakback Pass. They’ll run home, most likely. A good number will turn and bend the knee to Hasham. They’ll flock to him now. It’s the only wise choice.”

“So our forces grow, as theirs decline,” said King Sevrin, stroking at his narrow chin. “A great triumph, and quite worthy of a toast. Please join me.” And he rose to his feet, chair legs scraping on stone, plucked up his cup from the table. Others stood as well, holding their drinks. Then the King of Rasalan said something rather strange. “To Elyon Daecar,” he toasted, raising his cup.

Elyon blinked at the old man, bemused. Quite a few others seemed similarly puzzled. “I’m quite sure I wasn’t there, my lord.”

“No, indeed.” The king chuckled amusedly. “But you began us on this path, did you not? This victory is the end product of a vision, Elyon, a vision that would not have been possible had you not had the foresight yourself, to not only steal back the Eye of Rasalan from Eldurath, but to bring it to the Tower of Rasalan, and with Walter Selleck in reluctant tow.” He smiled. “An endeavour that began only with a sense of hope. Your hope, Elyon. So this toast is for you.”

“To Elyon,” his father said, with a proud look on his face. He nodded across at him. “And his great capacity for hope.”

“His great capacity for hope,” the others repeated, still not entirely sure in all cases, but going along with it anyway. Elyon also wasn’t entirely sure, but it was never particularly gracious to refuse such an honour, so he just smiled and took it, and waited for the moment to pass.

When it did, the men sat again, wiped their mouths, set down their cups and got down to business. The first question was asked by Lord Gullimer. “Is Moonrider Ranaartan aware of this victory?”

“Not yet,” said Borrus. “I plan to go out and talk to him after.”

“He’ll want to join his father,” Robbert said.

Borrus agreed. “I’m sure he’ll suggest it.” He looked at Amron and Marak. “Risho Ranaartan’s forces number only a few thousand now. They camp outside the walls and refuse to enter, though we have the space. It’s been the case since they joined us. Always with a separate camp.”

“Like the gruloks,” said Sir Pagaloth. “They are the same.”

Amron nodded. “Indeed.” And stared down at the table in thought for a moment. “Will you permit him to leave, Borrus?”

“I don’t think he needs permission, Amron. He’ll go, I’m sure of it. Make it eight moonbears out there instead of seven.”

Eight, Elyon thought. Seemed unable to escape that number.

“This news came by eagle?” the king asked.

“Ranulf Shackton’s, so far as I’m told. Handsome bird, blue and gold. Called...” Borrus frowned, forgetting the bird’s name. “What was it, Jonik? You know the bird well.”

“Kamcho,” Jonik said quietly, from his plinth.

“Kamcho, right.”

“Is he still here?”

“Up there on Karagar’s jaws,” Borrus confirmed. His eyes darted to the ceiling. “Reckon he must be waiting around for a reply.”

“Then we’ll give him one,” the king said. “How quickly can your men be mustered to march?”

“They’re ready,” Killian told him, in his whispery voice. “As soon as we give the command.” Others nodded their heads. Robbert, Borrus, Buckland. No one offered a complaint. Amron clenched his jaw, narrowed his eyes, and flicked them toward the west window. Elyon was getting the distinct impression that his father wanted to move, and move quickly.

“Good. Then we’ll march two days from now. From here and in the west. Borrus, send word back to Lord Manfrey telling him to leave at once. Today. They have a bit further to go, so they’ll need a head start. If Moonrider Ranaartan is eager to join his father, lay out the risks. He will be exposed over a great distance before he finds them.”

“That’s on him. He knows the risks.”

There was a map of Agarath conveniently hanging on one wall, a great tapestry stitched and threaded in fine detail, all reds and golds and blacks. The king, that being Amron Daecar, king among kings here, stood up from his seat and walked over to it, passing the King’s Wall, who loomed behind Sevrin’s chair. Somehow, Amron Daecar didn’t look quite so small next to him as others did. He approached the map, took up the ornate sceptre that rested within a specially-made holding on the wall beneath it, and pointed it at the Ashmount.

“This is our destination. We all know it. A fearful place that I’m sure none of us want to visit, but we must. Lord Marak has already begun scouting the lands here.” He tapped at the expanse west and north of the mountain, near the woodland where the western host was in camp. “He has found wells and reliable water sources, scouted places where we might make camp by night as we advance. There are chasms under investigation. We are preparing for assault from beneath the ground, and above it, and I advise that you prepare for the same.”

“Jonik’s told us all about what he saw down there,” Borrus said. “Worms and bugs and whatnot. You’re saying they might come squirming up to pay a visit, Amron?”

“I would take precautions, in case they do. Lord Marak has told me he is willing to help scout the land here in the east, as he did the west. My lord,” he said, and Marak nodded his head. He wore his Body of Karagar armour, black and craggy as a bluff, never far from intimidating no matter how much time you spent around it. There was something poetic in the fact that he was here, wearing that armour, within this particular tower, with the sculpture of Karagar wrapped around its outer walls. Poetic in the same way these eight moonbears were poetic, or the fact that Garlath the Grand’s scales were blue and silver. Alliances that were always destined to happen. Fate, Elyon reflected, glancing over at his brother, who knew a thing or two on the topic.

The dragonlord’s harsh voice rumbled out. “My riders will help you. There are cracks in the land, more than ever before. This world is breaking. But we will find a safe road, places where you can rest. I will have Sir Pagaloth or another bring reports to you.”

“Will we have to cross any of these rifts?” Elyon asked. He was thinking of the bridges they’d used when crossing the Bloodmarshes, wondering if they might be put back to use.

“That we will see,” the dragonlord said. “There may be thin cracks to pass, but I hope to find you a way around the wider ones. It is like this in the west. A broken world with roads through it. We find these roads from the air, chart them, and report.”

“And Emeric Manfrey’s host?” asked King Sevrin.

“It is not his host. It is Lord Hasham’s.”

“I see.” Sevrin smiled politely. “Lord Hasham’s host, then. Will you do them this same kindness?”

“I will visit,” Marak grumbled. “I know Hasham well.” He didn’t offer the King of Rasalan any further explanation. His hard dark eyes looked at Sevrin, and at old Donal Paramor, and chubby, pink-cheeked Harry Swiftwater, and the glum and brooding Humphrey Merrymarsh. It seemed to Elyon that he didn’t think much of the Rasalanian lords; only Buckland, perhaps, being a great bear of a man, satisfied his notion of what a war commander should be. “Which of you are Seaborn?” he demanded of them. His eyes found Paramor, with that necklace of colourful corals and priceless shells dangling and tinkling around his throat. “You?”

“Me? No, not me, Lord Marak. Don’t let my appearance fool you. I’m a hardy old Bladeborn and old blood too.”

Marak’s mirthless eyes went to Swiftwater and Merrymarsh. “And you?”

Harry Swiftwater raised his chubby palms, chins wobbling. “Guilty as charged, my lord,” he giggled. “I am Seaborn to the soul, and most proud to say so!”

Humphrey Merrymarsh gave a dour nod to confirm that he was the same.

“Then you’ll stay here,” Marak said. It was not a suggestion. “The mountain is no place for Seaborn lords.”

“We have both brought many soldiers with us, my lord,” said Swiftwater. “I’m sure they would be at a loss without us, but…but if you should insist…”

“It is the best place for you,” Amron told him, from the wall map. “Horus, Donal and Lady Payne can take charge of your men. It would be better if you remain here and tend to our wounded.” His words were staged as though they were options, but really they were orders. Neither Swiftwater nor Merrymarsh looked particularly interested in offering a protest.

Marak’s eyes went to King Sevrin and stayed there.

The king smiled back at him. “I am Seaborn also, of course. Useless in a battle myself, but this is not an adventure I want to miss. I feel that my good lords of Swiftwater and Merrymarsh will have everything in hand here. So I would like to join you. And see this fabled mountain.”

“But, sire,” moaned Swiftwater. “That mountain is quite evil. It could very well be the last thing you see. Is it really wise to go?”

“Wise? No. But blame my Uncle Godrin, Harry. He rather took all the wisdom in the family.” He chuckled merrily. “I shall, of course, stay in camp far from the fighting and watch proceedings from a safe distance. In this, at least, I know my place.” And he gave another crinkly grin.

Elyon smiled over at the spindly old king, glad, for his part, that he could be coming. He liked King Sevrin rather a lot, as he did old Donal Paramor, and looked forward to riding to war with them. A strange thing to look forward to, but he didn’t have much choice. It was ahead of them, a great dark cloud getting darker by the day, and not one they could escape. Two days, he thought. Two days and we go.

The war council raced briskly on. If they had hoped for some great insight into the little matter of actually defeating their enemy, some brilliant strategy that Amron Daecar had devised with the help of Lord Marak, they were left disappointed. It seemed Elyon’s father had come largely to coordinate the timing of their march, discuss numbers, risks, supplies, Marak’s scouting endeavours, and other logistical details. They heard a brief report from Sir Pagaloth about Dragonfall, where Lythian and Robert Borrington had now taken control of the city, but that hadn’t turned out to be of particular consequence. If anything, it was a smart ruse by the enemy to draw some of their strength away, further west, and weaken their main deployment.

“And what of the enemy strength?” hiccupped Horus Buckland, onto about his sixteenth cup of wine. “Do we have them in numbers?”

“Impossible to say with any certainty.” The king stood at the map, pointing with his Agarathi sceptre. “Lord Marak’s riders have been able to get only so close to the mountain. There are swarming armies on the lower slopes, arrayed in great camps, here and here.” He poked at the mountain on the northeastern and northwestern sides. “They appear prepared to meet us, with numbers that may very well exceed our own. Further forces may be inside the mountain, and out of sight. We must expect a variety of aberrant creatures. Dark creatures drawn to Eldur’s cause. I have been told of the fire giants you faced at Dragon’s Bane. Robbert, you fought one yourself, is that correct?”

“Yes, my lord. A fearsome thing. Water helps against them, to douse their flames.”

“Axes are useful as well,” said Buckland. “Helps chop the buggers down to size.”

“They are killable,” rumbled the voice of Sir Ralston Whaleheart. Everyone looked at him. “I have killed several myself.”

Old Paramor gave a chuckle. “Easy for you to say, Ralston. You’re about eight times bigger than I am.”

“We have other means of neutralising them,” said the king. “But we must be prepared to face them ourselves as well. Depending on numbers.”

“And what of dragons?” asked the apple lord. “Is there any way for us to estimate their remaining strength?”

“Assume a very large number, and double it,” the king told him. “Then double it again.” That hardly inspired confidence, though it was best to imagine the worst, Elyon supposed, and work back from there. “Dozens have been seen circling the summit like crows above a kill. We can consider this the tip of a very large iceberg.” He turned to the map, pointing at the mountain. “The black storm shades the land here,” he said, drawing a wide circle around it. “Dragons have been seen flying in and out of it, and we have no notion of how many are up there. They may be hiding, yes, within the mountain, or within the storm. This storm is Agarath, embodied as this elemental force. It watches all. And conceals his children.”

“Lovely,” said Harry Swiftwater, gulping. “Makes me feel so warm inside.”

“That’s you pissing yourself, you great wobbly craven,” laughed Buckland. “But don’t worry, Harry. You’ll be staying here, remember?”

“It’s bad enough, let me tell you. I rather wish I hadn’t come at all.”

Buckland slapped his big belly and guffawed, having a merry old time over there at the drinks table. Borrus had something of a wistful look on his face as he glanced over, probably wanting to join him.

“So, two days,” he said. “It’s getting real, real fast, all this.”

“It’s been real for a while, hasn’t it?” asked Lothar, frowning. “Or was assaulting this fortress just a warm-up for you, Borrus?”

“Everything’s a warm-up for me until I take the head of Vargo Ven.”

“It’s Eldur’s head we need,” put in Buckland. “Any plans for how to do it?”

Silence. A long dry silence.

“Right,” Buckland said. “We’re confident, then?” He knocked back his seventeenth cup and filled his eighteenth.

There was a lot that wasn’t being said in this room. A lot being held back by different parties present. Elyon was watching them. His father, keeping his own council, even while technically running this one. King Sevrin, with that little smile on his face to suggest he’d seen more than he was letting on. Marian, too, though that was just her way. Marak, clearly, had certain plans of his own. And Elyon, even, had something he was hiding. Something that he should probably share, though he still saw no merit in doing so.

“Two days,” said Harry Swiftwater, after a while. He wiped his clammy brow with the back of his pudgy hand. “I’m really not seeing the need to attack so soon. What’s all the rush for? If this heir of Varin is still missing, ought we not find her first, or await her return? It seems to me she’s the only one who can end this threat for good and all. Shouldn’t we wait?”

Borrus snorted at him. “We can’t wait, Swiftwater. And enough talking from you. You’re not even coming with us.”

“No, but that doesn’t mean…”

“Waiting is not an option,” growled Ulrik Marak.

Swiftwater swallowed. Ever across the room as he was, he seemed to cower away from the dragonlord. “No. Of course not. I only thought…”

King Amron Daecar was the senior voice in this roomful of senior voices. “We march in two days,” he said, in a voice of complete finality. “And we march quickly. I want you pushing the men hard. Twenty, twenty-five miles a day or more. The dragonriders will fly between our hosts and make sure we are aligned. Borrus, make plain the urgency in your letter to Emeric Manfrey. They must move quickly if they want to coordinate with us.” He looked at the map again, thinking deeply, taking his time. “Unless anyone has anything essential to add, we’ll conclude there.” He placed the sceptre back in its holding, turned to face them, saw that no one was raising a hand. “Then good luck to you all, and fight well. Borrus, Killian, I’d like to share a cup of wine with you before I leave. It’s been too long.”

“Too bloody long,” Borrus agreed.

“Elyon, you first. A private word outside.”

And that was it. The war council was done. The men rose from their seats to much scraping of chair legs, some of them looking less than comforted by the plan. Swiftwater went at once to complain to King Sevrin, Merrymarsh harrumphing along with him, Lothar seemed also to be grousing in the ear of Robbert Lukar and Lord Gullimer. The king shared a quick word with Marak, and then Sir Pagaloth, who left at once through the doors, probably to prepare Lendrathor to bear them back west, then motioned for Elyon to follow him out onto the balcony. It wrapped all the way around the top of the tower, the great neck of Karagar, stretching up into the massive stone head that screamed to the turbid skies. The wind was blowing hard out here, and the clattering of the chisels could be heard ringing in the air.

“Not everyone seems happy with the plan, Father.”

“It’s the only way,” the king said.

“I know.” And he did. He knew waiting was not an option. “Marak told you of what we found?”

The king nodded slowly.

“Have you shared it?”

“Only with Amara.”

“And what did she say?”

“That he’s dead. Even if he isn’t.” He paused. “And he isn’t.”

Now Elyon’s frown deepened, his brows drawing it. His pulse quickened a little. “You know it for certain?”

“In my bones.” The king nodded his head to the southwest, toward the merciless horizon. “Vilmar calls it a net, out there. A great net, and we’ve got no choice but to swim into it. He’s right, Elyon, we don’t. And once we’re there, there will be no going back. Whatever happens. It’ll end at that mountain.”

Elyon knew it to be true. It had all led to this. He opened his mouth to speak…

“I love you, son.”

Those words were a little worrying. A little final.

“I don’t say it enough. I’ve never said it enough.”

“You…you haven’t had to, Father. You’ve shown it. That’s more valuable.”

“Have I?” His voice was full of doubt. “Did I show it when I took my grief on the road? When I left you and Lillia in Amara and Vesryn’s care? I should have been there for you, all of you, when your mother died. But I wasn’t. I ran from my grief. I abandoned you.”

“Father, no, you…”

“I hope she has forgiven me for that.” He looked up to the sky, turning his gaze to the north, where the air seemed clearer, sweeter, purer. “I’ve always felt guilty for what happened during those days. I wonder sometimes if Brydon was right. Whether I forced her to have that child. Whether…whether I killed her.”

“Father, no,” Elyon said again, more firmly. That was too much. He was going too far. “What’s brought this on? Is it Rikkard’s death? Seeing Jonik here?”

“Jonik,” the king murmured. His head went a little bit lower. “That poor boy. Another who has suffered because of me.”

“You? But…”

“I must take some of the blame, Elyon. I must hold myself to account. What he did to Aleron…what they made him do. It all started with me, in that tent, with Cecilia Blakewood.”

“You didn’t know.”

“Didn’t I? Might I not have done more? I could smell perfume the next morning, did you know that? There was a smell of it among the sheets. I might have investigated, found out the truth. I might have been able to stop it at the source. But I didn’t. I feared…I feared what I might find. I feared that I had taken some woman to bed, in my drunken stupor, and I didn’t want to confront that thought. I loved your mother, Elyon. The gods know I loved her. I know I’d never have dishonoured her by bedding another woman, not in my right mind, but…”

“But you didn’t. You weren’t in your right mind. You were drugged and tricked. You thought it was her, Father.”

“At the time, yes. I thought it was a dream. Your mother was in Varinar; it couldn’t have been her. A dream, yes, but that perfume…” He cringed, shaking his head. “If I had investigated it, I might have found the truth. But no. I just drank again, fought again, forgot it ever happened. And look what came of it. My son. My own son. Tortured and abused. Twisted and turned against me.”

“He turned back. He turned himself back.”

“Yes.” And the king’s head went up and down, a proud look, a proud nod. “Yes. And how much strength has he shown to do it? It’s hard, you know how hard it is, with what happened with Aleron, but it wasn’t his fault. You know that too.”

“I have come to see it.”

“I want you to watch out for him, Elyon. He’s suffered enough. He deserves to live through this war. To see what a normal life might be on the other side of it. I want you both to fight together, look out for one another. Can you do that for me? Can you do it for me, son?”

“Of course, Father. Of course I will.”

“Good, my boy. Good.” And the king breathed out, his eyes changing, emerging from their melancholy, firming. He drew a breath in, and out again, raised his chin, clenched his jaw, gazed southwest to their quarry. Elyon looked out as well, toward the Ashmount, thinking of the battle there long ago. The Battle of Ashmount, where the world collided. Where Eldur rode on the back of Karagar, mighty son of Drulgar the Dread. Where Varin, fearsome in his wrath, slew the dragon and threw down the Fire Father to creep away to the Wings in shame.

That was meant to be his eighth death. The death that never was. Now here they stood, Amron and Elyon Daecar, staring toward the mountain on this balcony that was Karagar’s neck. Omens, signs, Elyon thought. He stood, wondering what the coming battle might one day be called. And he stood, looking up into his father’s eyes, eyes that seemed to see further than his own, eyes that seemed to be looking directly at the mountain itself, hidden far beyond the horizon, and within the mountain, to Eldur, his enemy, sitting atop his mighty throne.

The Echo of Titans, Elyon Daecar thought. It was the name given to the duel between his father and Dulian, where Amron Daecar had slain Vallath and crippled the prince, showing mercy. An echo, they said, of Varin’s battle with Eldur at the Ashmount, where the Steel Father slew the dragon, only to spare the man. Amron Daecar had been a part of that echo, but now the real thing awaited. Eldur, alive, his eighth death long overdue. And this time…this time…

Elyon took his father’s arm, gripped it tight. The king’s eyes swung down to meet him. Eyes like Varin’s, Elyon thought. And he growled two words. “No mercy.”

His father nodded slowly; he knew what he meant. He lifted his great chin, and he turned his eyes toward the mountain. And from his lips a defiant rumble. “No mercy,” he agreed.
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The interior of the mountain crawled and clattered; it squirmed with the movement of minions and men. Eerie screams howled out from dark places; otherworldly roars rumbled up from the deep. In the smoking air, the steaming air, through the air hot and red, dragons flew. They shrieked their song as they flashed in the shroud, coming and going from the great opening above, into the thundering black-red storm that was Agarath the All-Father.

The High Priest of Fire was on his knees before the Fire Father’s throne, the enormous throne of black obsidian that was once crown to the Great Almighty. His head was bowed and bowed low toward the platform within the immense mountain cavity from which Eldur Eternal ruled. Ruled in shadow, concealed in shade, only the red eyes watching.

“You may rise, my children.”

The voice rumbled from every side and every angle. It was a murmur in his ear and a call from far away; it was inside his very head, booming. The High Priest stood up, his flame-coloured robes falling magnificently around him, his red prong beard oiled and gleaming, clutching the golden sceptre of his station in his grasp.

Beside him was the sad figure of Lord Vargo Ven, pale, drawn, stricken in his failures. He shivered up to his feet in his black scale armour and golden cape, the garb that once suited his prominence, his vanity, but no longer. It is nothing but a rich shell encasing an empty vessel, the High Priest thought, glancing superciliously over at him, as he stood there, hunched and afraid, eyes rooted to the rock at his feet. A sneer of contempt twisted the High Priest’s lips. How far the once-mighty have fallen.

Behind him, coming along the walkway that led to the throne, was the sound of rattling chains. The High Priest turned and observed the small procession as Elio Krator was led forth. He wore nought but his skin, purple and blue and black all over, a cloak of bruises and welts and lesions mottling every part of his battered body. Manacles gripped tight about his ankles, so tight they seemed to dig into the flesh, connected by a length of chain so short he could scarcely do more than shuffle onward, head hanging low, his manhood as shrivelled and pitiable as he was.

Sunrider Bruggo followed, a dead-eyed brute of a man, shoving him roughly but silently along, and at his side walked the priest Val’kor, his long rope of red-white beard swinging, a smug little smile on his slimy old face. From the stone walkways and high platforms that crossed the mighty cavern, half-seen in the shifting steam, came hisses of scorn, and cackles of laughter, and spitting voices shouting out from the gloom. A cacophony of hate and disdain and mockery to accompany the slow sad shuffle of the fallen emperor.

Val’kor walked up to stand beside the High Priest, wearing that smug smile all the while. The High Priest’s sneer of contempt twisted yet deeper. He thinks greatly more of himself than he ought to, this peasant. He despised this upjumped creature immensely.

“Great Eldur,” the peasant said, in a voice quite as ugly as he was. His robes were filthy and unwashed, stinking of that cesspit Aram and the horde he’d led to the slaughter. The High Priest wrinkled his nose. “Here he is, Father. The noble Emperor Elio Krator.”

More laughter from the platforms and the walkways as the emperor was shoved a final time and tumbled forward, tripping on his chains, his chin cracking on the stone as he landed. He lay there, insensate, blood dribbling out from his split lips and a new cut opened up on his jaw.

“Up,” hissed Val’kor, standing over him. “Get up for Great Eldur! On your knees! I said get up!”

The Aramatian did not move. He looked pitiful, lying there, sprawled out naked, his bare arse showing, his little manhood crushed beneath him. Groaning and wheezing like a beaten dog. Pitiful, yes, but somewhat worthy of one’s pity. He had evidently suffered greatly over the preceding weeks at the hands of this loathsome priest. “Up!” Val’kor hissed again. He gave him a kick in the ribs. “I said up!”

“Perhaps it should be you on your knees, Val’kor,” the High Priest said in a haughty voice. “Perhaps it is you who should be naked and beaten?”

The old creature turned to face him. “And why’s that?”

“Oh, I think you know why, Val’kor.”

“You mean what happened at The Black Gorge? You think that’s my fault, High Priest?”

The man’s shamelessness was astonishing. “I think you should share the blame. You were meant to be watching over the host, were you not? Yet somehow, you did not notice that Lord Rhanor Ranaartan had abandoned his keep to join our enemy. Somehow, you were unable to track the whereabouts of Lord Iziah Hasham. Somehow, you permitted a company of moonbears to sneak upon you unseen and unawares. And the northmen, do not get me started on the northmen. They came from nowhere, as I understand it. Just appeared there as if by magic, is that so, Val’kor? Is it so?”

The old creature only grinned at him. “Nicely summed up, High Priest. That about covers it all, I think.”

How? How can he be so blithesome before the Fire Father’s very throne? Beneath the gaze of Agarath himself, who watches all from on high? It baffled the High Priest beyond the scope of his understanding. “Is that all you have to say for yourself?” The creature did not answer. “Where were you, Val’kor?” the High Priest snapped. “When Lord Hasham came, on Agarosh the One-Eye. When Tathranor the Terror charged the field? Could it be that you fled in fear of them as well? That you saw them and fled, just as Krator did?”

The man’s horrid leering grin returned, leaning forward on his long, knotted, vulturous neck. An uglier man the High Priest had never laid his eyes upon. It was all he could do not to spit into his eye. “I didn’t flee, High Priest. No, oh no. I was watching. High up in the skies.”

“Watching? Watching and doing nothing!”

“Nothing? What’s watching if not doing something? But I wasn’t watching for me, High Priest. You know who I was watching for.” And his chin lifted. “Or would you question the word of Agarath the All-Father?”

“By no means.” He said it by habit and lowered his head, in great respect of the Great Almighty. “I was not aware of any such order.”

“Why should you be? Why should you be aware?” He stared at him a moment in a fashion that seemed like contempt, and the slimy grin was gone. Dead serious were his eyes, all of a sudden. A challenge in them that the High Priest did not know how to meet. He was preparing an answer when the peasant priest smiled again and said, “It’s all a bit rich coming from you, isn’t it? Condemning me. After what you did.”

“What I did?” His prong beard swung up. “I don’t have the slightest idea of…”

“The giant,” rattled Val’kor. “That pet Bladeborn of yours, the Whaleheart. He got away from you, as I understand it. Escaped right from under your nose.”

“That wasn’t my fault,” the High Priest snapped. “It was Sotel Dar. The scholar, he…”

“Tricked you, High Priest. He tricked you,” said Val’kor. That ugly smile again, impossibly smug. “Then he defied you by giving himself to the Eternal Flame, without permission. He tricked and defied and mocked you, High Priest. Maybe you should be the one naked…and beaten?”

The eyes of the High Priest of the Temple of Fire flew open in outrage. “You!” he roared. “You dare…!”

“Enough.”

The word spread, and expanded, and dominated, and cast off all other sound. The High Priest quailed and shrank away from it, and all was at once quiet and still. Just hissing vents from far below and dragons slithering high above. Red eyes glowed in the darkness. In the dark that dwelt around the Fire Father’s throne.

“Get him up,” the voice said.

Bruggo reached down and pulled Elio Krator to his feet as though he was nothing but a child. He held him there with his two big hands clasping his bare shoulders. The emperor swayed, blood dripping down his chin, onto his chest, weeping from cuts and sores. He was in fine physical condition, this man, every inch of him honed and tight and firm. A perfectionist who had led a life of hard discipline, undone by this peasant priest from some far-flung backwater, bloated in his unearned power, bitter in his envy. And the High Priest sneered once more.

“You tried to flee,” hummed the deep voice that came from the darkness. The shadows clung about him, shifting, sometimes showing a glimpse of him: a streak of corpse-white hair; a clawed hand emerging from a crimson sleeve; a smile, bottomlessly cruel, breaking like plaster on an ancient face. Mostly, it was just the eyes, glowing. And the divine voice that seemed to come from everywhere. “Speak.”

Krator was an insect before him. A naked insect, stripped of all pride, tiny before the great throne. “I…my lord…it was…weakness,” he bubbled from broken lips. “Just a moment of weakness…my lord.”

“Weakness,” hissed Val’kor. “You wanted to flee! Flee to some faraway land! And after all we’ve done for you!”

“I…”

“Cur!” And Val’kor slapped him around the back of his head. “After everything we’ve done! Cur!” Another slap.

“I’m sorry.” The man’s voice was empty. “I’m very sorry.”

“Sorry! Is that all you can say? That you’re sorry! Cur! Cur!” He slapped him with each repetition of the word. Bruggo stood holding him so he didn’t fall. In the shadows of the throne, the red eyes watched on, ageless and unblinking. “We made Braccaro a god for you! We gave you an army and a crystal crown! And you spit on us!”

“No, I…”

“No? You didn’t receive these things?” He slapped his head again. “Cur! Cur!”

“He is a cur,” the High Priest said. “I think we all know that by now, Val’kor.” He ignored the snarling look that the peasant gave him, a look he must rise above. This old man was nothing to him, he must remember, a creature very far beneath him. I led sermons for tens of thousands in Eldurath. I stood on the balcony of the Temple of Fire and converted legions to the Fire Father’s will. Val’kor was as much an insect to him as Elio Krator was to Eldur Eternal. The only worthy part of him was the power he was given. Power he has abused. The rest was base, shabby, and grotesque, and the High Priest must remember it.

He turned to the glowing red eyes. “Great Father. This man has proven a disappointment, we can all agree. Yet he is the only one capable of riding Braccaro. The beast is loyal to us. He proved it when he brought the emperor here. I was there, during his creation,” and he gave Val’kor a snide look at that, because the old man had not been present, or had anything to do with the transformation, “and I see how he has grown. He remains a potent weapon against the barbarians. If I may, Great Eldur, I suggest that Emperor Krator be granted a chance to redeem himself.” And he went quiet, waiting, hoping he had spoken well.

“Redemption,” the voice murmured, after a delay that felt like minutes. There was something amused in it. “The light of redemption is rising in the east and west. If it is redemption you seek, it is coming.” And the shadows moved, opening, showing a smile. A smile that said it didn’t matter, that he didn’t care. Their redemption was nothing to him. Their ambitions but flickers of ash in a stormcloud of his uncaring. The smile widened and opened, and laughter came out. Laughter that started small and turned to thunder. And the thunder rumbled on.

When it ended, the air was slain of all sound again, and it was the cretin Val’kor who broke the silence. “Great Father, this creature cannot be trusted.” He flicked his fingers at Krator’s face, right in his eyes, causing him to flinch. “If he is to ride Braccaro into battle, then he must be chained and bound to him. He must fly as he is now, naked and in shame. I will see it done, my lord. By your will.” And he bowed his head.

The Fire Father gave no response to that. He was beyond them, above them, far away from these petty concerns. The northern hordes were closing in now, sprawling masses of screaming men, hundreds and hundreds of thousands of them, and ancients among them, and moonbears now too, and even dragons, some dragons had turned against them, led by the treacherous Ulrik Marak and by the winged traitor Garlath the Grand. They were coming with all their strength, and wrath, and power, and yet Great Eldur sat waiting, calm, and smiling, as though it was exactly what he wanted.

As though it was all by his design.

Eventually, he raised a hand, chalk-white and long-fingered and black-clawed, extending from the shifting shadow. “Go,” he murmured in a soft, spreading voice. A dismissive voice. A final voice that said this would be their last interaction, their last moments before his throne. “Go, my children. Seek your redress and redemption. Do as you please, and fight as you will. I have my final preparations to make.”

And that was it. Those were the final words the High Priest of Fire was to hear in Great Eldur’s majestic, magnificent presence. He went into a low bow, then rose, and looked at him, looked at him lovingly, hoping for more, like a child desperate for some word of encouragement from his father. For some word of thanks. For something, anything, to convey his gratitude for his long and loyal service. But nothing. Nothing. Just the detached red eyes, the cold white smile, floating in that sea of shadow.

The High Priest turned and left him, disappointed. Left for the last time, walking along the wide stone bridge that led away from Great Eldur’s throne. Ahead, Vargo Ven was striding away with purpose, fleeing no doubt into the sanctuary of his treacherous thoughts while the High Priest walked more steadily behind, his chin held high in pride, his prong-beard gleaming, hair and robes of flaming colours waving in his wake. He bore in his grasp his golden sceptre, encrusted with ruby and onyx, and at his throat the red diamond pulsed with his well-earned power.

Earned, yes, unlike these others. I am worthy; they are not.

He had let the giant escape, true, but he could not have seen it coming. That very day, he had tested Sotel Dar and found him to be loyal. Why should he think that he would turn? How could he have known? A small oversight on his part, certainly, but nothing worse than that, and it had led to the escape of a single man. A formidable one, there was no denying it, but a single man all the same. Hardly a catastrophe of the sort the others had presided over, losing Blademelt to the northmen, being routed outside The Black Gorge, and soon, perhaps, he would have a chance to set it right. Soon, yes. Redemption.

The others were following behind him. He could hear Val’kor hissing and slapping at Elio Krator as they went, bullying him mercilessly, and the High Priest’s lips drew back into a scowl. I hate that man. Hate him. He looked to the bridges and platforms that loomed in the steaming air above, glimpsed the mindless drones standing at the edges, watching them pass. Drones, whom the High Priest had converted, in many cases. Legions bound to Eldur’s will, by him. I have helped summon armies. I have rallied the hordes. I broke the Elders when they were brought to the dungeons. I corrupted their eagles to make spies.

He had done much, much and more for the Fire Father’s cause. More than Ven, and Val’kor, and Krator combined, and yet I get no word of thanks, I receive no bounty of praise…

He snorted now, unable to help himself, a snort that ripped out all of a sudden through his nose. And we cannot forget the heir, no. We cannot forget her.

He had been the one to capture her, after all. He had been the one to bring her into Eldur’s power. The girl was gone now, carried off to some faraway land with no hope of return, dooming all northern hope. And that was down to me. I have done more to cripple the northern cause than anyone. Me, the High Priest of Fire. First among Great Eldur’s servants...

…but still just another insect at his feet.

Val’kor was still sneering and hissing behind him, calling Krator ‘cur’ and ‘ slave’ and ‘scum’. The voice stirred a deep hatred, a deep indignation, in the very bones of the High Priest of Fire. “I will tie you as you are, cur!” rasped the horrid voice. “You will fly to battle naked and in shame for all the world to see!” He slapped and spat and hissed at him. “Cur! You are scum! You think yourself so high, but look how low you have come! Hear them laughing at you! Do you hear them, cur! Do you hear!”

“Shut up!” snapped the High Priest, no longer able to restrain himself. He swung around, knuckles white around his sceptre. “I cannot listen to your grating voice any longer, Val’kor! Shut up!”

The priest gave him an ugly leer. “Touched a nerve, did I, High Priest? Do not tell me you care about this man?”

“I care nothing for him. It is you, Val’kor! Going on and on. Just shut up, you hideous, loathsome…”

“Aaarg!” The roar came from the lips of Elio Krator. In a sudden wild motion, he surged away from Bruggo and launched himself bodily into Val’kor, chains rattling around his ankles. The old creature gave a sharp cry and tumbled backwards, got tangled up in his legs and twisted, landing right by the edge of the walkway with Elio Krator on top of him. The naked emperor shrieked and thrashed, his hands a blur as they slashed and ripped at Val’kor’s repulsive face. The old man raised his thin arms to fend him off, but to no avail. Krator grabbed both his wrists and trapped them by his side, and continued his assault with his teeth, sinking them deep into the old man’s cheek, who gave out a terrible, blood-curdling howl as the flesh was torn away. Bruggo came hurrying up from behind to drag him off, but Krator kicked out suddenly, striking the big man in his shin and causing him to topple down beside him. The Sunrider grunted and struggled up to his knees, grabbing at Krator’s sweat-slippery shoulders, trying to get some purchase, trying to pull him away. But the man was utterly maddened, and given strength by that madness, and he swung an elbow back and struck Bruggo in the face, sending the big man tumbling away again, blood spurting from his broken nose.

And now Krator was back on Val’kor, screaming, scratching, driving thumbs into his eyes, biting off his nose, another chunk of cheek, savaging him like a ravening wolf. Val’kor tried to fight him off, but feebly, wailing in horror as blood boiled up from his punctured eyes and swam freely from his ruined face. His skinny legs were kicking, his body convulsing, but Krator was much too strong. And all the while, the High Priest stood back, smiling. Smiling down at this ugly old creature and the comeuppance he deserved.

Seek your redress and redemption, Great Eldur had said. And Elio Krator was doing just that.

Eventually, Bruggo managed to stagger back up and drag Krator away, panting wildly, blood splashed and lacquered across his shoulders, his neck, his face and forehead, his entire mouth oozing with it, strips of skin and ragged flesh dangling from his red, bared teeth.

Poor Val’kor’s face was an irrecoverable ruin, barely recognisable as a face at all, mangled and torn, gaping wounds weeping blood, quite ghastly to look upon, though the High Priest did his best.

Well, he was always so very ugly. This hardly changes that picture. He stood above him, smiling a cold and pleasured smile and feeling no pity whatsoever. He looked down and grinned at the little bubbles of blood frothing out of his missing nose, at the streams dribbling from his lacerated lips, at the gasping sounds he was making as he lay there, in shock, trying to catch a breath.

“Oh, Val’kor, what are we to do with you now?” the High Priest purred. “Not much of a life, without your eyes, is it? Or nose, or lips, or ears, for that matter.” He chuckled, gave him a tap with his toe, and looked over the edge of the walkway. “Well, I have a solution for you, cur. Just roll, if you have the strength to do it. Give yourself to the Eternal Flame.”

Val’kor barely seemed to hear him. He lay there like a landed fish, gasping and choking, his attacker howling and kicking out as Bruggo wrestled him away. The High Priest turned to look back along the walkway, all the way to Great Eldur’s throne. Through steam and shadow, it could barely be seen, just a shape coming and going in the gloom. But he was certain he saw the red eyes watching. Saw the smile in the darkness, enjoying the show. A show for Great Eldur, and for Agarath the All-Father. In the end, perhaps that’s all any of this was.

But that smile was all the permission the High Priest needed. All the permission and the praise. He favours me still.

“So, Val’kor? What do you say?” He lowered himself down into a crouch beside him, enjoying every little moment of his pain and passing. “Just roll, a single rotation should do it, over to your right. And you’ll be touched by the divine.”

He waited. The old cretin did not move. He seemed unable to even summon the strength for that.

The High Priest gave a snort of disdain. “Not so faithful, after all. But I suppose I’ll lend you a hand. Or a foot.”

He stood up, placed the sole of his slipper up against the man’s hip, savoured the moment just a split-second longer, then gave a good firm shove. The old body slid along to the edge, smearing blood, the legs swinging around to tumble over first, the rest holding a moment, a little tug of gravity, and the torso following, the arms, the shoulders, all flopping bonelessly out of sight.

There was no sound. No scream. Just a swirl of mist as it swallowed him, then a short delay, then a faint plopping sound far below as the body struck the lava. The High Priest’s lips were in a smile. A more lovely sound he’d never heard.

“Well, that’s it.” He turned, forgetting the creature already. “Come, Bruggo, bring our friend along.” He wondered for a moment if he would tend him, feed him, clothe him, but realised, all of a sudden, that he didn’t care at all. His pity for Krator was simply a symptom of his hate for Val’kor, and Val’kor was dead, and that pity was gone. So naked he would stay, and chained.

Because, in the end, why not?
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“They make quite the sight, don’t they?” said Buck Tannard. “Not a sight I ever thought I’d see, I’ll grant you, but quite the sight all the same.”

Emeric didn’t think he would ever see it either. Seven moonbears, walking in a wide white line, Lord Iziah Hasham in the middle riding atop Agarosh the One-Eye, the distant shadow of the Ashmount beyond it with the black storm that was Agarath rumbling on high, rumbling as he watched their advance across these broken, barren plains. It was like an image from myth come to life, ancient history exaggerated and distorted, not something any living man should ever expect to witness.

Emeric felt sometimes like he was trapped in some fever dream, or nightmare, perhaps, from which he couldn’t awaken. A shared nightmare from which they would only escape once that black storm was cast away, the Bondstone destroyed, and Eldur the Fire Father defeated. How many of them would be left by then, of course, was a matter he didn’t want to confront. Most, perhaps, might already have succumbed to a rather more permanent state of sleep once all this was done. And if we fail, it’ll be a living nightmare for the survivors. Emeric Manfrey knew that much for a certainty. Knew what sort of world awaited them if they did not prevail in the days to come.

It was a warm day, dry and still, a haze of heat shimmering above the cracked and broken lands, some desiccated trees and bushes trying to scratch a living here and there, predominantly along the craggy banks of the Wyrmwater that flowed slow and low to their left. The river was almost dried up, as Emeric had anticipated, but remained sufficient to water their host. Not exactly the sweetest-tasting water he’d ever had, but it had proven drinkable for both the mounts and the men, and the river would lead them directly toward the mountain, like a long twisted finger pointing at their quarry.

“Another two days of this,” Buck Tannard said, as they trotted along through the ash and dust, the northern host rustling and snorting and muttering behind them. “Kinda like riding to our own funeral, isn’t it?”

“Now Buck, let’s not get defeatist,” old Tamber Rickson told him. “It’s the funeral of the Fire Father we’re all attending. Nearly half a million of us, too, if the rumours are to be believed. From every little corner of the north.”

Tannard made a whistling sound. “Quite the number, isn’t it? Has there ever been a force like it, my lord?”

The question was directed toward Emeric, as though he should know. Apparently, King Daecar’s western army numbered two hundred thousand, or near enough, and at Blademelt, a host of similar or even greater size had amassed under Borrus Kanabar, Robbert Lukar, and the recently arrived King Sevrin. With the Rasalanians adding their not inconsiderable bulk, it was a monstrous host to be sure. The third army, their own, was much the smallest, though hardly the faintest of heart, with seven moonbears included in their company. They had also been supplemented now by some of Elio Krator’s men, who’d sworn allegiance following the battle, swelling their overall numbers significantly.

“You’d have to speak to Ranulf about that, Buck,” Emeric answered. “I’m sure he knows the name of every battle ever fought, where, when, why they were fought, and the number of men, mounts, and monsters who participated.”

“Sounds like him,” chuckled Tannard. “Where is the old fellow, anyway?”

“Over with the Aramatians. He is riding with the Second Elder at present, I believe.”

The two forces were marching side-by-side in great columns of horse and foot, the northern host closer to the river, the larger Aramatian contingent staying to their right flank, leaving a short distance between them. It was thought wise by Lord Rhanor Ranaartan to do so, to avoid the possible risk of confrontations between the two groups. It would only take one particularly aggressive sunwolf to attack a northerner, and violence might be sparked that they could very well do without.

“Well, I’m thinking there’s never been a thing like it,” Buck Tannard went on. “Five hundred thousand men, and that’s just on our side. Might be the enemy has twice that number or more, and that’s not to mention the rest, the dragons and beasts and whatnot. Boggles the old noggin, doesn’t it, my lord?”

Emeric nodded. It was indeed mind-boggling, the scale of all this. Estimates put the number of combatants at the Battle of Burning Rock at two hundred and fifty thousand, give or take, and what lay ahead was going to dwarf that number.

Ahead, in the heat haze, rippling figures emerged atop the horizon, just shapes on horseback, framed by the far shadow of the mountain, gradually spreading and separating into individual figures as they neared. They rode far around the line of stamping moonbears, who formed a quite formidable vanguard, going right up to the high banks of the Wyrmwater as they passed the bears nervously by, then turned their course toward Emeric. In their lead was Sir Jancy Hasting, with Blackhand Walton, Diddums, and a number of other scouts and soldiers in support.

“My lord,” Sir Jancy puffed, reining up.

“Sir Jancy. Did you confirm the crack?”

“We did. Big one, as the map says. We’ll need to veer a bit north to get around it, then back to the river. Seems clear on the other side.”

That map had been brought to them by none other than Ulrik Marak, who had descended from the skies upon Garlath the Grand a couple of days ago to share in a private conference with Iziah Hasham. Quite the sight, too, seeing Agarosh the One-Eye walk out to where Garlath had landed, out there on the barren plains, the great dragon and bear sizing each other up and squaring off, as their lords and riders spoke. Naturally, it had inspired debate over which of the two would prevail in a fight, though Emeric was much more interested in the map Marak brought them, a map that charted a safe course to the mountain, avoiding the widest chasms, the deepest rifts, keeping them close to the river where they could water the host and make camp. Marak had done the same for the other armies, Hasham reported, once the dragonlord had flown away. Three roads toward the Ashmount, scouted from the skies.

Thorough as Emeric Manfrey was, he liked to confirm the details of the map with his own scouts each day, just to be sure. Thus, he had sent Sir Jancy out to check on this particular chasm, confirm how far away it was, how wide and deep, and so on. Confirmed now, he could act upon it. “Very good, Sir Jancy. Go and report to Sir Karter in the rearguard, tell him we’re changing course. I’ll speak to the Aramatians.”

He gripped his reins, drove his spurs and rode forward. The moonbears were marching over a hundred metres ahead, which was about as close as any of the northmen wanted to get to the beasts. As Emeric trotted up behind Agarosh the One-Eye, he noticed the long white fur begin to shift and glitter as though ready to harden into its near-impenetrable crystalline form. The bear stopped, turning his great head back. His remaining ice-blue eye regarded the intruder a moment, accepted he was no threat, and the fur softened and settled once more.

Emeric swallowed down the lump in his throat. Always intimidating, approaching a moonbear like this, and especially so from behind. “Lord Hasham. A moment of your time.”

The earth shook as Agarosh turned his immense, muscular weight. To his right, Tathranor, now blinded in one eye too by Kamcho’s claws, also paused and turned to glare over at him, as though remembering that day in the tunnel. Emeric swallowed again. Two moonbears were decidedly more intimidating than one.

“Yes?” demanded Hasham. He, too, was glaring. White-bearded, white-haired, with his silver-and white feathered cloak, the scalemail of the same that twinkled beneath it, tan skin, grizzled and wrinkled, he cut a majestic, authoritative figure.

“We have word from our scouts, my lord. They confirm that the crack ahead is wide and that we must go around it. We will veer north here, then back to the river. There is good space for a night camp further along.”

The moonlord stared down at him. His eyes were very intense. “Inform Moonlord Ranaartan,” he rumbled. “I will lead the moonbears around.”

Emeric nodded, turned his horse, and rode briskly away to the Aramatians, happy with the brevity of that meeting. A great cloud of dust and ash hung over the host as they trotted and snarled and hissed their way across the smoky plains. He picked out Lord Ranaartan at their head, padding along on a great sunwolf, a fine feathered cloak flowing from his shoulders.

“My lord,” he said, coming to ride alongside him, and he delivered the same message as he had Hasham. The moonlord turned his head and spoke to an underling to relay the order, and thus did the host turn its course northwards, the northerners doing the same and keeping the distance all the while. That was how it was, with distance kept between all three. The bears ahead, the two hosts behind, forming a triangle with space in the middle.

Emeric rode for a short while with Rhanor Ranaartan, a younger lord than Hasham by some distance, handsome, proud, and much more personable. They had spoken a good deal about Elio Krator, his fall and descent into madness, spoken of the terrible creature he rode, the one they called Beast Braccaro. Emeric had not fought the beast himself, but he’d seen him across the battlefield, tearing horses apart, ripping up barding, cleaving godsteel with his savage claws. Within a few short minutes, he’d sundered hundreds of men and mounts, a force of fury to which the northerners had no response. Only when the moonbears charged did Krator flee, abandoning his host to their fate.

“Another will join us shortly,” Rhanor Ranaartan said. He said it proudly and looked to the north. “I have not seen my son since the start of the war. I am curious to see how he has grown.”

“Considerably, I would think,” Emeric said. “The young grow quickly during war.”

“They become wiser,” Ranaartan agreed. “I am very proud of him. Proud that he chose the right side.” He looked over. “You had much to do with this, I am told.”

“An exaggeration, my lord. I merely spoke with Moonlord Ballantris, told him some uncomfortable truths that the Agarathi were refusing to share with him. He was the one who decided to betray Vargo Ven during the battle.”

“The Battle of Bloodriver is it called in your tongue, yes?”

“That is one name.”

“And the other?”

“The Battle of the Bursting Barrel. A disparaging name, my lord, aimed at Borrus Kanabar.”

“Ah, I see. The Barrel Knight.” Ranaartan stroked his smooth, clean-shaven chin. A fine noble chin it was, beneath a straight nose and handsome green-brown eyes. “Yes, I have heard what happened with his lord father. A vile act from Lord Ven, and against the spirit of good warfare. There has been too much of this perpetrated by the Agarathi, Lord Manfrey. Too much. It is why I chose to join Lord Hasham. And now, gods be willing, I shall fight alongside my son.” Another smile and long look to the north, though as yet, no sign of young Risho Ranaartan and the last of his depleted host.

The morning drifted gradually into afternoon, the air rising hot and dusty off the plains, the sky the colour of pewter above them, growing darker and more menacing in the direction of the mountain. Emeric looked at that mountain, brooding in the distance, and could not help but reflect on the path that had brought him here, the many twists and turns his once-simple life had taken. A life he had been happy with. That of a landowner and a merchant, living on his estate outside Solas, a good master to his staff, to kind old Kestan and sweet young Puli and most of all Brewilla, the woman he had loved.

He smiled a sad smile as he thought of her. Thought of that day he found his estate burned, his staff murdered, found Brewilla lying dead in their room. Jonik and the other men had helped him bury his staff, but not Brewilla; she he had buried alone, mourned alone, not just her but the child she was carrying. The son I was supposed to have, stolen from me. Stolen by them. By the Patriots of Lumara.

“It will happen today,” Lord Rhanor said.

Emeric withdrew from his dark musings and looked at him. “Pardon, my lord? What will happen?”

“The executions. I spoke with Iziah earlier. When my son arrives, we will see it done. I know that Risho would want to be present.”

The executions. Emeric closed a fist and nodded his head grimly.

“You can be the one to kill Iru Zon,” Ranaartan said. “I have agreed this with Iziah. After what happened to your people, outside Solas. And your woman. We agree, you may have your vengeance.”

“My vengeance,” Emeric murmured. It was like an old friend, tapping him on the shoulder, though not someone he recognised anymore, not something he’d thought about for a while. “I took my vengeance on Avar Avam,” he said. “I slew him at the Battle of Bloodriver.”

“A lesser piece in the puzzle of the Patriots,” Ranaartan dismissed. “Iru Zon is their natural leader, descended from Helio Zon, their founder. He ruled in Solas during those days, Lord Manfrey, as you know. This order to burn your estate came from him.”

The exile nodded. He had always suspected it was so. Whether a direct order from Zon or not, he was the leader of the Patriot faction in the city, and the rot started with him.

“You do not seem pleased by this, my lord,” Ranaartan observed. “Has the taste of vengeance lost its savour?”

It had never had much of a savour to begin with. Sometimes, yes, Emeric had been driven by it, but mostly he knew it was an empty pit with nothing of worth at the bottom. “I was under the impression that Iru Zon was going to be spared,” he said, avoiding the question.

“Spared?”

“Yes. That was my expectation.”

And a fair one, given that Zon had fled before the battle, fled like tens of thousands of others, but rather than continuing to the Ashmount, had returned the following day with several thousand men in tow. He had bent the knee to Hasham, begging clemency and promising service. Emeric thought that would be enough to save him, but apparently, it wasn’t sufficient. Not something he was going to shed a tear over, to be sure, though it surprised him a little all the same.

“Spared,” Rhanor Ranaartan snorted, as though the exile was being terribly naive. “No, my Lord Manfrey, Iru Zon will not be spared. He may have furnished our ranks with some men, but one act of virtue, and a selfish act at that, we must agree, an act very much in his own self-interest, does not make up for a lifetime of treacheries. He will die, and die tonight, with the others. Do the deed yourself or not. It will not change the outcome.”

Emeric nodded, pondering it further as the day dragged on, the two hosts shuffling and marching and grinding their way ever closer to the looming mountain. By the time they had veered around the chasm and returned to the river, a slow dusk was creeping over the world. In the west, backlit by a flaming sunset that hung low beneath the dreaded storm, the Ashmount sat black and foreboding, slowly sinking into shadow. They stopped to make camp near the Wyrmwater, though it was a camp without tents or pavilions, an open camp under the absent stars, under the grey, ash-choked sky that did not permit a glimpse beyond.

“Miserable bloody place,” cursed Blackhand Walton. “Do you feel that? How the air’s getting thicker.”

Emeric could feel it. A pervasive evil suffusing the air.

“It’s coming from that storm,” Buck Tannard said. “It’s Agarath himself, Blackhand. What do you expect it to be like? A nice cuddly hug?” He chuckled and laid out his bedroll. “Anyway, it’s the best time of day, the way I see it. In the dark, you can’t see the mountain. Gives us a bit of peace.”

“The only peace we’ll have is when it’s gone,” Ranulf Shackon said, approaching through the camp. “That’s why we’re all here, is it not? To rid the world of his presence, so it can heal?” He smiled and turned to Emeric. “I’m told Risho Ranaartan has arrived.”

Emeric nodded. He’d glimpsed the Moonrider approaching with his host a little earlier.

“Great. Another damn moonbear,” grumbled Blackhand. “Isn’t seven enough?” He glared over at Diddums. “And don’t call me Wetpants!”

“I would never…”

“I rather think eight is an excellent number for the moonbears,” Ranulf Shackton said, with a grin. “I suppose I don’t have to tell you all why.”

He left the men to think about that, walking with Emeric across to the Aramatian camp, circling around to its northern flank where a large fire was burning. A crowd had gathered here, murmuring and talking, some embracing, old friends and even relatives brought back together. Emeric saw Lord Rhanor Ranaartan with his son, Moonrider Risho, and approached them. “My lord. Moonrider.” He gave a respectful bow. “How was your journey across the plains?” he asked the latter.

“Too long,” said Risho Ranaartan, with a flick of his hand. “Too long and too hot and too dusty, but we’re here.” He smiled at his father and his father smiled back. A handsome pair, to be sure. Emeric wondered, for an instant, what his own son would have looked like. “I hear there are to be executions,” Risho said. “It looks like I arrived just in time.”

“We were waiting for you, Risho.” His father threw an arm over his shoulder, gripped him tight, and they wrestled and laughed and struggled for a bit. Emeric watched, feeling all of a sudden rather empty inside. Wondering what it was like to have a son. Wondering what might have been. “Well, no dragon attacks on them either,” Lord Rhanor said, releasing his son. He said that to Emeric. “Risho’s journey was hot and dusty, but untroubled by any enemy assault. Just like ours.”

Just like ours. Their own march so far had been unbothered by Eldur’s agents, leading Emeric to believe that the Fire Father was preserving his strength for the coming battle. The presence of the moonbears probably had something to do with that also. “Let us hope it continues,” he began, before being cut off by an upswell of noise. He turned his head and saw them. The prisoners were being led forth.

There were half a dozen, each a captain in Krator’s army, some of whom had been knocked out or wounded or subdued during the fighting, some of whom had laid down their weapons and surrendered. A pair of paladin knights in Hasham’s service led them forth to where Lord Iziah stood by the great roaring fire, his white-feathered cloak taking on a grisly orange hue, dark shadows playing about the hard angles of his face. The prisoners were bound at the wrists in rope, hooded and gagged so they could not call out. Emeric watched, wondering how the executions were to be conducted. The axe, perhaps? Might they be thrown into that fire? Hanging was certainly out of the question here, without a gibbet or good tree limb to swing on. Then he saw the crack that split the earth behind the fire, and wondered if it would be that. It wasn’t a bottomless chasm like the one they’d passed earlier, but deep enough to kill a man, or badly maim him, if thrown in.

There was a lot of murmuring, a lot of angry faces, as the doomed were led out. Hasham watched them come with a merciless look in his eye. The crowd shifted and moved, trying to get a good spot to watch. Space was made for the commanders at the front, and Emeric took his place.

“These men are traitors,” Lord Hasham called out. The crowd hushed immediately as he spoke. Nearby, eight great shadows watched on from the darkness, hulking shapes with glowing blue eyes, Jahendroth, Risho Ranaartan’s bear, now among their number. “Each was loyal to Elio Krator, a tendril of his treachery, and thus must die.” Hasham flung a hand to the first man, a paladin of some acclaim, Emeric knew, but alas caught on the wrong side. “Sir Juko Kalana. How do you wish to die?”

The man roared against his gag, struggled in his bonds.

“Remove it. Let him speak.”

The gag was removed.

“I don’t want to die!” the knight screamed out on a ragged breath. “I was only following my lord! I had no choice but to…”

“How do you wish to die?” Hasham called over him.

“No! No! Please, I will serve!”

“I will ask once more. How do you wish to die? Flame, blade, stone. Speak.”

“No, I…please,” he wailed, eyes opened so wide they looked like they might rip. “You cannot do this! You…you…”

“Throw him!” And he was thrown, bundled to the edge of the rift by a pair of burly axmen and tossed over, tumbling and screaming. A short pause, then a sickening smack, then silence. It lingered a moment. And Hasham pointed to the next man. “Remove the hood!” he roared.

The noise swelled again, the shouting and heckling. Emeric did not know the next two. More lackeys who probably didn’t have much of a choice, but had the sense, at least, to choose the blade. Their heads were taken in quick clean deaths and the fourth prisoner was dragged into the light.

The hood was removed to reveal a pale, flabby face, little piggish eyes staring out in utter terror, flamelight gleaming off his sweaty skin. The gag was bound tight around his cheeks, the flesh bulging out from the top and bottom. Great chins wobbled and sagged as tears fled down from his eyes.

“Remove the gag.”

It was done. The man was not one whom Emeric had met, but he knew him to be Sunrider Mar Malaan, a primped and perfumed flatterer long in the service of Elio Krator.

“Sunrider Malaan,” Hasham rumbled. “How do you wish to die?”

He could barely summon the strength to speak. His mouth flopped open like a fish, then closed, and opened again, and nothing came out. Only a thin, strained squealing sound that made Emeric Manfrey feel a shred of pity for the man. Ranulf gave a sigh beside him. “He was not so bad as some others,” he said. “His worst fault, I suppose, was his loyalty. And perhaps a certain lack of courage, to flee his master.”

Loyalty, Emeric thought. A trait highly prized by any lord of any land. And a capital crime to his enemies.

“Speak, Malaan. How do you wish to die?”

But he could not speak, could not summon a breath to issue a word. Fear had utterly overwhelmed him.

Hasham blasted a sigh. “The blade. Make it quick.”

It was quick. And it was mercy. So he is capable of it, after all. A man came up behind Malaan, axe dripping blood and shining horribly in the firelight, swung, and that was that. The round head bobbed off to join the others and the fat body slumped to the side, blood squirting from the severed neck.

“Have you made your decision?” asked Lord Rhanor Ranaartan over the noise. Emeric turned to answer him, but the question was not directed at him. Strangely, it was Ranulf he was speaking to.

The small adventurer showed his palms. “I am not a man of violence, my lord. I am honoured, of course, that you would think of me. But I believe I shall merely observe.”

Emeric frowned. Then the hood was pulled from the head of the penultimate prisoner, unveiling the ugly face of Pal Palek, and he understood. Another face frozen in fear, bloody and battered from the battle, a great cut at his left temple from where a spearbutt had struck him, knocking him from his sunwolf as he tried to flee.

Emeric was not aware that Ranulf had been invited to carry out his execution, but it made sense, now that he thought about it. He had been a prisoner of Palek’s pits, after all; indeed, it was where they met that day when Emeric, Jonik, Borrus Kanabar and others stormed the stronghold and freed them from their cells.

“You may choose, at least,” Ranaartan said. “Make it slow, for this one. Give him the flame.”

Ranulf didn’t seem comfortable doing so. “My thanks, Lord Ranaartan, but I must decline. If it’s to be the flame, I won’t be responsible.”

The moonlord nodded his understanding, shared a look with Iziah Hasham, and the gag was removed from Palek’s mouth. At once he started gurgling and screaming and blaring at the top of his lungs, telling them he was innocent, he was tricked, he only served Krator because he wanted the hand of his cousin, Asherah Tamaar, and so on and so forth. Nothing that would bend Lord Hasham whatsoever. The big lord looked at him with fury, asking once, twice, how he would like to die, and then taking it in hand himself. “The flame!” he roared. “Let him burn!”

Whether that was the plan all along, Emeric didn’t know, but it was a popular decision. There were few men in the south more reviled than Pal Palek, and though Emeric did not much enjoy these public executions, the baying crowd, the bloodthirsty screaming, he knew Palek had earned this end, and many times over, besides.

“Burn him!” the crowd roared. “The flame! The flame! Burn him!”

Hasham waved a hand. A pair of big men lifted him. Pal Palek was screaming himself hoarse in utter terror, kicking out, thrashing like a fish in a net, but it made no matter. They hauled him bodily, easily, toward the flames, raised him up over their thick strong shoulders, and threw him shrieking into the blaze. Emeric hadn’t thought it possible for his screams to reach an even higher pitch, but he was wrong. The flames licked and slobbered and sank into his clothes, his flesh blackening and crackling as his hair caught light. He tried to stand, to stumble out, made it to the edge, and a spear poked at him, stabbing into his gut, and he sank backwards, wailing, thrashing for longer than Emeric could have thought possible before eventually, at last, he collapsed down and died.

The crowd roared all the while. Emeric’s jaw was tense. The flaming body, the stink of charred, cooked flesh. It made him think of his own estate again.

It made him think of Brewilla.

And the last prisoner was dragged into the light. The man who gave the order. His hood was removed and Emeric looked into the sad, desperate eyes of Iru Zon. For some reason, they seemed to find him immediately, him among all the hundreds gathered around, as though knowing who he was. As though knowing that Emeric Manfrey had the power to make it quick, or slow, if he wished to.

Or perhaps he was just imagining it. It was hard to say through all the noise and the shouting, the smoke blowing from the fire, the dust swirling on the wind. Lord Rhanor Ranaartan leaned closer and asked the same question he’d asked Ranulf. “Have you made your decision?”

Emeric looked at Iru Zon. He cut a small, pale, frightened figure, a boy in a man’s world, a giant’s world, eyes darting around now, flicking here, flicking there, at the screaming faces around him, at all these men who hated him. Slowly, Emeric began to nod. “I have,” he said.

“Then speak it, Lord Manfrey. What will it be?”

He could have had him thrown into the flames, burned as Brewilla had burned. He might have gutted him, as some of his staff had been gutted, and left him to bleed out slow. Or tossed into the rift, to break his back, maybe, or both his legs, and lie there suffering for hours, days, until he died. But he did not do any of those things. He chose the brighter path. Because he knew it was what she would have wanted. Brewilla, who had been so light of heart, so beautiful, who had music in her voice and her laugh, and sunshine in her smile. It was what she would have wanted.

“Give him the blade,” Emeric said.

Ranaartan stared a moment, as though surprised to have that answer, then nodded, looked at Hasham to convey the order. The old moonlord gave a snarl of disappointment, flicked a hand, and the axman loomed up behind the kneeling sunlord, raising the bloody blade up high.

And as Emeric watched the axe swing through the neck of Iru Zon, watched the head roll, and spin, and rock to a stop, facing him, looking directly at him with that fixed look of fear and appeal on his face, he whispered the same words he’d whispered when he’d slain Avar Avam upon the battlefield at Rustbridge. Then, he’d said it in his wrath and his fury. But this time, no. He spoke it for mercy. For the bright, beautiful woman whom he had loved. Because it was what she would have wanted.

“For Brewilla.”


79


[image: ]


“It’s so quiet,” Saska murmured, in a voice no more than a whisper. Talking any louder seemed wrong here. Like talking loudly in a crypt or a graveyard. And what was Ilithor now if not those two? “I can’t see anyone, Talasha. It’s like there’s no one left.”

“They are hiding from the cold,” Talasha told her. “But they are here, Saska Varin. What few who remain.” She gave an encouraging smile and wrapped an arm around Saska’s shoulders. “Are you ready?”

She swallowed, a little nervous, but nodded her head and firmed her jaw.

“Good. Then let us get inside and get warm, for a start. I am starting to lose the feeling in my fingers.”

They walked together from the broken stone slab where Neyruu had come down to land, high in the part of the city once known as the Marble Steps. Perhaps it still was, and would be again, but it was hard to see how at this point. It was immediately apparent to them both as they’d approached the city that it had undergone a devastating attack. The great towers that soared up around the walls were gone, whole sections of the tiered streets were torn up and destroyed, rubble lay strewn about in great heaps, blackened, burnt stone poking out through the snow. Further up, only a single wing of the palace still stood, sitting above the city like an eagle in its eyrie. The rest of it lay shattered and obliterated, cast down to the rock, sundered by the one single entity capable of wreaking such destruction.

Him, Saska thought, and her top lip skinned back from her teeth. She remembered that day when Elyon had flown her out to the eastern coast of the Marshlands, over an island out in the bay, where he slept, immense, impossible, the god of dragons resting upon a crushed wood, the trees like pine needles around him, his minions circling and shrieking, winged bugs against his bulk. She remembered how he had awoken, lifted his head and looked right up at her, as though somehow knowing who she was. And she remembered Elyon’s words that day, too. “Look upon your enemy,” he had told her. “You need to know what you’re fighting.”

She still got chills just to think of it. To think of what must be done. She looked around as they climbed up through the rubble of the Marble Steps, through the snow, the frigid air, their breath misting like godsteel with every puff, and wondered how much there was left to save. Only the Dread could have brought this city to its knees, and how many other cities had he ravaged? How many cities and forts and strongholds and armies had fallen beneath his vast shadow?

They crossed a short, barely intact bridge, passed a broken square bulging with crumbled stone, climbed a white stone stairway covered in thick white snow, and arrived at the courtyard that led to the entrance. The doors lay ajar, big double doors of solid oak that led into a cacophonous entrance hall. It was deathly quiet inside, dust motes floating in shafts of daylight spearing down from high windows. Here and there, a torch flickered solemnly in a sconce on the walls, burning low and dim.

Talasha looked up the grand carpeted staircase that led to the upper levels. “So, where does it guide you now, Saska Varin? Is she on this level, or one above?”

Saska drew the locket into her hand, feeling that now-familiar power, the pull that had drawn them on, on and on between worlds, passing through the portal doors that opened to admit them. It’ll be on you now, child, the Blue Traveller had told her. You wear the locket. It’ll show you the way. So she had. She had put that little lock of red hair inside it, and it had acted as their guiding light. Now, Saska could feel the locket throbbing in her grasp. Throbbing, because the owner of that hair was so near. Her eyes worked up the steps, one level and then another. On the third, she stopped. “There,” she said. “She’s up there, I think. Just down that corridor.”

“Then let us go and say hello.”

Saska’s legs were a little wobbly, her heart pumping a little faster than usual as she began to climb the stairs. She was nervous to return. To see her best friend again. Terrified to find out just how broken the world had become in her absence. She drew a steadying breath, Joy padding along beside her. The starcat was sniffing the air as she went. She caught a scent that clearly interested her, because all of a sudden she was springing away, racing up the stars, one level and two and three, dashing away down that corridor and out of sight.

A moment later came the sound of barking. Saska paused, frowned. She hadn’t expected that at all, to find a dog all the way up here, in this broken palace atop this broken city. She made a bemused face, glanced over at Talasha, who seemed similarly surprised by the noise.

Then, suddenly, a voice shouted out, “Joy!” in a great, excited squeal. “Look, look, it is Joy, Del! She is back! She is back! She is back!” the voice screamed.

Del? Had Saska heard correctly? Did she say Del? And the voice. “That sounds like…”

“Cevi,” Talasha said, a smile awakening on her lips. “That is Cevi’s voice, Saska Varin.”

It was. It was Cevi. Cevi and Del. Both alive.

Saska was pacing quickly now, taking the steps two at a time, reaching the top, striding to the corridor. She reached it, looked down the passageway, saw Joy there licking at Del’s long face as he grinned, saw Cevi hugging the starcat, holding tight and laughing. The dog was barking, its tail wagging with such a fearsome intent that the entire body seemed to shake side to side along with it. Saska remembered the dog from the night in the clearing. The night I was taken. It was Jonik and Emeric’s dog.

Cevi was still squealing and laughing as Saska and Talasha strode to join them. When she saw them appear, her eyes popped open, as though trying to leap from her skull. “My…my lady? You…you’re…”

Talasha took it all in her stride, of course. “Cevi, sweetheart. Do take a breath.”

“Y-yes, my lady,” she said, trying to do so. Her eyes were fast filling up with tears. Blinking furiously. Del, too, was staring at Saska as though seeing a ghost, mouth hanging open in comical fashion.

“Hi, Del,” Saska said, smiling at her adoptive brother. “What, did you think Joy returned here all on he own?”

Both Cevi and Del were still staring. Mouths agape. Struggling to come to terms with what they were seeing. Evidently, the pair of them had not been expected. And certainly, not together.

“So, you going to give me a hug or what?” Saska asked the boy.

“Yes,” agreed Talasha, looking at Cevi. “I think a hug would be welcome, after all this time away.”

And so they came forward, Cevi launching herself at her lady, now in floods of tears, Del trying to hold together his composure as he came forward on his long legs, grin widening all the while. Talasha caught Cevi, lifted her, spun her around. Saska opened her arms and wrapped up her tall brother in a fond embrace, holding firm. Over Cevi’s squealing and Talasha’s warm laughter, she heard Del say, “I thought you were dead,” as he gripped her tight. “I thought…I thought I’d never see you again.”

It seemed a familiar conversation. Rather like their reunion in Aram, a thousand years ago. “I’m back now. Back for good.” She clutched at him, felt him shudder against her body, fingers digging hard into the muscles of her back, into the flesh scarred and savaged by Modrik Kastor’s whip. And over his shoulder, through an open door, Saska saw a third figure emerge, stepping sleepily out into the corridor.

“What’s all the commotion out here?” she yawned. “Dog, stop barking. I was having a nice...” And Leshie’s mouth fell open as she saw them.

She wore a nightgown and nothing else, a silken thing, white against pale skin, red hair all askew. Red hair that led us home. Her eyes went to Joy, then Talasha, then Saska, and stayed there. For a long moment, she said nothing, just stood there staring. Then, in a clear attempt at sounding nonchalant, she said, “So you’re back, I see. Might have sent a letter, you know.”

Saska, just as nonchalant, replied, “There weren’t many reliable messengers where I went, Lesh. Good parchment and quill pens were also lacking.”

“Excuses, excuses.” Leshie stepped forward, doing her very best to maintain her indifference. Yet the smile was beginning to break out in the corners of her mouth, and her eyes were already sparkling with tears. She came right up to stand in front of her, peering up into her face. “You look different. Older, somehow.” She peered a little closer. “You’ve seen things.”

“Things you wouldn’t believe.”

Saska stared at Leshie, and Leshie stared right back, both of them squinting at one another for what felt like minutes. Then, suddenly, and right at the same moment, they burst out laughing, snatched one another up into their arms and indulged in a joyous embrace.

It went on for a little while. A very pleasant and wholesome reunion all round, full of tears and laughter, Joy leaping up and trying to get in on the action, Dog - that was the dog’s rather uninspired name, Saska was told - barking loudly and wagging his tail all the while. Eventually, they moved into the room Leshie had come out of, where a fire was burning, so Talasha and Saska could get warm. The room turned out to be Leshie’s sickroom. Not that she was sick anymore, she was keen to point out, but seeing as she’d been there since the city was attacked, she didn’t see any reason to vacate the premises now that she was better. Saska could see why. It was a fabulous room, large, grand, with an ornate fireplace, intricate tapestries, rich rugs, warm bedding, and a great balcony overlooking the city.

“The view’s not quite what it used to be,” she said airily, “but one can’t quibble. It’s certainly an improvement on the cold little cell I grew up in.”

“Do you have accommodations as fine as this, Cevi?” Talasha stood by the fire, rubbing her hands over the flames.

“Not as good, but almost,” Cevi said. “The palace is almost empty, my lady. There are many rooms unoccupied, but this is one of the best.”

“And you, Del?” Talasha inquired.

The boy went suddenly beet red. “Well, I…” He poked the toe of his boot at the ground, twisting it side to side, as though digging for something in the rug. “I…”

“We share,” Cevi came in, sparing him. “We sleep in the same bed, my lady. I hope…I hope you approve?”

Talasha frowned at her, more in surprise than anything else. “Are you to say you have become an item, Cevi?”

“Yes, my lady.” She went over to hold Del’s hand. “We got to know one another in the refuge. When I was sick. We grew close. And when we found out Lady Saska had been taken…and you…” She glanced at Talasha’s face, as though seeing the scarring for the first time. “When we found out what happened to you…we…”

“Grew closer,” Talasha said, for her.

“Yes, my lady. We…” Another glance at her face, and the smallest cringe. Perhaps she hadn’t seen the scarring properly in the dim corridor, but now it was evident, as Talasha stood by the fire, the light casting her in greater clarity. The girl swallowed and tried to smile, opened her mouth to speak, but Leshie got there first.

“I think you still look beautiful,” she said. “Despite the scarring. I don’t think it ruins your looks at all.”

Talasha smiled at her, though it was a doubtful sort of smile. “That’s kind of you to say, Leshie.”

“I wouldn’t say it if it wasn’t the truth. Anyone who knows me knows that.”

Del nodded. “It’s true,” he mumbled. “She’d be mean if she wanted to be.”

“Right. I say it as it is, Lady Talasha, and you’re still a stunner. Being honest, not as stunning as before, but what do you expect? You’ve got a bunch of scars all across your face.”

Saska frowned over at her. “Lesh, come on. You were doing so well.”

“Just saying it as I see it, that’s all. Reckon there will be too many sycophants saying she looks as good as before, maybe even better,” she snorted, “but that’s just lies. I don’t think the princess is much fond of liars, Saska. Plain talkers like me are what she needs, and I say she still looks beautiful…only less than before.”

“Very beautiful still,” Cevi agreed, looking at her lady adoringly. She smiled and grew emotional again. “I am so happy you’re back, my lady. Back here where it’s safe.” She went to hug her again, clutching around her waist and burying her head into Talasha’s chest. The princess put a single arm around her, but her smile was guarded.

“You are right, Leshie. I am not fond of liars, so thus I must not lie, myself.” She drew Cevi away and looked into her eyes. “I cannot stay here long, Cevi. I will be leaving when Neyruu is rested.”

“Leaving? But you’ve only just arrived.”

“I know. But this cannot be delayed.” She looked over at Saska. “We both have things we must do.”

“Win the war,” Leshie said, getting right into the meat of it, as usual. “And you’re cutting it close.”

“Close?” Saska’s heart shifted into a speedier pace of beating. “How close?”

“That close.” Leshie lifted a hand, showing a gap of about an inch between her thumb and forefinger. “As far as we know, everyone with an army is either at the Ashmount or trying to get there. That’s where Eldur’s meant to be, hiding in that mountain.”

“The Ashmount.” Saska nodded, glanced at Talasha. “Has the fighting started yet?”

Leshie shrugged. “We don’t hear much back here.” Her face went grumpy, as though she was missing out on all the fun. “So…not sure. If not yet, then it’s close.” She frowned, looked at Talasha, back at Saska. “Where have you been all this time, anyway? And together? How did that happen?”

“Did you save her, my lady?” Cevi asked. “Did you save Lady Saska from the Fire Father?”

“In a roundabout way, I suppose I did. A very roundabout way, Cevi, so don’t get too excited.”

The girl was awestruck. “But…how?”

“How is rather too long a tale for now. Suffice it to say, we were brought together by a guiding hand and led home by the same.” She nodded over at Saska, who opened the locket, drew out the tuft of red hair.

“I believe this belongs to you, Lesh.”

The Red Blade stared at it for a long moment, frowning. “That’s mine,” she said, eventually. She took the tuft, felt it in her fingers. “I thought the Butcher had cut my hair in my sleep. Some stupid trick. But...it was you?”

She was evidently very confused, and rightly. Much of all this was confusing.

“It wasn’t me,” Saska said.

“Then who?” Leshie looked disbelievingly at Talasha. “You?”

The princess only smiled, and Leshie would get no answer. Not to that, anyway. Not now. One day, perhaps Saska would tell her all about the Blue Traveller, but this wasn’t the time. They had urgent things to see to. A most urgent question must be asked.

And Saska asked it.

“Is it here? The Heart Remade?”

She knew it was, but wanted confirmation. Why else would she have been led here?

It was Del who answered. “Up in the forge. Ilith’s forge.”

“Do you know how to get there, Del?”

“It’s…just above the palace, in the mountains. We haven’t been there, but…”

“We’ll find it from the air,” Talasha said. And she began moving toward the door.

Saska walked in step beside her, the others following them out as Leshie scooped up a cloak from the wall, throwing it around her silken shoulders. Joy rose from her place beside the fire and reluctantly joined them, Dog loping along happily with her, tongue lolling and tail wagging. As a group, they walked along the corridor, down the stairs, through the entrance hall and back out into the blistering cold.

The wind had picked up a little, snatching handfuls of dusty snow from the drifts, blowing them about the broken streets in tattered banners and icy swirls. Below, Neyruu was still where they’d left her, wings tucked in, steam rising from her body, curled up tight against the chill. She seemed to be sleeping, and who could blame her after flying so far for so long? Today had been particularly gruelling for her. A day that started in another world, flying over an alien ocean, through the queer portal that opened for the very last time, back over the Stormy Sea, across Rasalan, Tukor, and finally landing here. A long hard day of flying almost non-stop, and no doubt the dragon was fully expecting to be left alone for the foreseeable future. But it wasn’t to be.

They clambered back down to rouse her. “Neyruu, wake up,” Talasha said. “We have one last flight to make, then you can sleep.” The dragon groaned unhappily, peeked out from under her wing. “Come on. Just a short flight into the mountains. A few minutes is all I ask.”

It took a bit more coaxing, but Neyruu eventually unfurled herself and stood up, looking more than a little stiff. “What’s that basket on her back?” Cevi asked. “Her saddle is different to before.”

“We used that for Joy,” Saska answered. She thought it was a good idea for the starcat to remain here, so the others could use that basket instead, so told Joy to stay with the big mastiff. “Go back inside with Dog. He’ll keep you company.”

Joy looked at the jowly hound with thinly veiled suspicion. It seemed the age-old rivalry between cats and dogs was quite alive and well.

The rest of them climbed up and took their places, Saska behind Talasha, the other three clutching at one another as they squeezed into the basket, crouching down low for stability, and off they went. It was a short flight. Within a few minutes, Neyruu was flapping high up to the north of the palace, the broken city far beneath them, the snowy valley opening away to the east. Among the higher ranges, Saska saw a flattened plateau at the top of a perilous-looking switchback stair. There was an armchair out there, on that plateau, looking over the city, a little table and stack of books beside it. At the rear, where the rock face of the mountain rose up stark and sheer was an opening that led inside, a dull haze of light murmuring from within. The forge, Saska guessed, with the living quarters behind it. As Neyruu swung around to land, Saska saw a figure appear, then another a moment later. They stood together in that open rock doorway, curiously observing the new arrivals.

“That’s Walter Selleck,” Cevi called over the bluster, as Neyruu flapped them down to a loud and windy landing. “He’s the luckiest man in the world. And Devrin with him. He’s the Prince of Rasalan.”

Saska had heard about both men from Elyon. Elyon, who was surely out there now, right in the thick of it, with his father maybe, doing everything in his power to win the war. Of course, it was always possible that he had been killed, but she didn’t think so. Leshie or Del would have told her by now, and besides, Elyon wasn’t the dying sort. More likely, he was just being a hero as usual, and that thought was enough to make her smile, as she pictured him out there being all heroic. As she imagined seeing him again, being alone with him again. If ever she needed any motivation to live through this damnable war, then that thought was plenty enough.

Cevi was going on. “They have been deciphering visions. Walter and the prince. Captain Lythian was helping them before he left, but now it’s just the two of them, all alone up here.”

“No Ilith?” Talasha asked her. “Or Fhanrir?”

“No, my lady. They are…both dead.”

“Oh.”

“The Worldbuilder perished from the final forging,” Cevi told her. “It took all his last strength for it, but it worked. He made a great sacrifice.”

A great sacrifice, Saska thought, as Neyruu settled, lowering her wings so they could clamber down to the ground. Dead, making this weapon they say only I can bear. As if there wasn’t pressure enough on her shoulders, that only made it all the worse, that such a great being as Ilith had given his life for this final toil. And now it was all on her.

They landed in the snow, one by one, and began moving across the plateau toward the forge. Del came in to walk beside her. “You were in one, you know,” the boy said.

Saska looked over at him, distracted. Thinking about her fated duty. “In one what?”

“A vision. You were in one. Flying across a fiery sky. Or…” he frowned. “Cutting, I think. I think that was the word. Cutting a fiery sky.”

“Cutting?” That didn’t make much sense to her at all. “How can you cut a sky?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. I just overheard something Captain Lythian said. Those two…” and he pushed his chin forward, “they’ll know more. It’s all they’ve been doing up here for months. Trying to figure out these visions.”

“And have they?”

“I think so,” he said, nodding. “There was one about Blademelt, and one about a lantern man, and one about the crossing from King’s Point, and others too. I think Rasalan has been helping to move everyone into place. That’s what they say, anyway. That he’s still guiding us, from afar.”

Rasalan, Saska thought. Or rather, Vaelmir, his true name…

“Well, here she is at last! The famous heir of Varin!”

The voice came from the small, scruffy, scraggly-bearded man who was quite obviously Walter Selleck. He tottered forward from the forge and into the cold, dressed up plain but warm, putting himself into a shoddy sort of bow before her.

“What an honour to finally meet you, Lady Saska. You know, Devrin and I have been arguing over whether you would ever turn up. Of course, he said no, but I’m a more optimistic sort…”

“You aren’t! You’re the one who said she wouldn’t come!” The young prince was evidently incensed by the implication, and more than a little horrified. Saska was quite surprised to find that he was rather comely, or at least pleasant to look upon, unexpected given the weaselly looks in his family. “Lady Saska,” and he went into a much neater, cleaner bow than the scruffy man had managed, “it is indeed an honour.” He reached out, “If I may?” and then took her hand, kissing the back of it. “I have always remained hopeful of your coming. Certain of it, in fact. Do not listen to anything that Walter tells you. He may be lucky, but he lacks in good courtesy, honesty, and…”

“Prince Devrin,” Talasha murmured.

The prince looked at her, blinked. “I’m sorry, my lady. Do I know…”

“We haven’t met. Talasha Taan.”

“Talasha Taan?” He blinked some more. “Of course. Of course. Your Highness, I am so sorry. Had I known…” And he shifted toward her, bowing as he had bowed to Saska, taking her hand as he had taken hers, kissing the back of it lightly, making no mention whatsoever of her scarring. “Welcome to Ilith’s forge. What a great pleasure. How…” His eyes flitted across the two women. “How is that you’re here together?”

“A long story, Prince Devrin.”

“And a good one, I’ll bet,” Walter said, with a winsome chuckle. “Your Majesty,” and he gave Talasha a similarly scraggy bow as he’d given Saska. “It is Your Majesty, isn’t it? Unless I’m mistaken, you’re the Queen of Agarath now.”

“Not until the nation is free again, Walter. Currently, there is another claimant to the throne.”

The man laughed again. “Well, you’re not wrong there.” He looked at Saska, smiling a wonky but somehow reassuring smile. “You’d best come inside, then. Do you want the tour? Or just straight to it?

“Straight to it, I think,” Talasha said, glancing at Saska, who gave a shivery nod. “Walter, would you be so kind as to show us the way?”

“Glad to, Your Majesty. Aye, I’d be glad to.”

And so Talasha glided forward, Walter shuffling along beside her, Saska following, growing hopelessly nervous now that it was coming down to the critical moment. She tried to distract herself by looking at the ancient weapons on the walls, the old wooden shelves stacked with dusty scrolls, the worn tools used in countless miracles, but nothing could move her mind from the thing she was here to do.

And her doubts assaulted her relentlessly. Doubts she had tried to keep chained and fettered that now broke free and attacked in full force.

What if it doesn’t work?

What if I can’t lift it?

What if I’m not the one?

What if there’s been some mistake?

They moved down a low-ceilinged and narrow corridor that branched into rooms on the left and right. It was all very rustic and simple, the walls of smoothed rock, the doors of plain wood, the hinges old and creaky, the floor rough and uncarpeted underfoot. A charming place, if Saska took a moment to notice, but she didn’t; her mind was already ahead of her, in the room Walter was leading them to, thinking of the thing that lay there, awaiting her.

“So…” Leshie came up to walk beside her. “How are you feeling, then? Anxious. You look anxious, Saska.”

She nodded anxiously.

“You’ll be fine,” Leshie said. “That’s the whole deal, isn’t it? You being Varin’s heir, and all that. That’s your whole thing.”

“I suppose.”

They walked on a bit.

“I do wonder how you’re going to use it, though. The blade, I mean. You know how to fly, and you were starting to get decent with the Nightblade, too, before you disappeared, but the others…”

“I’ve been training,” Saska said. Her voice was a little choked, from her nerves. “Don’t ask me to explain, Lesh. Not now.”

“Right. I won’t.” She walked on a few more strides, then, “Just so I know…”

“Lesh, please. Not right now.”

“All right. Fine. Not now.” Another couple of strides. “It’s just…”

“Gods, Leshie!”

“No, it’s just…it’s a strange thing to say, is all, seeing as you’ve been away. I don’t understand how you can have been training if…”

“In here, okay? I’ve been training in here, with this.” Saska tapped at her temple and then clutched at her Varin dagger, once more misting now that she’d returned. “My grandfather’s been training me. In my dreams. He’s been training me in my dreams, Leshie, if you really need to know.”

“Right. Your…your dreams.”

She thinks I’m mad. She could hardly blame her.

“And by your grandfather, you mean…King Lorin, right? Just so we’re clear.”

“Yes.” It was the last word she would say on this topic at this time.

She strode away to avoid any further questioning. She had her doubts over that as well. Doubts about whether any of it was real, or had made any difference. Doubts that struggled constantly against her hope, and her instinct, and her faith. One way or another, a winner was about to be declared. Either she’d fail miserably and prove those doubts right, or she’d harness the blade and prove them wrong. The answer was ahead, further along this corridor; she could feel it now, becoming quite intense, a throbbing aura pulsing from deeper in the mountain. She clutched at her Varin dagger, felt the thrill, the kinship, the reverence. Her heart was thumping inside her skull. Just a few more moments and she’d know for sure.

“It’s right through here,” Walter Selleck said, reaching a door at the end of the corridor. “You ready?”

Saska swallowed. Nodded. The scruffy man turned the handle and pushed the door open. The interior was circular in shape, the walls of rough stone, a large but plain stone table at its centre. Torches were set in sconces about the curved walls, but unlit. The only light came from the table itself, a light doused by the placement of a thick woollen blanket. A light that seemed to throb, and pulse, as Saska’s heart was throbbing and pulsing. A light that seemed to call to her. Her mouth was very dry.

The others filed in. Prince Devrin stepped up to the table. Beside the glowing blanket lay a plain-looking and broken hammer. “The Hammer of Tukor,” Devrin said, in a sad voice. “It broke during the final forging. As did the Eye of Rasalan,” and he gave Walter a stiff look, “when it presented the final glimpse.”

Saska was barely listening. Her gaze was fixed upon the light, calling to her. The whispers and the voices that were surging in her head. She wondered if anyone else could hear them. But realised no, of course they couldn’t. Just her.

“Others have tried to lift it,” the prince went on. “Lythian Lindar, Elyon Daecar. They spoke of feeling a connection to the particular blade they had bonded, but the weight of the sword itself did not shift. They were unable to move it, not even a fraction. But you…”

“She knows what she is here to do, Prince Devrin.” Talasha’s voice, polite but firm. “Please, just remove the blanket. I think that is enough preamble.”

“Yes, my lady, of course, as you say.” He took a grip of the edge of the fabric. “It is very bright, I should warn you. At first sight it can be blinding, so I would recommend that you avert your eyes.” He paused to let them all prepare, and then, with a swift flourish, he whipped the thick blanket away.

The wash of light that flooded the chamber was indeed as he had said. Cringing eyes were diverted, hiding behind hands, squinting to the side, but not Saska’s. She stood and stared right at it. She stood and stared and smiled as she heard the voices calling out to give her courage, voices not of the blades themselves, but the bearers who had borne them, the champions of the past. They were with her.

She drifted toward the table. The others were still recovering, blinking to clear the spots from their vision as the light gradually receded from the room. The sword lay before her, divine in craft and quality, the length of steel split into five shimmering bands. Gold at the centre and running to the tip, silver and white to its left and right, blue and black on its outer edges. Each strip yielded up a coloured mist; silver swirling, white sparkling, the black rising dark and dangerous, the blue breathing like fog over a wet, windy sea. The centre band lifted in a fine gilded smoke, confident, imperious, and together they merged high up in the air, mingling as one, and it was almost as though Saska could see a face in the colourful shroud they made, a face that her heart, and her instinct, knew was Vandar.

She took a final pace forward. Reached out with her fingers, curling them around the grip. Reached out and did it, before she might dare to delay. But she didn’t want to delay anymore. She no longer felt stricken by those doubts. A sense of certainty and confidence expanded within her as she clasped the hilt, heard her grandfather’s voice, calling out to her, and she smiled to hear him, to hear them all, and she no longer felt any fear at all. It would work. She would lift it. She would use it. It was hers.

A sense of power unlike anything she’d ever felt. It surged through her, her blood-bond igniting like a thousand flames, a weight of history, and purpose, and undeniable fate. The others were watching, all of them silent. A silence in the room, but not in Saska’s head. They are with me. We are one. Together, we’ll see it done.

She took a breath. A smile on her lips.

And she lifted the Heart Remade.
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“You’re late,” the king said, taking Lythian’s forearm.

“Better late than never. Isn’t that what they say?”

“Better early than late, Lythian. Or on time at least. But I take your point.”

They shook, gripping tight with godsteel gauntlets, and released one another. The king’s pavilion was busy with several of his senior councillors: Sir Ralf, musing over maps with Rodmond Taynar and Quinn Sharp; Torus Stoutman sitting on a camp stool smoking his pipe and chattering with Sir Connor Crawfield and Sir Penrose Brightwood; Sir Jovyn Colborn, the Last Blade of Vandar, polishing and re-polishing his blade with a reflective look on his face to match the reflective shine of the steel. Lythian had just joined them, having returned at last from Dragonfall following long days of rooting out the last of the enemy, securing and restraining the maddened townsfolk, holding them in guarded buildings, feeding them and clothing them and so on. It was a deal of work, and far from done, though he couldn’t wait there any longer. He had an ambition to fulfil and a duty to complete, and they were both the same thing - return to his king, and fight at his side. And die for him if I must.

“Did you come alone?” the king asked. He stepped to one side and lowered his bulk onto a stool.

Lythian followed, sat as well. “Storos, Marcus Flint, and Michael Tunsen came with me.”

“That’s it?”

“It was the most the two dragons could bear.”

The king nodded. “And Lord Robert? I’m told his host is still some distance behind us?”

Lythian nodded to confirm it. Robert Borrington had rallied some of the men following the battle at Dragonfall, sailed them east with a few of the remaining ships that hadn’t been destroyed during the bombardment or when they rammed into the docks, and pursued the king’s army across the coastal hills, woods, and out into the open plains. But they were still a long way back and unlikely to make it in time. “Two days, I would guess,” Lythian said. “Robert insists he stay with his men.”

“Then you stopped to talk to him?”

“Briefly. He told me he’d led the men this far and wasn’t going to abandon them now.”

“Sounds like him,” Amron said, with half a smile. “I know Randall wanted to fight alongside his brother, but he’ll have to make do with fighting beside his son instead. A shame, but we’ll do without him. Who did you leave in charge of the city?”

“Lord Darring has that honour.”

“Not Mantle?”

“He took a wound during the fighting. Nothing life-threatening, but it’ll keep him bedbound for a while. He’ll support Darring’s efforts from the comfort of his mattress. And Lord Lharador has promised to lend his support.”

“Did you learn anything from him?”

“Only that he’s a good man.”

“We knew that already, didn’t we?”

“Now it’s confirmed. He’s being watched, of course, in case he turns, but he seems free of Eldur’s controls. The same goes for many of the people. They were frenzied, Amron, during the fighting. I assume Pagaloth told you? Women and even children attacked the men in great numbers, but many of them have calmed now, as though awakening from a dream. They hardly seem to recall anything that happened.”

“The spell has worn off,” Amron said.

“Or been removed,” Lythian suggested. “They played their role, such as it was, and now Eldur has no further need for them. So he’s released them.”

Amron frowned grimly. “Or perhaps he has withdrawn his power for another use? His tendrils only stretch so far, and now he’s drawn them back in. He must focus all his might on us now, Lythian.”

That seemed a reasonable assumption to make, Lythian agreed. “Are the others in position? Borrus? Emeric?”

The king nodded, stood, fetched a map from the table and returned. He pulled a stool between them and laid it down. “Borrus arrived today, right here.” He pointed to the northeast of the mountain, some ten or twelve miles away from its base, just the same as they were here, though on the northwestern side. “Emeric and Hasham’s host should be arriving now as well, here.” His finger jabbed further south of Borrus’s host. “We’ll attack from three sides and try to pull apart Eldur’s forces. I’ve given orders to leave before dawn. I want to be there soon after first light.”

“Tomorrow, then?”

“Tomorrow,” the king said. “We can’t delay another moment. Whatever may come, Lythian…we have to face it now. We have no choice but to meet it head-on.”

Lythian nodded. No choice. He had his reservations about being here. It was clearly what Eldur wanted. There had been some attacks over the preceding days, Pagaloth had told him, but few. A few insectoids had come up from the vents and cracks to kill some men in the night, and a dragon had occasionally flown down from the black storm to assault them, but not many. They had maintained a rapid march on all three sides, and Eldur hadn’t lifted a finger to try to disrupt them in any meaningful way. He was drawing them in, and Lythian feared he knew why. The king knew too. And neither of them wanted to say it.

The Knight of the Vale stood up from his stool. Amron frowned up at him. “Call of nature, Lythian?”

“Call of steel, Amron. Come, let’s swing. One last duel, just like old times?” He knew if they sat and talked, they’d sink into topics that both wanted to avoid. It was better to get the blood pumping, the legs moving. “Come on,” he urged. “It’s been too long. Get that great arse of yours up and let’s go.”

The king’s lips twitched into a smile. He considered it a moment, ran it over in his head, then nodded. “Fine. Why not?” And he rose powerfully to his feet, silver-white mist rising with him, marched over to the table to return the map, had a quick word with old Ralf and young Rodmond and faithful Quinn Sharp, then returned. “Come, then. We’ll find somewhere quiet, out at the edge of camp. I don’t want an audience for this one.”

“No indeed. It wouldn’t do for the men to see their king humiliated on the eve of battle.”

That made the king laugh. It seemed like he needed it. “Glad to see you’ve got your confidence back, old friend. I’ll try not to hammer it out of you. Not wise, on the eve of battle, to demoralise your right-hand man.”

They chuckled together as they left the king’s pavilion, out into the fading light, trading a few more quips, just like old times. Sir Jovyn sheathed his over-polished sword and hurried to follow, joining Rogen Whitebeard outside, and the pair walked together behind them. With such a vast encampment, one might think it would take a bit of time to reach the edge of it. Near enough two hundred thousand men and mounts did spread out a fair distance, after all, and typically a king would place himself somewhere in the centre of his host, for reasons of protection, but Amron Daecar was no common king. His pavilion was erected at the very front, facing the mountain, as though in challenge, which loomed some dozen miles distant, shrouded by the gathering gloom. It was dark beneath the storm. Not night-dark yet, but gloomy, and the approaching dusk was only strangling the light further. Deep thunder could be heard rumbling from the top of the mountain, and above them, it crackled more faintly, a constant fizz and buzz of energy that no doubt was unnerving the men.

“How are they?” Lythian asked, as they made their way through the line of guardsmen and torchfires that marked their border. “Are they ready?”

“They don’t have a choice,” was the king’s reply. “Every man must take tonight to search inside himself and find what he needs to fight. To think of his loved ones, his wife, his children, his family. To think of his home, his land, his country. We’re here to save them all. That should be motivation enough.”

Enough to overcome their fear? Lythian knew, from his own experience, that the night before a battle was the worst of it. The quiet moments when a man had nothing to do but think and dwell on what they’d left behind and what lay ahead. It was why the Riverlanders liked to drink before battle, and to sing, and live, for these might be their last moments to do so. Now, surely, in this vast encampment, at least some men were doing just that. Lythian paused, looking back, straining to listen. But it seemed very quiet out there.

“They grow subdued in the shadow of the mountain,” the king told him. “But they’ll find their courage when they must.”

Faintly, now, Lythian did hear something. The blur of cheering, it seemed to him, coming from way back through the camp. “That noise…”

“The tribesmen,” Amron said, not seeming entirely happy about it. “We had a final council just before you arrived, sorting out a few last things. Stegra used it to announce that he would be staging a friendly contest. A chance for any man to test his mettle against him, before the world ends. He still claims to be the greatest brawler who ever lived, Lythian.”

Lythian smiled. He hadn’t spent much time with Stegra Snowfist, but had found him to be very large, very loud, and very fond of making bold claims. He was much like the Butcher, in fact, who claimed always to be the greatest in the world at any number of acts and undertakings. He was the greatest wine drinker in all the world. The greatest at eating cheese. The greatest sellsword, obviously. The greatest at being brave. Lythian had even heard him say that he was the greatest in all the world at saying he was the greatest, which was about the only one that he agreed with.

They kept on walking, moving out over the craggy plains a little further, the light sprinkling the western skies behind them, the east glowering into a murky darkness. The distant noise of the brawling faded away into a barely perceptible hum, hidden beneath the deeper rumbles of thunder that issued from the volcano. “Sounds like laughter,” murmured Jovyn. “They say it’s Agarath, don’t they? Laughing at us.”

“That’s what they say,” Amron agreed. “But we’ll be having the last laugh, won’t we?”

“Yes, good-father. I should say we will.”

The king smiled at him, looked around, then gave a nod. “This is far enough. We probably shouldn’t wander too far away from the camp.”

“Not unless we want to take the mountain by ourselves,” Lythian remarked, giving Jovyn a friendly wink. “A mighty foursome we make, but perhaps not enough to vanquish the enemy alone.” He drew his blade with a scrape of steel, punched it down into the rock. Wishing and not for the first time or the hundredth that it was Starslayer in his grasp. “So, how hard are we going, then?”

“Let’s run some drills first and see how we go. Helms, Lythian. I’m taking no chances.”

Probably wise to wear helms, that was true. They took a moment to put them on, armouring up from head to heel, then engaged in a bit of stretching. Always good to stretch out a bit, at their age.

“Ready, then?” the king asked.

“To fight you? Not sure I’ve ever been ready for that.”

“Come, Lythian. Where’s your bravado gone?” The king smiled, flipped down his visor, looking altogether formidable as he stood there before him, clad in his lobstered, riveted steel, misting silver here, a touch of blue there, colour rising from right thigh and left shoulder. “Well, let’s get into it. Nice and gentle to start.”

Lythian nodded, pulled down his own faceplate, and they began into a bit of light sparring, tapping blades, moving the legs, switching between forms, cutting, thrusting, parrying. Sir Jovyn Colborn and Rogen Whitebeard stood by, the sole observers to this rare spectacle. And rare it was. Lythian could not recall the last time he’d swung steel with his friend. Years, quite possibly. Once upon a time, they’d trained together often, met in friendly duels in the Steelforge yard, even came together in competition, but not for a long time now. Long enough that Lythian’s mind was unable to recollect the last occasion, which must be a very long time indeed.

And how good it felt to clash again. To test himself against the very best, and wonder, as he always wondered, just how much effort Amron was putting in. Lythian Lindar was the same with others. Often, he must operate only at a certain percentage of his maximum capacity when sparring with another; only the very best of the Varin knights, peers like Killian and Borrus, had required a full effort. He’d always thought Amron must be doing the same, and doing it with everyone he met. A reduced effort with every one of them, only deploying the full force of his capabilities when fighting multiple combatants at once.

They shifted across the rock, light on their feet, blades ringing as steel struck steel. Lythian went between the smoother forms, the swifter forms, leaning always into Strikeform, his favourite. Amron held much in Blockform, sometimes opening into a sudden blast of Rushform, or Powerform, before drawing back. Lythian countered any such assault with the appropriate shift and dance, and a dance it was, the two men breezing around the hard ground, moving slow and then fast and then slow again, quick shifts of bursting movement between calm moments of watchful study. They worked up into it, the speed increasing, feet sliding, tapping, blades swishing, snapping. Once they’d built up a nice bit of sweat, they nodded to one another during a brief impasse and drove their blades into the stone, taking a break.

“You move nicely, Lythian. For your age.”

“You move well for a lumbering brute, Amron.”

They began to stretch more thoroughly, turning their torsos, bending their backs, twisting their shoulders left and right. Jovyn was watching wide-eyed from the side. “Was that just…a warm-up?” he asked.

“A warm-up and a half, I’d call it,” the king said. “Wouldn’t you say, Lythian?”

“About that. Maybe a double warm-up for me. I’d imagine I’m exerting myself a little more than you are. Hard to fend off all those Rush and Powerform attacks.”

“Hard to catch you, more like, you slippery bugger. Everyone knows how good your Strikeform is, but they forget about your greasy Glideform. That’s a potent combination, Jovyn,” the king called over. “You have a fine Strikeform yourself, of course, but when paired with such mastery in defensive Glideform, you make yourself very hard to catch, and very capable at turning defence into offence in an instant. You should watch closely. You’ll learn a thing or two from this man.”

“I’ve learned a lot from him already, sire. Through Elyon. In a way, Sir Lythian’s always been my mentor, only…once removed.”

“Once-removed. Well put.” The king ripped his blade from the rock, laughing. “True enough, you taught Elyon just about everything you know, isn’t that so, Lythian?”

“Much of which I have forgotten, and he remembers, I’m sure.”

The king barked again. “Nonsense. There’s such a thing as being too humble, you know. It starts to strike as arrogance, in its own way.” He rotated his left shoulder a final time. “So, shall we take things up a notch?”

“Ready when you are, Your Majesty.” Lythian drew his visor down, took a few steps back to make room, eyes sliding around the environment. It was very flat in this particular area. No rocks, no dead bushes or scattered scree, no rifts into which they might fall. A large and open ground for them to really stretch their legs, if they wanted to, and Lythian thought he might need the space when Amron started to come at him properly.

Which he did. Almost at once. One moment, Lythian was taking in the lay of the land and the next he had a sizeable lump of steel surging right at him, swiping down in a diagonal arc, swishing silver and red. “Gah!” he grunted, backtracking away and making room. The king was laughing.

“Almost had you there, my friend.”

And he came again. The assault did not let up. Lythian put himself sharply into that greasy Glideform Amron had mentioned, and was away, sliding and darting off his toes, shifting off the edges of his feet, sidestepping, ducking and swaying as Vallath’s Ruin hunted him down in scything whirls and arcs. The fact that the light was fading and fading fast didn’t much help. But in that he saw an opening, too.

As the king came at him again, relentless in his Rushform, Lythian slammed his chest with a fist and emitted a burst of golden light. It flashed, somewhat like lightning, momentarily blinding the king, and in that moment Lythian swung behind his back, thrust out with his blade and poked him in the backplate, though very gently so as not to damage his fine new cloak.

“Got you. That’s a killing shot right there, Amron.”

The king swung around, blinking wide blinks to try to recover his vision. “You cheeky bastard. When did you learn that trick?”

When I faced Ten’kin, he thought, but didn’t say. He didn’t want to think of Ten’kin, or what he’d said. About Talasha. And those words, repeating in death. Words Amron knew as well, now. Words neither of them wanted to discuss.

“You see that, Jovyn. Your mentor once-removed isn’t averse to a bit of chicanery. Not so noble after all, is he?”

“It’s getting dark,” Lythian said to that. “Just thought we could do with a little light, is all.”

“To be flashed at the optimal moment, of course,” the king said, and he advanced upon him again, stalking dangerously. “No more tricks, do you hear me? Just hold me off…if you can.” He roared and stormed toward him.

The duel became noticeably more intense. It was all Lythian could do to keep away from the big man, parrying and deflecting, trying to hold the space, trying to take a moment to think of how to counter. The king came at him relentlessly, clean with every cut, accurate with every thrust, feet moving in perfect tune with his massive body. The white mist swirled up from his left shoulder, his right thigh, glittering in the warm air, and before very long, the only light was from themselves, from Lythian’s breastplate, and their blades, the mists trailing the two fighters like an afterglow, showing the passage of their movement, the swinging arches of their arms in flight. All else was dark around them, the black storm crackling, flashing red, the mountain sinking away into the smothering pall of night. And still they battled on, sparks flying with each sweet steel connection, bursts of mist puffing into the air, their night vision tested and stretched to its limit as they fought on, out there, the king and his captain, fought on and on in the gathering dark.

And the king was monstrous. An utter nightmare to withstand. The power, the speed, the skill and accuracy were all beyond the reach of any other man. Lythian fought him off valiantly, but could only sustain it for so long, and eventually, backtracking fiercely, he caught his own feet as he performed a swift change of stance, and went slamming down onto his armoured arse with a heavy thumping clang.

Amron was upon him before he could even consider trying to scramble to his feet, the tip of his blade pressing up against Lythian’s breastplate. “I call that one each, old friend. And I say that’s being generous.”

Fair enough. No trickery in that kill shot, to be sure, just ceaseless, unrelenting brutality and skill. “I half forgot how unbeatable you are, Amron. I’m not sure I’m enjoying the reminder.”

Amron presented a hand, pulling Lythian to his feet. Of course, it was a lie. Lythian could not have been happier to see the king in such form. See him restored again to the full height of his power now that his pains had been resolved.

The mountain was a faint shadow in the east now, nothing but a dark rumour, brooding and rumbling like a fell god snoring in the night. The king raised his visor, eyes glaring at his ageless enemy. “Do you imagine he’s watching, Lythian? Do you think he can see us?”

“I hope he can,” Lythian said. “Might put the fear in him, if he is.”

The king stared, silent for a long moment. A small doubt seemed to be creeping into him, gnawing inside his skull. There was a faint grimace twisting at his lips. “Have I done the right thing, old friend?” and his voice was softer now, less certain. “Bringing us here?” He detached his eyes from the mountain, looked into Lythian’s. “If he comes…as the priest said. If that power is unleashed again…”

“We’re here, Amron,” Lythian said. He took his arm, gripped it. “We’re here.”

There was nothing else to say. No going back now. This was simply how it was, and must be. How it was always going to be. They had to trust in that. Trust that everything that had led them here had led them here for a reason.

The king nodded his head. Looked at the mountain once more. Glanced up at the crackling red light that rumbled in the storm above. It was a hell, this place. A fitting place to destroy the devil.

“Well, that’s one each, Lyth,” he said eventually. He drew a breath, put the matter aside. “Suppose we’d best see who’s the better man, then? Next kill shot wins?”

Lythian already knew who the better man was, but agreed anyway. As they were about to set back into it, however, a figure emerged suddenly from the darkness, walking toward them from the direction of the mountain. It was so unexpected that Lythian’s heart momentarily surged up into his neck, half expecting it to be Eldur himself, come to meet his great foe, but no. It was merely the old huntsman, Vilmar the Black.

“By the gods, Vilmar,” he exclaimed. “What on earth were you doing out there?”

The huntsman looked at him as though they’d never even met. As though they hadn’t been through so much together. He snorted and addressed the king. “They’re getting into position. Slow and low, in the cover of this dark. They’ll be ready for tomorrow, Hruum says.”

“Good,” said the king. He glanced up again, looking at the storm. “Do you think they’ll be seen?”

A shrug from the huntsman, like he didn’t know or care. “Might be what he wants. Makes for a better show, doesn’t it?”

“I suppose it does.”

Vilmar growled laughter. “Guess we’ll see. I’ll be watching, anyway.” And that was it. Off he went again, stalking back into the darkness, apparently wandering wherever he willed.

Lythian frowned as he saw him go. “Watching? He doesn’t mean to fight?”

“Says he’s done enough. But Vilmar says a lot of things. When the fighting starts, he’ll get himself involved, Lythian. You know that as well as I do.”

The man did like to speak a lot of nonsense, that was true, though oft as not, he did the right thing in the end. Lythian only had to remember his part in the fight with Brontus Oloran. And how he’d thrown that knife, when they’d confronted Eldur upon the plateau, cutting a lock of the Fire Father’s hair. Ilith had used that during the final forging, Lythian believed. To aid somehow in overcoming the Fire Father’s power. It was something, perhaps, only the huntsman could have done. Another mighty contribution from Vilmar the Black.

“Well,” said the king, “shall we get back to it? Last round, Lythian. I want to see your best.”

“You’ve seen my best. Just because you’re not giving your own doesn’t mean I’m holding back as well.”

The man waved that away. “You’ve got a lot more than that. Don’t forget, Lythian. I know you better than anyone. Probably even yourself. And you’ve got a lot more.”

He wasn’t so sure. “Last round, then?”

“One last round,” the king said. “And a drink, after, just you and me. We’ll talk, Lythian, share some old stories. No war, nothing like that. Just fond stories from before. How does that sound?”

“It sounds…nice,” Lythian murmured. He smiled. “Very nice indeed.”

And final, he thought, but he didn’t say. It sounded very final as well, to the Knight of the Vale.

And so they fought, one last time, they fought under the eyes of Agarath, going toe to toe, blow for blow, until at last, of course, the king prevailed. And when they were done, they drank. With a bottle of wine fetched by Jovyn, they drank, out there on the dark lonely plains, talking of old times, reminiscing. For an hour, two, they sipped and murmured, whispered and laughed as they sat beside one another on a rock, staring out at the shadow of the mountain.

Just two old friends, the king and his captain, living these last hours while they could.


81


[image: ]


Deep.

Deep down in the depths of the earth.

Lights, glittering in the dark like subterranean stars, moving, crawling, slithering to find a space. A halo of light, a crown of flashing power, moving and shifting, encircling the great shape that lay in the space between them.

Breathing.

Slow. Deep. Weak. But breathing.

The breath of a creature clinging to life. A black shape, blacker than black, an immense hill curled up in a state of stasis. A state he knows, the Eternal thought, as he stood above, high above, at the mouth of the tunnel, looking down. A state we both knew, once. Down in the depths of the Wings. There together, in the place they called my tomb, for thousands of years, waiting…

A smile cracked on the ageless face. Dust and fragments of dead skin fell, flesh regrowing, reforming. It was time.

The Eternal held in his grasp his staff. The great warmth of Agarath swelled atop it in a fiery chaos of swirling colour. Below, the black hill shifted imperceptibly up and down, the glowing lights throbbing about it in their thousands. All had come in his wake. All had followed the scents of his power, dragging himself here, mile by mile. Hundreds. Thousands. On and on and on…

And now all had come. Now it was time. Eldur raised the black staff, a mere foot from the ground, held it, and let it drop. A tremor went through the earth, reaching out to the world beneath, and the lights began to move, climbing up the walls of the hill, the wings, the limbs, the neck, the head, spreading out to coat it in light, in power.

The power of his brother, the Eternal thought. Taken. To be given back…

The noises came up to him from below. The skittering, clicking, clacking sounds, sometimes a larger rumble from a bigger beast. A din of movement rising in a fog of noise until the whole hill was covered, and black turned white, a single great glow, and silence.

Silence. Deep silence as they settled. Eldur Eternal smiled and basked in it, closing his red, red eyes, his breath smooth and slow, anticipating the thunder to come. The silence deepened yet further, utter noiselessness, a void of it, a place where it didn’t exist. He waited, waited, breath sliding in, out. Then he heard the command of his master in his head and raised the staff once more.

Held it. Just a moment longer. Then let the staff drop to the floor.

The cavern exploded. An explosion of rushing sound and swarming light, screaming forth through the depths of the world, thousands of creatures igniting in perfect union. Eldur Eternal felt the wind press at him, hiss at him, roar at him, his hair swaying out, robes flying back, as the effusion endured, endured.

And then it ceased. Drawn back. Back to shadow and gloom in a blink. A rushing, sucking sound with it, then silence settled anew, a silence deeper still than before. A pregnant silence. Filled with something as yet unheard, a promise. There below, where thousands of creatures had gathered, now only one remained.

Just one.

He waited, waited, waited. Then the silence birthed noise, and he heard it. A heavy rumble of movement in the darkness below. A single great shape, stirring. The sound of rocks and bits of chitinous armour, the litter of the dead, raining off it. A head rising, rising. Then a pause, a beautiful pause.

And through the underworld, there erupted a roar.
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“Good morning, Saska Varin.”

The girl looked up from where she sat, cross-legged in the old armchair, looking out over the ruin of the city. Dawn was nothing but a hint on the eastern skies, a glow of light awakening to give a breath of warmth to the world. Across Saska’s lap lay the Heart Remade, colours rising and mingling in front of her face, almost as though communicating. Her hand was gripped around the hilt. As it had been since the moment she’d lifted it.

Talasha smiled at the picture. The young girl with the blue eyes and olive skin, a mix of light and steel and sea, the divine weapon across her lap, the new dawn rising pretty in the east. Everything so silent, so still and calm. There was a peaceful, almost meditative look on Saska’s face. A look that Talasha hadn’t seen before. And she knew that she was ready.

The girl unfurled her legs and stood, the multi-coloured sword feather-light in her grasp. She turned it tip down and let it sink into the rock of the plateau, the central gold band spreading across the steel as it plunged several inches deep, and stopped there. The colour changed depending on the power being used. Silver in flight, black for night, gold in a fight, and so on.

“Morning, Talasha. Did you sleep?”

“Some,” she said. “But not much, with all the excitement. You?”

The heir shook her head.

“None?” None wasn’t good, with what lay ahead. “You need to sleep, Saska. Have you been training all night?”

She had left, soon after lifting the blade, to test herself up in the mountains, alone. Talasha had watched her fly away, watched the multicoloured blade turn silver, swirling with a spinning mist, as Saska shot skyward at astonishing speed. That was a good sign, though to be expected; she could fly, after all, all of them knew that, but the rest…

“How was it?” she asked. “Did your grandfather’s training work?”

Saska’s answer was an action. She reached out, touching the pommel of the blade with her fingers, just a light brushing of the tips and nothing more. But at once, something quite magical happened. The blade turned black, and her form shivered, rippling away into darkness. Within moments, she was utterly invisible, the blade as well. Just a blink or two, and she was gone, vanishing into the pre-dawn gloom.

Talasha was not a woman easily awed, but that…“Well, it seems your dreams have come true,” she murmured. It was in her dreams, after all, that she’d trained. In her dreams, where King Lorin had taught her. “And the others? The Mistblade…”

“They’re twins,” Saska said, winking back into existence with no more than a gentle puff of black smoke. All like it was nothing. Like something she’d done a thousand times, and Talasha supposed she had. “The Nightblade and the Mistblade. When you know one, the other is easy to learn.” She kept her fingers on the pommel, and the blue band at the edge of the blade swam across it, like a swift tide, and Saska’s form rippled once more, breathing into a pale translucence. She had a quizzical frown on her brow as she did it, like she couldn’t quite understand how it was all happening. “I can sense them,” she murmured. “In the steel. All the former bearers and champions, the kings and First Blades. It’s almost like they’re helping me.” And she paused. “Almost like Vandar is guiding me.”

Talasha nodded at those words. It didn’t sound so surprising to her. “You are his champion, Saska, his chosen. Of course, he will help to guide you.”

The girl might once have frowned at that, turning her eyes away in doubt, or shaken her head, but no longer. She only held her chin high and accepted it proudly, accepted the destiny that lay before.

A little more light was leaking into the east, and every moment was a moment Talasha did not want to waste. She had spoken at length with Walter and Devrin last night, heard their tidings, and reports, and concerns. Devrin seemed convinced that time was very much against them, and Walter Selleck, flippant man though he appeared to be, agreed with the prince on that point. If they were correct, battle might be imminent, or already underway, and Talasha could delay not a second longer. She looked at Saska and knew she could not either.

“I’m leaving, Saska,” she said. “Neyruu is rested, and we must go.” The girl nodded; she knew it was time. “I wanted to say good luck. And to tell you how much you mean to me. It’s been the great honour of my life helping you, Saska Varin. Come here, and give me a hug.”

They clutched one another in a long embrace. “Good luck to you as well, Talasha. I couldn’t have done any of this without you.”

Talasha nodded into her shoulder. “We’ll see each other after. Once all this sour business is done.”

“After,” Saska agreed, and they held each other a little tighter.

When they detached, a figure was walking out toward them from the forge. A clanking of armour. A purposeful stride. All red plate, red mail, red hair, fully bedecked for battle.

“Leshie, no,” Saska said upon seeing her. “I told you already. You’re not coming too.”

“I am. I’m coming. I’m healed now and I’m ready.”

Saska was shaking her head. “Neither of us can take you.”

“Either of you could take me,” Leshie came back. “I spent hours last night going to the palace to get my armour. Hours, Saska, climbing down that stair and trying to find my way through the tunnels. Hours there and hours back, and I didn’t do that for nothing.”

“I’m sorry, Leshie, but you did.” Saska’s voice was firm. “Look at me like that all you want. You’re not coming.”

“Why not? Why don’t I get to go to war?”

“Because you’ve done enough. One more sword isn’t going to make a difference.”

“The others went. The Butcher and the Baker and the Tigress. Why do they get to fight and I don’t?” The girl’s eyes were shining with angry tears. “I want to come with you, Saska. You can fly me. Leave me with some army somewhere. I’ll…”

“No.” Saska’s voice was harder than Talasha would have expected. More powerful than she’d heard it before. “I can’t bear you as a burden. I don’t know what I’m going to find when I get out there, and I don’t want to have to worry about you. So no, Leshie. I’m not taking you.”

The Red Blade glared at her, blinking, then swung her eyes to Talasha, “My lady, please…”

“I’m sorry, Leshie.”

“But…”

“I’m sorry.” Talasha put a soft hand on her arm to try to calm her. Saska had spoken with her the previous evening, before she went off to train with her new blade. Told her that Leshie would almost certainly demand to be taken to war with one of them, and that both of them must refuse. She wasn’t going to undermine her. “I am not flying to war, Leshie. That is not my intent.”

“Then where? Where are you going?”

She didn’t answer. Her mission was one borne only of hope, and little else, and there was no time to explain. “Stay here. Protect the others. There is no knowing what will come of this war, and they may need protection in the days to follow.”

“Leshie,” Saska said, and the girl’s teary eyes swung back to her. “Talasha’s right. We don’t know what’s going to happen. You need to stay.”

A long silence between the two. The Red Blade’s cheeks were snaking hot tears now, her hard facade breaking down. “I want to come,” she said, and her voice was breaking too. “You’re my best friend, Saska. I want to be there, to help you, if…”

“Leshie, you’ve helped me. You’ve helped me more than I could ever say. I would not be here without you. You’ve been my rock, Lesh. My rock. And I need you to stay here.” She looked deep into her eyes. “Please. Can you do that for me?”

“I…”

“Please. I need you to say it, before I leave.”

The girl cringed at the idea that Saska was leaving. Cringed at the thought that she would miss out. That she would be here, on this lonely plateau, as the fate of the world was decided elsewhere. She was a girl who liked to be at the heart of the action, a brave girl, skilled and lethal, who wanted to fight with her friends, for her friends, to fight and die with them upon the battlefield. But she wouldn’t, not this time. This war, for the Red Blade, was done.

“Okay,” she said, in a barely heard whisper. “Fine,” and she looked up, met Saska’s eyes again. “I’ll stay, if that’s what you want.”

“Thank you, Leshie. Thank you.” She reached out and hugged her. “I’ll come right back when it’s over. When it’s over, I’ll come straight back to you.”

“Make sure that you do.” The girl clung hard around her waist, armour scraping against armour. Two girls who not so long ago didn’t even know they were Bladeborn. Now here they stood, atop the world, and one of them was about to go save it. “I’ll want a full report, when you’re back.” Leshie croaked. “A full report. I don’t want you to leave anything out.”

“I won’t.”

Leshie clasped at her a little longer, as though not wanting to let go. Squeezed a final time, then finally released her. She sniffed, wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “Are you leaving right now?”

“Not just yet. I was training a lot of the night. I need to rest a bit first.”

Leshie nodded, sniffed again. “Then I’ll watch over you,” she said. “Guard your room, as you sleep. I’ll make sure no one disturbs you.”

Saska smiled. “Always there for me, hey Lesh? Always there to help.”

“When I’m allowed,” the Red Blade said. A small smile pulled up one side of her mouth. “I’ll…go and prepare a room for you. You won’t…fly away, when I’m gone?”

“I won’t fly away, Lesh.”

“Promise? I want to be there when you leave. I want to see you fly south, Saska. You’ll give me that, at least?”

“Of course. I’ll give you that, Leshie.”

Talasha could not wait any longer. Saska must sleep, yes, and recover her strength, but there was no further need for her to delay. “I have to go, Saska.”

“I know.”

Talasha wiped a tear from Leshie’s pink cheek. “No one could ever have asked for a better friend,” she told her. She warmed her face with a final smile, turned and walked away.

Neyruu was ready across the plateau, crouching down as Talasha neared. She climbed right up into her saddle, alone again for the first time in weeks.

No Saska behind her.

No Joy in her basket.

Just her, and the dragon, and the water from the spring.

A final look at the two young Bladeborn. A final smile. And off they flew.
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King Amron Daecar stood atop a shallow hill before the might of his western army, arrayed for miles across the cracked and broken world.

Ahead, the Ashmount loomed in all its dread, its dark glory, a lonely mountain soaring up from the barren plains, the black storm chugging from its summit, spewing out across the boiling sky. Red light fizzed and snapped across its underside, flashing and crackling, filling the air with the thunderous chuckling laughter of the fire god, watching all. Dragons, small as specs from here, swirled like ashflakes above the volcano, swooping and diving and screaming as they plunged in and out of the storm. Dozens of them, scores, possibly even hundreds. The king stood and breathed in deeply. There was no going back now.

He put a hand on Wolfsbane’s side, as formidably armoured as he was, barded in chanfron and crinet and crupper and petral, caparisoned in the colours of his kingdom. Silver and blue they stood together, fifty strides ahead of the army, taking this moment alone. A man and his horse, standing against the world. Ready to ride to war one last time.

Very faintly, many miles away, Amron could see the eastern army in the distance, arraying itself against the northeastern side of the mountain, as they were against its northwestern flank, see the dust of their passage rising in a cloud, the dark line of men atop the horizon. He thought of his sons out there, and of Borrus and Killian, he thought of the young King of Tukor and his host, and of the Rasalanians, come at last to help them. Their armies were similar in size, vast assemblages of men drawn from every part of the north. And on the slopes at the base of the mountain, such hordes to match their own awaited, canvas cities spread out like carpets, legions rallying and rattling and marching out to face them as the sun rose in the east.

The king drew in a long breath of ashen air, enjoying the little moment of calm before the storm. He clutched the hilt of the Mercyblade in his grasp, and he thought of what Elyon had said. He looked to the mountain, focusing on the high door that led within it, just a dark dot from here, a barely-seen hole beyond which he awaited them. Eldur. Sitting upon his black throne. My enemy. The king’s fist squeezed tighter, and no mercy, he thought. Not today.

The enemy legions were spreading as they advanced from the slopes, a mix of men and monsters and mounts. Here and there Amron could see a fire demon among them, a giant standing three or more times taller than the men around him, lumbering along, long-limbed and many-armed, could see queer dragons scampering, their legs splayed wide like lizards, and larger flightless ones too, lurching all fat and grotesque. And others besides. Creatures he’d never seen before. Things he didn’t know existed. Twisted deformities, twitching and clicking, all belched up from the depths of hell.

The king stood and watched them come, stood on that slight rise, that little hummock that spurred up from this lifeless, barren land, this land of cracks and fissures and steaming vents, and he felt no fear in his heart. No fear. Just a sense of purpose. He could hear Amara’s voice in his head, almost as if she was with him, telling him this was his moment, this was his destiny, that he must lead them to victory, do what even Varin could not. No mercy, he thought again. Elyon’s words, but they might have been Amara’s. Show no mercy. Give no quarter. One battle for the saving of the world.

He tapped the palm of his gauntlet at Wolfsbane’s side. “Well, old friend, what do you say? Shall we ride together, one last time?”

The great destrier gave a trumpeting neigh, flipping his head up to the skies. A sound that rang out proudly, loudly, against the hot wind, against the thunder of the black storm, and the thunder of the vast horde, a high, piercing, ringing neigh that carried out across the world. The king nodded, tapped him once more, and together they turned, walking back to their host.

The leaders were all gathered together, awaiting their king. All looking to the slopes of the mountain as the horde swarmed down from their encampments. Looking to the sky, as they had been for days, staring at the roiling shroud above, the unnatural storm of black and red, at the dragons swirling above the mountain.

“Looks like they’re on their way, Amron,” snarled the Ironfoot, sitting atop the Ironhoof, his powerful horse. “Was afraid for a moment we’d come all this way for nothing.”

Men laughed, grunted; a good jape to break the tension.

“A lot of dragons out there,” put in Sir Torus Stoutman. Like Sir Connor Crawfield, he had swapped his winged steed for a four-legged one now; they would ride with their king to battle. “Any of you lads want to become a dragonkiller today, you take your pick. More than enough to go around.” He was smoking his rosewood pipe, of course, and grinning his irrepressible grin.

The Snowfist slammed a hand into his chest. “I will be one such man!” he roared. “I will kill myself an ember today! An ember of the Red Storm, yes!”

“You’re a confident fellow, Stegra Snowfist, I’ll grant you that,” called out Randall Borrington. He chuckled and turned to Amron. “Well, much as this chattering’s good fun and all, we’d best get into position, eh?”

Amron nodded. It was time. “Go join your men, Randall. And good luck. I’ll see you out there.”

“Not if I see you first.” And Randall Borrington grinned, turning his horse and riding down the lines to their right, where he had command of that flank, his son Sir Lenard and Sir Reginald Hightree following right behind him.

Lord Styron Strand observed him departing. “I had best go as well,” the big lord said. “Gerald, if Sir Lenard should kill more men than you today, you are disowned, do you hear me?”

“Yes, Father,” murmured his browbeaten, broken son.

Strand snorted at him, looked at Rogen Whitebeard proudly, who ignored him entirely, then said, “Lord Gavron, shall we?”

“Best get to it,” the Ironfoot agreed.

“We’ll have the left flank crushed in no time, Amron,” Styron the Strand proclaimed. “I won’t have a damned Borrington outperforming me.” He pulled his reins, turned his huge horse to their left, called, “Vandar be with you, Amron,” and struck his spurs, hard and fierce, his horse screaming and thumping away down the lines with the Ironfoot, Sir Robin Farrow, and his son Gerald going with him.

Lord Wyliam Brabant was next to depart. He looked typically stylish today, though some of his swagger had betrayed him. “Any last words of wisdom, sire?” He seemed like he wanted comfort, not wisdom, so Amron gave it to him.

“Just follow my lead, Wyliam. And fight like hell. Good luck to you. And make Lord Oloran proud.”

“I will, my lord. And you as well, I hope.”

Amron nodded. Wyliam Brabant drew a breath, bowed his head at him, then rode off to lead his men on the centre-right. Sir Michael Tunsen and Sir Geofrey Bannard both spoke a swift farewell and departed also, commanding the Amadar men on the centre-left. That left the king with his guardsmen, his knights, the lords and captains who would fight about him. Lythian, Jovyn, Quinn Sharp, Marcus Flint, Taegon Cargill, Rodmond Taynar, all of them Varin Knights. Stoutman and Crawfield, Penrose Brightwood, Storos Pentar, Bryce Coddington, old Ralf and Rogen Whitebeard and more, some of Amara’s Knights Assorted among them. Fierce warriors all, Bladeborn men armoured head to heel. Amron glanced at each of them in turn, checking their eyes, reading their faces. He saw what he wanted to see. Defiance, determination, fear, yes, of course there was fear, but not of the crippling sort, rather the sort to heighten a man’s senses, sharpen his resolve, reduce his capacity for pain, enhance his speed of thought.

They were ready, every one of them. All ready to fight and die.

“Well, King of Daecar,” Stegra said, in his very loud voice. “It is time for your speech, yes? A king must give a speech before a battle.”

That wasn’t something Amron had ever much cared for. The giving of glorious and inspiring speeches, riding up and down the lines on his horse, shouting at the top of his lungs. Even if he wanted to, the reality of their formations didn’t allow for it. Two hundred thousand men and mounts tended to take up a lot of room, so they were spread over such a vast distance that only a small fraction would be able to see him, let alone hear him.

“Not today, Stegra,” he said. “But by all means, make a speech to your own men. I’m sure you’d give a fine one.”

“I would. I will! Yes, a great rousing speech from the Snowfist!” He gave his chest a resounding thump, stamped over to the king, smashed a hand down upon his shoulder. “You are my brother, Amron Daecar. We are leaders of our people and our people are one. They are our children, yours and mine. And today we fight for our children, together.”

Amron considered them fine words indeed. “Fight fiercely, Stegra. I know you will.” He put a hand on the man’s opposite shoulder, and they shook one another. “Now go make a speech like that to your men. They’ll need your strength today.”

They locked eyes, nodded, and then the Snowfist stamped away, his son Svaldar with him, and Wagga the White, to join the men under his command, the Snowskins and Crowmen and Stone Men and others, under the stewardship of their own leaders, supplemented by many odds and ends from the high north, the Banewood, the rugged men of the mountains. A large host of spitting, salivating wildmen, few Bladeborn among them, but fierce, no doubt. They’ll do their part today, Amron thought. However small, every bit of it will count.

“He seems in good spirits,” Sir Ralf of Rotting Bridge observed. “I take it he was not defeated last night, then?”

“Defeated, Ralf? Of course not. Stegra Snowfist is undefeatable, didn’t you know?” That came from Torus Stoutman, sitting atop his short-legged little warhorse, still puffing merrily on his pipe. “Might be true n’all. I went to watch him myself and the man can brawl, I’ll give him that.”

“Won’t save him out there,” put in Sir Quinn Sharp. He was watching the horde approaching, picking out the creatures in their midst, the monsters among the legions of men. He swallowed visibly and took a steadying breath. “My lord. Their speed is increasing.”

Amron swung up into the saddle, his vantage improved, and peered out across the land. They were indeed moving more quickly now, the ash cloud thickening as they swarmed out from the mountain. “Rogen,” the king said. “How long?”

The ranger had the best eyes. “At their current speed. Five minutes.”

“Five minutes?” repeated Sir Taegon Cargill, sitting atop the colossal Hammerhorse. He had his warhammer on his back, his greatsword at his hip. Two weapons capable of wreaking great havoc upon their foe. “Five minutes until what?”

“Until they get a mighty nasty surprise, I’d be guessing,” said Stoutman. “You see those rocks out there, Cargill?”

The giant peered out. “Which ones? There are loads of them.”

“Loads, aye, and some of them aren’t so friendly. Not to that horde coming our way, anyhow.” He laughed at the confused look on the Giant of Hammerhall’s face. “Give it time, big lad. It’ll come to you eventually.”

Amron didn’t have time to wait for that penny to drop. They were losing precious seconds already. He turned to Sir Quinn. “Sound the advance. Sir Marcus. Light the signal fire.”

“My lord.” Marcus Flint wheeled around, rode hard to the heaped stack of wood nearby and shouted to get it lit. Flint and steel scraped out sparks and the blaze began to boil up from the kindling, crackling and expanding quickly in the hot dry air. Smoke rose, and the horns with it, blowing out low and deep to signal the advance. Amron looked across his vast host, the lines of horsemen, the lifting mist, the Bladeborn at the front, battalions behind. Banners raised for king and country, house and lord, some sagging, some stirring as the foul wind picked them up. Flags and cloaks and surcoats of all colours, sigils of all sorts, men of all kinds and some women too, all grinding forward now, on horse and foot, all grinding forward to face their doom.

And at the heart of it, from the front and centre, rode Amron Daecar, their king, the very tip of the misting spear. Lythian to one side and Jovyn to the other, his First Blade and his Last Blade, his best friend and his good-son. The rest fanned out, old and young, riding tall and proud in the saddle as they crossed the broken plains. Amron knew it would start clean and get dirty, real quick. He knew the lines would break and shatter and the fighting would spread. He knew the rifts and steaming vents in this world would claim many lives, would belch up many foes. The skies would break and the dragons would come, and it would be blood and thunder and fire and death.

But not yet.

First came the slow trot. The trot that would gradually increase in speed to a canter, and then a gallop, and a seething, screaming charge. The horns were blowing. The banners began to flutter to life, whipping and cracking. Men shouted out for king and country. Amron swung his eyes left and right, saw the horsemen to the edge of his vision either way, a line of misting men riding into the storm.

And above, the storm was thundering. Louder now and louder still. Thundering in what men called laughter and joyous anticipation. Amron Daecar glanced up, seeing a crackling red face in that storm.

“Enjoy the show,” he growled, under his breath.

And he drew Vallath’s Ruin from its sheath.
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Borrus Kanabar was giving a speech.

A bloody great rousing speech to anyone who could hear him, and that was probably a fair few men, given the great bellow of his voice. He was riding up and down the dusty lines, shouting about crushing the enemy, shoving a thousand blades up Eldur’s fiery arse, obliterating their foe in a storm of thunderous steel. He roared that they were fighting for their loved ones back home, and the lands they’d left, and that nothing would remain if they failed. Of course, he added in that no one should dare kill Vargo Ven but him, a bit of a low point in the speech, to be sure, but otherwise it was excellent, Robbert Lukar thought.

Once done, he rode back over, Sir Torvyn at his side, Sir Mooton snorting fire behind him, rejoining them at the very tip of the vanguard. “Fine speech,” Elyon said, saddled atop Snowmane, his grand white destrier. “You always did like the sound of your own voice, Borrus.”

“Damn right I do! It’s a good bloody voice, and well worth sharing!”

The Lord of Rivers was fiercely pumped up, eyes alight with the promise of blood and butchery. And hardly alone in that. Behind them, legions upon legions of big bearded men were growling, shouting curses, smashing at breastplates and shields and shoulders and making an awful lot of noise. It was a wild, febrile atmosphere, just how the Riverlanders seemed to like it before a battle, the men pumped up by ale and wine and hate and desperate to get out there and express it.

Well, they’d get their chance soon enough. Across the shattered plains, long miles away, a thin trail of smoke was starting to curl up into the black-red skies. It was coming from the western army of King Amron Daecar, and they all knew what it meant.

“That’s the signal,” Borrus said. His voice was withdrawn now, heard only by those around him. “Sound the warhorns, Mooton. Torv, get our own fire lit. Our king has called us to war.”

The Beast of Blackshaw swung his warhorn from his shoulder, into his grasp, pressed his big lips to the mouthpiece and blew. The sound moaned out loud and long, a call for others to join, and join they did, another sounding nearby, then another and another, ten and twenty and fifty and a hundred and more calling out to the dawn. At Torvyn the Returned’s command, fire arrows flew out into the stack of wood and kindling and set it to light, throwing up a great plume of black smoke. It was a signal to say they were coming to join the king. And a signal to tell Emeric Manfrey’s host to do the same.

Almost at once, the rumbling began, the frothing throng moving, a great blanket of men and mounts in coloured cloaks and sooty armour drawn out across the broken earth. Robbert gripped his reins and turned to Lothar Tunney. “We’d best get back to our own men, Lank.”

“Right.” The Emerald Guard nodded shakily. Robbert’s Tukoran host was further along to their right, up at the outer flank, a good mile away probably, under the command of Lord Gullimer. It would not do for them to ride to battle without their own king at their head.

“Elyon.” Robbert rode up to him, reached across and gripped his forearm. “Good luck to you. I don’t think you need it, but I wish it anyway.”

The prince smiled behind his upturned visor. “And you, Robb. Hope to see you in there.”

“Same.” Robbert looked at Jonik, riding beside his half-brother. “Cousin. Fight well.”

Jonik nodded back. “Strength to you, my lord.”

Robbert was a little sad not to be fighting alongside them, but that was just the way of it. He saw Elyon almost as a brother now, and Jonik was his blood, through his Auntie Cecilia, and a good man he’d come to see. My family, Robbert thought. Them, Lank, a few others. They’re my family now.

“Have your vengeance, my lord,” he shouted out to Borrus Kanabar. “I’ll send word if I see Vargo Ven.”

The big man barked laughter over the din. “See that you bloody do, lad! Now go smash them, Robbert. For Tukor.”

For Tukor, Robbert thought, nodding. He gave the Lord of Rivers a final look, shouted a farewell to Mooton Blackshaw, to Sir Torvyn, to a few others, and swung away to the right, riding off down the lines in front of the advancing host, racing to join his own.

Lank rode along beside him, Sir Duncan and Sir Darian Dreyford behind, Sir Kevyn Bolt bringing up the rear with Sam Garrick the Grinning Knight. The last of my guard. Brave men all. He suspected it would be further depleted by dusk, if not before, but best not to think about that now.

“Shame not to stay,” Lothar called, as they thumped along in a hard canter. “Lot of heroes among that lot, Robb.”

“We have enough of our own.”

“Sure. But you know what I mean.”

He did. He knew. A large part of him would love to fight with Elyon and Jonik, and the Bloody Traders, and Mooton and Torvyn and Borrus, and Sir Gereon and Sir Gerrin and all the rest of them. Maybe he’d find himself among them at some point, but he wasn’t going to count on it. He knew how battles were and nothing much ever went to plan. Most likely, he’d see hardly anyone he knew until the end, when it was done.

If I live that long. Or they do. He could see the enemy horde sprawling and crawling and spewing out from the mountain’s northwestern slopes, like a million ants boiling angrily from their nest. His sight wasn’t what it used to be, now that he had only one eye, but it was clear enough that it was a formidable host they were facing, and it wasn’t just men out there.

“What are you seeing, Lank?”

“You don’t want to know.”

“That bad?”

“Worse.”

“Much worse,” laughed Sir Duncan Dreyford from behind. “It’s an image of hell itself, m’lord, and damn it if this isn’t beautiful!”

“Beautiful?” Hardly the word Robbert Lukar would use.

“Beautiful!” Sir Duncan sang. “Every battle’s got a beauty of its own, and this is gonna be like no other. The battle of battles like Daecar’s the king of kings! The ending of the War Eternal! The final fight of the Last Renewal! And damn if that ain’t a beautiful thing!”

“Your brother is still drunk,” Lothar said, twisting his head to look at Sir Darian. “Just how much did you drink last night, Duncan?”

“Not a drop, my lord, not a drop! If I’m drunk, I’m drunk on the thrill! I’m drunk on the apocalypse, that’s what I am!”

Lank sighed, shook his head, like Dreyford must have gone mad. Robbert could hardly blame him if he had. There was nothing normal here, nothing like anyone could ever have expected. The world was all thunder, thunder below and thunder above, from the march of their host, from the storm in the sky, the whole world seemed to be shuddering and shaking from it, the very air itself buzzing and jittering. Robbert gazed out through his working right eye, his head turned in the direction of the mountain, so impossibly vast even miles away, a colossal cone of black-grey rock dominating all around it. They were tiny in its shadow, flecks of dirt, grains of sand, hundreds of thousands of them advancing comically slow on three sides as the mountain stood there frowning over them all, black laughter chugging in fumes from its booming crater. Looking at these insects like they were nothing to his power. Like they were foolish to dare come here, and perhaps they were.

They were riding past a host of Rasalanians now, big hairy Bucklands with their bear-and-stag sigil, Maynards in gold and umber, Paynes from the Stormwalls in grey and brown. Lady Marian rode at their head, leading the thousands of men supplied by her uncle, Lord Tandrick, the Warrior Woman of Rasalan, as they called her, dressed in her battle-scarred armour, so sleek and finely fitted to her long, lithe frame. At her side was Horus Buckland, quite magnificent in his huge bear-and-stag battlehelm, his massive beard sprouting from the bottom to puff out over his breastplate. Sir Francis Maynard in support, son of the dead Oakenlord, and the King’s Wall as well, the mighty Sir Ralston Whaleheart, impossibly large and formidable, a titan in scarred and scorched steel armour. More heroes, Robbert thought, and some of our finest.

He raised a hand in salute to them as he passed. Saw Marian nod her head, the Whaleheart too, heard Buckland cry out in a huge pumping voice, “You give ‘em hell, King Robbert! You get in there and give ‘em hell!”

“I’ll try, my lord!” Robbert shouted back, though his voice was lost to the tumult. Not a great thumping voice like Buckland’s, his. And damned noisy it was, too, all hooves smashing rock and horses snorting fog, men shouting, armour clanking and rattling. A great swelling din that made it hard to hear one’s own thoughts, let alone express them.

“Baptism of fire, eh!” cried out Sir Duncan, delirious. “Most of that Rasal lot haven’t had a single taste of action yet! And now this!” He flung a hand toward the mountain. “Poor bastards must be shitting themselves!”

If that was so, Robbert couldn’t smell it, not over the stink of sulphur and ash, the acrid scents that floated in the hot Agarathi air. Air that had only grown denser these last long days as they’d marched from Blademelt, out across the cracked plains, following the path mapped out by Lord Marak and his riders. Dense with ash and dust, yes, but also something harder to describe. Evil, Lank had called it, and Robbert supposed that sounded about right. An evil air here near the Ashmount, filled with the choking fume of Agarath’s breath.

Lord Gullimer was right ahead now, riding nobly in the saddle, red and green cloak bearing the apple orchard of his house flowing out down his back. It looked too pure out here, that sigil, too natural. A bit like the Amadar field of flowers. Gullimer saw them coming. “Robbert, good,” he called, relieved. “I feared you’d been waylaid.”

“Blame Borrus. He gave a very long speech.”

Robbert came in to ride beside him, Lothar on his other side, the rest behind. His host seemed pleased to have him back. He could hear them calling out his name, shouting for their king, and he wondered if he might make a speech himself. But there didn’t seem time. They were moving close to a canter now, getting nearer to the mountain every moment, nearer to the enemy horde washing out across the plains to meet them. He had to admit, his heart was thumping. Thumping almost in time with the striking of his horse’s hooves. A few minutes and they’d come together, here and on the other sides too, and the great battle would at last begin.

Are you watching, Father? Ray, can you see me? Mother, Amilia, am I doing you proud? His eyes lifted, as though to see them up there in the Eternal Halls, looking down at him, but there was only that hideous black pall coating all the sky like mud, the tiny dragons wiggling in and out like worms, the red lightning crackling hate. He snarled up at it. At that final insult. The fire god had spread himself all across the sky. So he and he alone can watch.

“Robb,” Lank called. “Reckon you dropped something, a little earlier.”

Robbert looked over, confused. What could he have dropped? The tall Emerald Guard had something in his fist, closed behind his fingers, holding it out as they bobbed along on their horses, right up close to one another.

“What the hell are you talking about, Lank?”

“This.” And he opened his fingers out and Robbert saw it, the little hunk of coral on its length of silver chain. “Reckon you only threw it out of that window in your grief, Robb. Thought you might regret it, so I went down and fetched it back for you, just in case. Here,” and he reached across a bit further. “You should wear it, I think. You should wear it for luck, Robb.”

Luck, thought Robbert Lukar. Saska had certainly sworn by its luck, this little hunk of coral that had called to her. It was why she had given it to him in the first place, given it as a gift and a thank you, back on his warship Hammer, before they went their separate ways all those long months ago. She said it had brought her luck, and so it might bring him luck too. But it hadn’t. Robbert had suffered only tragedy since wearing it. He’d lost Bernie to the titan Celaph, along with hundreds more besides, lost his mother and his sister, and then lost Ray just after. That was the one that broke him. Hearing of the death of his twin brother. That same night, he’d taken that coral necklace off and tossed it, believing it had cursed him, that it was only Saska’s to wear, that whatever luck it might have brought her had turned sour and dark and brought him only misery. Brought him only pain.

But now here it was, in Lothar’s palm, and the man was urging him to wear it. Urging him to put it on as they rode into the teeth of battle. Robbert looked at it, at the little pits and grooves, such an unremarkable thing, plain and forgettable, but somehow he felt some meaning in it today. Not in the coral itself, but the timing. On this day, of all days. There was something profound in that to Robbert Lukar.

So he reached across and took it, drew it around his neck, letting it hang there against his breastplate, tapping as he rode.

“Luck, Robb,” Lothar shouted. “If there’s a day we need it, it’s today.”

And as they raced toward their enemy, Robbert looked to the skies. Not the black skies above, but the skies to the north. It was purer out there, brighter, lighter.

He looked to the north and wondered.
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They were five hundred yards from their enemy and closing.

The horde poured toward them, a press of darkness, foul and reeking. From the thick ranks of enslaved men, the monsters lurched and lumbered and scrambled ahead, quicker and more eager, rock flying, fire snorting. Lythian could hear them growling, shrieking, howling, screaming, a maddened chorus from the pits of hell.

“Hold,” Amron Daecar called, seeing some horsemen to his left starting to edge ahead. “Hold to me, hold!”

The field was scattered with boulders and broken rocks, cast down from the mountain across millennia, volcanic slabs of igneous and obsidian, half-submerged in the ashen earth. From some, heat rose in a ghostly warmth; others spiked up jagged and lethal, forcing the riders to veer around. Lythian Lindar searched forward, scanning the bigger boulders ahead of them, wondering which didn’t belong.

“Hold,” the king was calling, raising his spare hand up into the air. “Hold to me, hold!”

“Hold to the king! To the king!”

They were four hundred yards and closing. The beasts belched up from the bowels of the mountain were spreading a lead now from the men behind. In their midst were the fire giants, demonic monstrosities, roaring flame and charging. Lythian could see the fire burning beneath their igneous flesh, their black plate armour, spitting and hissing out through the gaps, the steam swirling up from them like the mists of godsteel that swirled majestically above their thundering charge. A clash of mist and steam. Of Vandar’s soul and Agarath’s breath. Lythian Lindar drew out his blade, found that Storos Pentar had raced up beside him.

“To the end, Lythian!” he called out behind his helm. “We fight to the bitter…”

His voice was cut off. Ahead, in the ragged, advancing line of monsters, a sudden chaos was breaking out. Lythian squinted out through his eyeslit, saw boulders changing shape across the field, great bodies unfolding, limbs bearing blades of stone and steel. A smile tore open behind his faceplate.

The gruloks were rising.

“We charge!” the king cried out, seeing it too. “We charge for Vandar! For Vandar!” he roared.

Wolfsbane set off into a gallop so fierce and swift that for a moment, the king was all alone. Racing ahead before his army as though to take on the enemy single-handed. And then the others cried and followed. Thrashing across the ashen earth, hurdling rocks and leaping cracks.

Three hundred yards and closing. Ahead, the gruloks were ripping through the monstrous horde. Their avalanch-voices filled the air, the sound of tumbling rock cast down from high mountains. Lythian glimpsed them stabbing at fat dragons with their stone-spear arms, saw them slashing with godsteel greatswords in wild spinning arcs. He saw them grappling with the fire demons, that fearsome foe, giants matched in size, flames erupting and billowing. A frenzy of killing was breaking out, spread in pockets across the advancing lines. They were few, the gruloks, and dotted far and wide. And it was that chaos that the king had wanted. That chaos into which they rode.

“For Vandar!” he roared, and he rose Vallath’s Ruin aloft. A trail of silver and red snaked after it. “For Vandar! For Vandar! For Vandar!”

And the rest joined him. All their voices assembled in the chant. A thousand, ten thousand, a hundred, two, all seeming to call out as one. It was stirring, deafening, an almost euphoric sound.

And it swept them all up into a surging tide that crashed into the enemy ranks.
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Even far across the battlefield, he could hear it.

Even above the thunder of the mountain and the thunder of their charge, he could hear it in the air, hear it on the wind, a great surging call as though the Steel God himself was bellowing.

For Vandar! For Vandar! For Vandar!

Father, Elyon Daecar thought. He looked across at Jonik, and Jonik looked back, and they were both thinking the same. Their father was engaging.

“For VANDAR!” The bellow came from among them, right up at the front of the charge. Borrus, maybe, or Mooton Blackshaw. “For VANDAR!” The voice again, louder still, and like a wildfire it spread, catching from man to man, and the chant went up, surging across the host, a roaring response to their brothers across the field. “For VANDAR!” they sang, and, ‘For Vandar!’ they heard, ripping and roaring back and forth as they charged upon their enemy.

It was intoxicating, thrilling, ringing in the head of Elyon Daecar as he saw the horde ripple and squirm and seethe before him. Doubt seemed to clutch at them, or so it seemed, hesitating in the face of the fury of their charge. And a grin ripped wide behind Elyon’s helm as Snowmane charged, galloping hard, flying like the wind, closing, closing, closing on their foe…

…and crashing headlong into the enemy lines.

The collision was sufficient to shake the world, to rattle it on its very hinges. Snowmane lowered his head and ploughed through one man and another and another, bashing them aside, crushing them underhoof, snorting fury and screaming hell. Hundreds more did the same around him. Thousands. Surging and trampling right through the ranks like water. Through flame and fog, they rode. Through dust and death, they charged. Into the very clutches of this hellish horde they stormed.

The shapes of men and monsters flashed by all around him as Elyon Daecar galloped on. He raced past a huge bulbous dragon, writhing along on its sagging belly, saw men crash into it with horse and spear in a wild, percussive clash. He swung his blade to left and right, took the head off a dragonknight, slashed the throat of a paladin, bumped up against the man’s great camel, knocking it aside, saw a pygmy dragon ahead, screaming in a distorted, agonised voice as it scrambled and leapt up at Snowmane as they went. But the destrier was utterly dismissive. The deformed monster came off worse. It all but exploded as Snowmane bulled right through it, butting his armoured head and crying a triumphant neigh as blood hissed across Elyon’s faceplate.

And on he went. He and hundreds more. Trampling and stampeding, crushing men and monsters both. Elyon glanced over, remembering his father’s words to stay with Jonik, that they must fight together, protect one another, saw that his half-brother was still at his side and nodded. Borrus was already ahead and small surprise, Mooton with him, the pair forming a battering ram of awesome power, Sir Torvyn racing in their slipstream, many more around them, big men of the marshes and the rivers bellowing their warcries as they went. The Butcher, the Baker, the Tigress, Sir Gerrin and Sir Gereon and Sir Owen and Sir Hadros were all still here and there, slashing, charging, rampaging deeper into the belly of the beast that was this horde, legions and legions following through until they were lost in a sea of blood and bodies, fog and fighting, the mountain half-seen behind billowing smoke and steam whistling out from vents.

A great figure loomed up suddenly within the chaos. It was right in front of Snowmane, blocking his charge, a huge black giant, twenty feet tall, many-armed, thick-legged, flame licking out in tongues from between the seams in its segmented plate. Snowmane halted abruptly, no time to veer around or avoid it, reared up before the monster, kicking out with his hind legs. And the demon blared a wildfire roar, the sound of a dry forest burning, lurching forward as Snowmane twisted, falling down hard against the rock, Elyon with him, his leg caught beneath the horse’s bulk. The prince cursed and looked up. Saw the fire giant stamp closer. Reaching out with one long limb to grab at him. But suddenly two other arms came around its chest from behind, and the demon was lifted, right up off the ground like it was nothing, lifted and thrown down so hard that the whole world rocked beneath them.

“Elyon!” Jonik came leaping off his horse, sliding to a knee beside his brother, dragging him up as Snowmane rose, snorting angrily, back to his feet. Both unhurt, protected by their armour. “What happened?” Jonik called.

“Demon knocked us down.”

Elyon looked ahead. A cloud of dust was blowing around them, and within it they could see movement, thrashing and grinding, a roaring of rockfall, a fiery furnace bellow. The two brothers stood for a moment, staring as one massive shape stood above another, the one on the floor flailing with its many arms, the one above stamping down with a huge hoofed foot, pinning it, grasping a limb and ripping it off. There was a crack like a boulder snapping in two, a gush of fire, orange in the grey shroud. A wildfire scream raged out. The remaining arms flailed all the wilder, and the giant picked them off, one by one, grabbing them, ripping them, tossing them aside.

Like a child picking the legs off an insect. Elyon gawped as the flame pulsed and oozed out like molten blood from the stumps, and the rock giant reached down, took the head of his enemy in both hands and twisted it off the neck. A fresh spurt of lava shot out in a long steaming stream as the victor stood, looking at the head a moment, watched the red eyes fizzle out, then grunted and tossed it aside. The stiff neck twisted, beady eyes picking out another foe, and the giant stamped off, leaving the limbless, headless corpse of the demon lying there in the cratered earth.

“I guess that’s a grulok,” said a voice beside them. Elyon saw Sir Gerrin there, still saddled on his horse. He had his visor lifted, a smile on his rugged old face. “Supposing your father sent them over to help us, did he?”

Elyon nodded. That had been the plan, so far as he understood it. For the gruloks to creep into position overnight. Some here. Some over there. Scattered out to cause as much chaos as possible.

“Demon hunters,” Jonik murmured. He was watching the huge sentinel lumber through the thick of the fighting, making for another fire demon, causing a great deal of havoc further off. “Good thing they’re on our side.”

“We have some monsters of our own, yes!” The Butcher had been drawn to the conference now, the Baker with him, both well flecked in gouts of blood and gore. “And these gruloks are the greatest of monsters! The greatest monsters in all the world, like the Butcher is the greatest sellsword!”

Elyon Daecar thought with some conviction that this was not the time to stop and chat. “Butcher, don’t you have a competition to win?”

The man grinned that hideous grin of his. “I am already on twelve, Windy Prince! Twelve men have been slain by the Butcher!”

“That’s it? I’ll bet Mooton’s on double that.”

“No.” The man shook his head violently. “No, I will not allow it!” He tugged his reins and turned his horse, charging into the fray once more, tattered cloak flying out behind him, roaring, “Buckland!” as he went. The Baker followed more mildly.

“Buckland?” Elyon asked.

“They claim to be fathered by some Buckland knight,” Jonik told him.

“Right. Fair enough.” Elyon put a foot into his stirrup and vaulted back onto Snowmane’s saddle. “Let’s get back to it, then.”

He looked around. The whole place was becoming a mess already, the charge halted here and there, still rampaging deeper through the throng elsewhere, men still pouring behind them, screaming and shouting, plumes of smoke and steam rising all over, the ash stirred into thick clouds in some places, the air clearer in others, arrows flying, bolts whizzing, spears sailing through the shroud. Elyon Daecar had seen a lot of battle now, but nothing quite like this. If a battlefield was a buffet he was utterly spoilt for choice. A million enemies lay before him and for a moment, just a moment, he had no idea which one to pick.

And then he knew. He knew it didn’t matter. So he struck his spurs and charged into the nearest conflict, hacking mercilessly at nameless men.
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He could not imagine how it must be down there. Down in the thick of it, caught in the churn, thrown about like leaves in a raging whirlpool. A whirlpool of blood and butchery.

High above it, high up in the sky, Pagaloth Kadosk had a view of it all. His mind was stretched to its very limit trying to comprehend what he was witnessing. It did not seem entirely possible, the scale and scope, the range and breadth and magnitude of the clashes occurring below him. Even from hundreds of metres in the thundering sky, Pagaloth could only take in so much. He had to turn his head left and right and all the way around to try to see it all, and even then, he only saw a fraction.

“This is wild, Pagaloth!” cried An’zon Graz. “A front row seat to the end of the world!” He was flying at his wing on Hapthanor, head swinging side to side, trying to take it all in. “I don’t even feel afraid! Isn’t that crazy? I don’t feel afraid at all!”

Pagaloth understood what he meant. His blood was fizzing with such adrenaline as to make fear a secondary concern. There was too much going on to even consider it. Everywhere beneath them were raging battles of seismic impact. Gruloks fighting fire giants. Flightless dragons battling Bladeborn. Moonbears, out there on the eastern side, bulling and tearing through whatever came their way. A thousand epic duels were probably going on. Heroes meeting heroes. Champions scything through the throng. Pagaloth’s eyes swung about in search of anyone he knew, but there was just too much motion, too much dust and ash and steam, for him to make out individual figures from up here.

They were flying in formation, seven ridden dragons and two riderless ones led by Adelle Kazaan. A small flock cruising across the sky, beneath the black clotted clouds above, northward along the mountain. The dragonlady studied the chaos beneath them, raised a hand for all to see. Her fist opened, fingers lifting, falling, wrist twisting, pointing, signalling, and Pagaloth understood.

“On me, Graz!” he called, and at once Lendrathor was wheeling away from the flock, out over the great horde still advancing from the northwestern slopes. Hapthanor swung around to follow, flying at his wing, Rhok and Angrar shooting northeast on Hard Place and Pathonar, Sir Hahkesh and Bah’run easing further south on Madarax and Saminex the Small. Three pairs going to help the three armies. Adelle Kazaan roving where she wished atop Tundrath, Snap and Snort, the two riderless ones, following at her wings.

And Marak, the last of them, their great leader and captain, out there all alone. He was flying a wide circle around the mountain atop Garlath, round and round, as though daring Eldur to come out and meet him. A battle he surely cannot win, Pagaloth thought. But a fight he feels he must face, all the same.

The dragonlord had not spoken to him explicitly of his intentions, yet Pagaloth had guessed at them still. Intentions, he knew, that were driven by the final glimpse. By the shadow that was Eldur, wreathed in darkness, and the flaming light at his side. Pagaloth knew what that light meant, and so indeed did Ulrik Marak. Not mine, Pagaloth. Never mine, he had said of it. And he must have it…before the end…

His thoughts were interrupted. An’zon Graz was shouting over at him. “Pagaloth, come! We must rain fire upon them, fire!” His green and cream cape flapped behind him as they flew, a great giddy grin splitting his face from ear to ear. Not something Pagaloth had seen from him before, but the ending of the world did strange things to people. Typically, Graz was rather more battle-shy than this, but Pagaloth Kadosk wasn’t going to complain of the change. “There, Pagaloth! Look there, let us burn them!”

Pagaloth had no time to consider it, because for once An’zon Graz took the lead. Hapthanor plunged, and Lendrathor followed, fire bubbling up from their chests, boiling down their necks, gathering in their throats, in their maws, to burst forth. And burst forth the flame did, streaming out in steaming rivers, splashing and frothing over the stampeding Agarathi throng as they screamed and burned and died.

Our own countrymen, Pagaloth thought, numb. Our own people burning beneath our flame. The thought made him as sick as ever, knots twisting in his guts, but what else could he do? Just kill, he told himself. Thin the herd. They are slaves now anyway, lost and deranged, and you’re freeing them. Yes, freeing them. It was the only way for him to rationalise the things he did. True or not, it was all he had.

And so the two dragons flew up and down, recovering their fiery breath between each engagement. They swung about together, through fingers of smoke and hissing steam, casting tongues of flame across the throbbing masses. Whenever they flew up higher, Pagaloth could see the black lines of destruction they’d made, see the scorched trails of corpses littering the field. They were scratches only, tiny scratches on the endless bulk of some monstrous creature, having no impact at all. Yet on they flew all the same, killing five, ten, up to twenty with every pass, back and forward across the mindless horde as they screamed and pushed and scrambled their way forward into the thick press of fighting ahead.

How long that went on for, Pagaloth could not say. How many passes they made, he did not care to know. Sometimes, a spear flew out at them, and arrows peppered at their scaly steeds, but few ever struck their mark, and fewer still drew blood. Once, an errant arrow grazed Pagaloth’s shoulder, as Lendrathor swept down in an arcing attack, and once, An’zon Graz cried out that a spear had glanced against his armoured thigh, but that was about the worst of it. They avoided the fire demons, went nowhere near the gruloks, did not bother to attack the flightless dragons wiggling ungracefully across the rocks. Their focus was on reducing the count of men, of slaves, pouring mindlessly from the mountain. Chipping away at that great block of stone as the battle raged on across the plains.

“Pagaloth, Happy is tired, Pagaloth!” The roar was barely heard over the rollicking din. Pagaloth looked over, saw Graz gesture to the skies, and followed him up, higher above the storm below, away from the crashing and crushing and the screaming and shouting, to where the haze of noise grew thinner. “He must recharge his flame,” Graz shouted, as they floated serenely over the chaos. “How is Lenny? What a fight, Pagaloth! What a fight!”

“He is well.” He called back without enthusiasm. Some giddy madness had infected his wingrider, but not him. He felt little elation at what was happening here. No exhilaration in killing his own. Men, he hoped, mostly, but no doubt there were women, even children, down there too. It had been so at Dragonfall, so why not here? How else would Eldur have furnished himself with such strength? How else could he call upon such numbers as these without enslaving women and children? Pagaloth’s stomach gave an angry lurch. These are not soldiers, not even close. The best were at the front, the experienced men, the monsters, the first to meet the northern assault. These at the back were the feeble and the fearful, the poorly armed, the poorly armoured, the old and the young and the weak.

“We fly to the front, Graz,” Pagaloth shouted out. He could bear this no longer, this reckless slaughter. It was a proper fight he wanted, against a proper foe. His finger pointed away to where the fighting was thickest, where tens of thousands were roiling and eddying in the violent throes of battle. “We fight at the front lines!”

Even from a distance, he could see Graz shake his head. “No, Pagaloth, we must not! We are instructed to strike at the rear. We will not be safe there. The northmen will see us as the enemy. They will not know us, Pagaloth!”

It was a fair concern, but he no longer cared. “We will show them who we are when we fight with them! I cannot kill any more of these peasants, An’zon! We are making no difference back here.” He flung a hand. “But ahead…”

“No, Pagaloth. No. Adelle has given us our orders, and we must…”

There was a shudder in the air. A deep shudder that came from above them. Floating along at one another’s wing, the two riders looked up to the black shroud that tarred the skies. The lightning was crackling out across its underside, excited flashes of crimson and red, stretching for miles in every direction. A deeper rumbling erupted from the head of the mountain, a thundering from the source, and it sounded like an order.

Pagaloth Kadosk knew at once what the order was. He knew that they need no longer worry about the peasants, or fighting on the front. It is about to get busy in the skies, he thought.

And out from the clouds, they came.

“By the gods,” he heard An’zon Graz say, wide eyes staring up above them. Shapes were wiggling and writhing out from the blackness, dozens of them, scores, a hundred of them, more. “By the good gods, Pagaloth, what do we do?”

“We fight,” said the dragonknight, without hesitation. “We fight together, An’zon. Are you with me?”

His wingrider looked over, and his face was not giddy anymore. The heady tonic had worn off, rendering him sickly pale and blinking. Now that is more familiar, Pagaloth thought, as he saw the cold fear in An’zon’s eyes.

“Are you with me, An’zon?” he called out once more. “I need you. We fight together.”

The man’s head shuddered in a trembly nod. “I am with you, Pagaloth,” he said, trying to sound brave. A swallow and another nod. “Until the end, my friend.”

“Until the end,” Sir Pagaloth agreed.

And up they swung, to meet a proper foe.
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“Dragons!” someone roared. “Dragons incoming! Dragons!”

Emeric Manfrey looked up from the chaos of the battlefield. From the ash-churned earth and the body-scattered rock, from the blood puddles and gore spatters and the ringing and the screaming. He looked up from the utter insanity that had swallowed him whole, swallowed all of them whole since this battle had begun, and saw that it was only getting started. A great wave of exhaustion swept upon him at what he saw, but he had no time for that. He blasted a breath as though to dismiss it, even flung out a hand to cast it away.

“The skies!” he shouted. “Look to the skies! Horns! Blow the horns!”

His bellowed order was for no one in particular, but quickly the horns began to moan. Men nearest to him who bore them swung them up from bloody shoulders and blew. Dimly, through the dusty air, he thought he heard more horns blaring out from further away, from the other hosts closing in on the mountain. All sharing the same warning now as the dragons flew down from the storm.

“Spears!” Emeric bellowed. “Aim for the shoulder joints and neck!” It was the best way to kill them, to disable their flame, to ground them. Of course, striking the eye was another option, but that was a one-in-a-million shot for most men, and rarely worth the try. “Wait until they’re close! No wasted throws! Archers, fire at will!”

He was calling out to anyone who might hear him. Hoping some of it got through. The dragons were swarming out in numbers, zipping and zagging, trailing pennons of black fume, red tongues of lightning licking out and snapping. A great thundering was calling them out from the top of the mountain, heavy booms that overwhelmed all other sound. Emeric looked around, trying to spot a friendly face he knew, Sir Karter or Lord Ranaartan or Sir Tamber Rickson, but there was no one, the battle had pulled and ripped them apart and he’d been fighting among strangers for a while. They might be dead already, or half a mile across the field, or thirty strides away and he’d never even know it. Everywhere, shapes were moving through the smog, shapes large and small moving at different speeds, on two legs and four, and sometimes more, running, stomping, skittering, charging. Sometimes Emeric could barely see more than a dozen feet in front of his eyes, so thick were the billows of dust and smoke, yet on other occasions the hot wind would draw away the veil and the battlefield would open for miles around him, and he’d be presented with the sort of imagery that his mind almost refused to accept.

The volcano, thundering, the black skies rumbling, the masses writhing in every direction. He would catch glimpses of individual battles. A moonbear, Agarosh or Tathranor, maybe, ripping apart a fat slug-like dragon. A Sunrider who might be Lord Rhanor Ranaartan doing battle with a clutch of dragonknights. He had seen the lord’s son Risho storming about in a rage upon Jahendroth, but only from a distance, and only at a glance. Little windows into the wider conflict that closed as quickly as they opened, shoving him back into this little room of fighting in which he’d been operating much of the time.

He was back in that room right now. And it was growing smaller than ever. A cloud of putrid smoke blew across him, and all of a sudden the skies were gone, and the sight of the incoming dragons, and it was all grey and brown again, shapes dim-seen through thickening fog, screaming out from the broken earth as they lay scattered about, wounded and dying. The loud moaning of the horns became muted and dulled. So too the shouting of the men. A blizzard of grit came surging and swirling, spitting at his armour, scouring and rough.

Emeric raised a hand to shield his eyeslit, peeked out from between his fingers, hoping it would end, that it would blow past him, but it didn’t. He stumbled on, trying to find some clearer air, tripped on the body of a dying man who grasped out at him, pleading to be saved. “Help me, help me,” he gurgled. His body was a ruin, one leg missing, ragged flesh sprouting from the stump, a glint of white bone. “Please, help me…”

“I’m sorry. I can’t.” Emeric could do nothing for him. The man was dead, and that was that. A stab at his conscience, but what could he do? Kill him? That was the only option. He pulled his leg away, kept on going, couldn’t bring himself to do it, saw a young soldier with an arrow in his neck, scrambling along the floor, passed a man trying to scoop the guts of a friend back in as he lay slumped up against a spur of rock, shouting at him to hold on.

A big shape came charging from his right, caught its leg in a thin crack in the ground and snapped horribly forward, head-first, into a low shelf of volcanic rock. The camel’s neck twisted hideously, the head bashed in, bones bursting through flesh, the paladin knight soaring out over the top and into the ghostly shroud with a quick, cut-off scream. Whether one of Hasham’s, or Ranaartan’s, or Krator’s men, Emeric couldn’t tell. Colour was redundant here; sigils went unseen. He had no doubt that there would be much friendly fire going on, because the tens of thousands who’d escaped from the ambush at Breakback Pass, and made it to the mountain, and been flung back out to face them as Emeric had expected. They were all around him now, thousands and thousands of them, southerners on both sides of the conflict, and half the time he didn’t know one from another. Had he killed a few of his own himself? Not a thought he wanted to dwell on.

On he went, labouring against the scouring wind. He reached a place where the bodies were scattered and torn and butchered, the earth scarred and gouged, and knew a moonbear had been responsible. Corpses lay about with innards out and limbs off, mostly men but mounts among them, dead and dying, dozens of them. He saw a horse on its side, a jagged spire of rock poking through its hindquarters, kicking futilely, its rider crushed beneath it. A big camel was honking and honking in a horrid, plaintive moan as it lay bleeding out into the stone from a yawning gash across its guts, entrails spilling out in a hot red mess. A sunwolf, trapped under the corpse of an eviscerated dragon, mewled like a pitiful dog as several insectoids crept toward it on long, clicky legs. When they saw Emeric coming, they fled, squirming unsettlingly into the steaming darkness of a narrow rift, squeezing in with their bulbous bodies.

Emeric shuddered in disgust, saw the glowing eyes watching from the darkness as he stepped over the crack. Another ten paces and he heard a scream to his right, saw an Agarathi coming at him with a braided beard and tattoos about his eyes, a wild snarl on his lips, an axe in his grasp dripping blood. Emeric ducked the man’s blow and punched the eagle blade through his heart, took the axe off him in a single motion and threw it, end over end, into the onrushing skull of another with a wet crunch. More followed through the shifting mists, screaming out a warcry in their rough tongue. Emeric Manfrey sighed as he killed them, stepping right, weaving left, drawing his godsteel blade easily through their bodies. He liked to kill quickly as best he could. Punctured hearts and severed spines and butchered brains were best. The gift of a quick death, and he gave it out freely.

If I should live to see out this day, as Tukor is my witness, I shall never take another life.

He made the oath to himself as he went, cutting, hacking, killing. Probably countless men had made the same oath, and probably a similar number had failed to see it through, but it felt good to make it all the same. To imagine a world beyond all this bloodshed where he might set aside Sir Oswald’s blade and live in peace, at last.

But not yet. Sometimes, to reach the light, a man must first plough through the darkness, and Emeric was doing that now.

Another screamer had his head chopped off, and two more were stabbed, in a series of quick bursts, right through their enslaved hearts. More poured out of the shadows. Emeric cut down those who came for him, ignored the rest as they ran right by, shouting and shrieking, to clash with a troop of Hasham’s men in bloody-white cloaks and armour. The exile trudged on, filth coating his silver plate, his old green cloak, a sticky red-black paste of blood and soot. For what felt like an hour, he walked on through that spectral world, over bodies, past soldiers running this way and that, sometimes glimpsing a bigger shape moving in the darkness, occasionally hearing the dull shriek of a dragon as it shivered across the skies.

If there is a hell, this is it. Perhaps I’m dead already?

He stopped for a moment to look around. He had no idea where he was. No idea in what direction he was going. No idea if he was walking away from the mountain, or toward it, whether he was crossing over into the left flank of Borrus Kanabar’s host or moving to the southern edge of his own. He had seen them, the host from Blademelt, seen them during the charge, their left wing storming forward only a few miles north of their position.

Perhaps I’ve joined them? Maybe Jonik is here, somewhere?

The thought enthused him - to fight with Jonik again. And perhaps the others as well, Sir Gerrin and the Oak of Armdall, that utter menace that was Mooton Blackshaw. He’d fought with Moot back at the Battle of Bloodriver and remembered how alive the man had been, how he’d laughed as he chopped men up like a butcher, how he relished the blood and the slaughter in a way that Emeric did not.

Now there’s a man born for battle. As skilled and courageous as Emeric Manfrey was, all this had been forced upon him. An unwilling participant in this global war. An exile, long since forgotten by the north, who found himself saving princes, imprisoned by Stormhags, meeting demigods, fighting devils, leading armies. How has it come to this? he wondered, as he turned around and around. To think, not so long ago, he was living such a simple life. It was almost enough to make him laugh. Almost. But not quite.

And on he went. Through that cursed world, that hellish world, that broken world, he went, lost in the dust storm that seemed never to end until all of a sudden, it did. One moment all was shrouded and dark, and the next the air cleared, the muted sounds of battle came roaring and screaming back to his ears, and Emeric emerged at last into the open.

He was on the lip of a shallow cliff, a horn of rock that peered twenty feet above the plains. The thick cloud of ash and grit drifted away sluggishly behind him and all the world ahead opened up in stark clarity. He was walking to the mountain, after all. There it was, towering over him, the black-red skies thick with dragons. They swirled in groups, and circled in flocks, and here and there they plunged down, suddenly and frantically, each of them horned and distorted and deranged, winged demons haunting the skies.

Right ahead, in a great wide crater in the earth, thousands churned and writhed in combat, a cauldron of red violence, and black chaos, and wanton slaughter. So much killing, so much death. Perhaps the ash cloud was better, after all.

Emeric stood there, for a long moment, as though paralysed and unable to move. He stood there inert and exhausted, wondering if he could take another step. Everywhere, as far as his eyes could see, the surface of the world writhed and wriggled, men fighting and dying in this endless, senseless slaughter. And there stood the Ashmount, looking down upon them, the only thing that was still in this crawling, shifting world.

Except Emeric Manfrey. Standing there, frozen on that little cliff, wondering what the point was. Wondering if he should just sit down and give up, set his blade aside and let fate decide the outcome.

But only wondering. And wondering only briefly. A weak thought coerced upon him by a battle-weary mind. A weak thought that was fleeting, and swiftly overpowered.

Because Emeric Manfrey was not a man to stop, or rest, or give up. Not while there was still some good to be done. He looked across the surging bodies, the flashing blades, the flying spears, the swooping dragons, and he thought he saw a friendly face out there, heaving in that terrible flow. Sir Karter Pentar, and Buck Tannard with him, and old Tamber Rickson too, the hardy knight who had once trained him, as a boy, back home. They were drowning out there, drowning in a sea of bodies, and Emeric would not stand by and let it happen.

He closed his fist around the hilt of his blade, scanned for a good place to jump down.

And jump he did, as a man does from a ship into a raging sea, to help keep his friends, keep his brothers, afloat.
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The king’s pavilion had been raised on a craggy hummock, some three dozen metres high perhaps, set long miles to the rear of the battlefield.

Outside, reclining upon a chair in the hot dusty air, sat King Sevrin himself, the stem of a cup held between his nimble fingers, one thin but regally accoutred leg folded neatly over the other. A circular table rested on the ground beside him, bearing a jug of wine and a plate of snacking food; cheeses, some cuts of meat, a bit of bread and butter, some nuts, olives, and so forth. A Bladeborn knight whom Ranulf faintly recognised from years gone by stood at his shoulder, eyes scrutinising the open plains ahead and the skies that roiled above them, black and menacing. Several archers and spearmen were also present, and servants as well, faces as ashen as the land which Ranulf had ridden across to be here. They were nervous to a man, whispering at one another and fidgeting, fretful of the fate of their countrymen and kin, but it was not so with the king. He appeared remarkably relaxed, a calm look in his eyes, sipping his wine as though observing a theatrical production on a fine sunny afternoon in the bustling squares of Thalan.

Sevrin turned his head as Ranulf approached up the rocky path, a fond smile broadening across his narrow, rather squirrelly face. “Well now, if it isn’t Ranulf Shackton.” He stood up, letting his kingly robes drape handsomely around him, gold and blue. “How are you, my dear man? It has been so very long.”

It had been many years, in fact, since Ranulf had the pleasure of his company. “I am as well as one could hope to be, in the circumstances, Your Majesty.” Ranulf gave King Sevrin a bow, but the king flicked a hand and dismissed it.

“No time for such formalities here, Ranulf.” He gripped his hand firmly and gave a good shake, smiling all the while. “So very good to see you. Did you come all the way from Moonlord Hasham’s host?”

“Yes, my lord.”

“All alone?”

That question was answered by the appearance of Ranulf’s companion, who followed in behind him. “May I introduce the Second Elder,” Ranulf said. “Of the ancient order of Everwood Elders, rulers of the Calacania, watchers of the world.”

The king smiled. “An absolute pleasure.”

The Second Elder smiled back. He wore his feathered cloak, ruffled and worn, white at the shoulders, brown from chest to ankle, grey hair thick and swept back from his head, his feet as bare as ever, hard as leather. He had dressed the same during Ranulf’s days in the Everwood, though to be sure, he was cleaner then. Now his face was smeared with soot and dirt, there were twigs and bits of gravel in his hair, his garb was ruffled and dishevelled. In short, all marks from his travels, which had been long, arduous, and a new experience for the man, having spent all the long years of his until-now peaceful living in the calm tranquillity of the great glade, among the Twelve Trees, prior to its vile destruction.

“King Sevrin,” the Second Elder said. “I have seen you many times, but never in the flesh.” His smile turned into a playful grin. An Everwood Elder sort of joke, that was, given how they watched the world through the eyes of their eagles, observing the shifting sands of time, nudging here, nudging there, but never actually meeting anyone in person, face to face.

King Sevrin, of course, understood the joke. “Indeed,” he said, merrily. “I’m honoured to have been worthy of observation.” He gripped the ancient Elder’s hand and shook it eagerly. “Quite the honour. A great honour indeed. Please,” and he swept an arm toward his little picnic. “Do join me. Sir Karsten, two more chairs, if you would. And cups. I presume you’ll take wine?”

“I would not object,” the Second Elder said. Ranulf nodded. A cup of wine would surely help his nerves, so he accepted the offer as well.

The chairs and the cups were brought out by servants, set in place about the table, the cups filled with rich, warm red. King Sevrin settled back into his seat and folded his legs into their prior position, Ranulf seating himself on his right, the Second Elder his left, all of them looking toward the mountain and the distant blur of battle. The knight Sir Karsten, a name Ranulf now recalled, retook his place behind them.

“Quite the spot you’ve found here, my lord,” Ranulf observed. “I should think this is the highest hill around.”

“On these flat plains, most certainly. That is why we chose it, Ranulf. It grants the best view, do you not think? While keeping us sufficiently detached from the fighting.” He had an easy sip of his wine. Solapian, if Ranulf was not mistaken, out of the sunny western slopes near Azore. A fine wine indeed to watch the apocalypse. “My man Sir Karsten has been keeping me updated on the crucial developments,” the king told them. “An excellent set of eyes does Sir Karsten possess. Quite the match of your eagles, I should think.” He glanced up. Said eagles were currently circling above them, Kamcho and Dalalio, granting Ranulf Shackton and the Second Elder a view of the action ahead, whenever they should peek through their vision. Not a particularly good one from this distance, but they could comprehend the broader flow of proceedings, at least.

“So, what is your take so far?” the king asked. “I assume you have both been keeping an eye on things as you trotted over here on your horses?”

“I have spent my long life keeping an eye on things,” the Second Elder said. “Not an easy habit to break.”

“Quite. Yes, quite.” King Sevrin looked over at him, fascinated. “I cannot imagine the things you must have seen, Second Elder. Have you observed many battles before?”

The Second Elder took a measure of wine, sitting prim in his chair, feet folded at the ankles. “Many,” he confirmed. “Sieges. Naval engagements. Open warfare over sundry terrain. Fields, deserts, valleys, riverbanks, more or less everything you could imagine. But nothing like this.” He looked at the mountain. “As to the ebb and flow of this particular contest, I would say it is going well, to this point. But if history has taught me anything, it is that battles are the most capricious of things, as fond of changing direction as the wind. That is to say, they go through phases and frequent shifts in momentum. I believe we have observed this already.”

“Indeed.” Sevrin nodded his head. “We had the best of the initial exchanges, to be sure. The gruloks. The moonbears. The stirring charge. An excellent start, there can be little doubt, but now that the dragons have entered the fray, it would seem the tide is turning. So Sir Karsten informs me, anyway.”

The knight nodded, wordless. He certainly wasn’t as large as the King’s Wall, but he rather shared in his aptitude for silence.

“Of course, we can only see so much from here,” Sevrin added. “And can only speculate as to how King Daecar is faring.” He glanced left, glanced right. “Have you perhaps observed the king’s advance, from your eagles?”

“Only faintly,” said the Second Elder. “And from afar. Neither of us will risk sending them any closer.”

“I understand. Their safety must be your first priority, of course.”

From here, the host of King Amron Daecar was no more than a haze of dark colour in the west, a great smudge spread on the cracked plains beyond the mountain, which, even from this far away, was unacceptably large. It had been very large for days, in fact, as they made their way toward it, always glaring over them through the long hot daylight hours and brooding unseen in the darkness of night. Now it was closer than ever, chugging and rumbling, casting out that spreading black fume to coat the sky. A fume that had concealed many hundreds of dragons, but no longer. Now they were very much unveiled, and Ranulf did not have a single doubt that much of the fretful fidgeting of the men was inspired by their swarming presence. And the fear that one might pay them a visit. One, or many. A valid fear indeed.

“Do you worry we will be targeted here, Sir Karsten?” Ranulf Shackton asked the knight.

His head swivelled over to look down at him. Another wordless nod.

“Karsten is an old maid, Ranulf,” the king chuckled. “Don’t you mind him. He fusses most desperately about the smallest of things.”

Ranulf frowned. “I would say this particular fuss is well-founded, my lord. There are rather a lot of dragons out there, after all.”

“And all busy, at this current time, with the matter of the battle at hand.”

“You are a king, however. It may be seen as a victory in itself to…”

“Kill me? I doubt it, Ranulf. Kings are easily replaced, as my recent elevation shows. I replaced my cousin, who replaced his father, and should a dragon waste its time flying out here to kill me, my son will take the crown.” He reached up, tapped at the golden circlet on his head, its points flowing like waves, encrusted with sapphire jewels. “And besides, if a dragon dares come here, we have my noble guard to protect us. Look at them, Ranulf. Courageous men, all!”

Terrified men, more like, and he could hardly blame them. Far back from the battle they might be, but the sound it made was still plenty enough to tremble the very air. It manifested as a constant, all-encompassing roar, the sound of a stormy ocean heard from shore, like a million little waves crashing against one another, and what was this battle if not that? Waves splashing and sloshing and mixing, with much larger ones occasionally sweeping across to smash them. Those would be the gruloks and the fire giants and the moonbears out there, carving through the legions of men, leaving carnage in their wake. An ocean under siege from seabirds diving at the fish. They were the hundreds of dragons now belched out of the storm, swooping and plunging upon the heaving ranks of northmen. From here, the mountain was like an island rising up out of that raging sea, impossibly vast. Or a ship, Ranulf thought, adjusting the metaphor. A great ship captained by Eldur himself, laughing from the helm like a madman.

Yes, he could very well see why these men were frightened. Much as Sevrin dismissed the threat, it would take only one dragon to flap out here and reduce this hill to a flaming ruin. Ranulf did not doubt Sir Karsten’s prowess, but fighting a dragon was a fickle business, and very difficult for a Bladeborn if they refused to compete.

Yet the king seemed wholeheartedly relaxed about the entire affair. Sitting there, swirling his wine cup, occasionally glancing at the skies, with a look on his face to suggest he knew something that Ranulf Shackton did not. And perhaps he does? Was he not the conduit for these visions, after all, he and his son? These visions that have paved the path, this bloody road, that has brought us to this very point. It seemed to Ranulf that King Sevrin had seen something that awarded him this insouciant air. If not, well, he was simply psychotic. To sit and drink, so utterly untroubled, while thousands, tens of thousands of his countrymen were caught up in a violent torrent of slaughter and death was rather maniacal, it had to be said.

“Ranulf, you have barely touched your wine.” The king glanced over at him with a smile.

“No. Not as yet.”

“It will soothe your frayed nerves, my friend. I would consider it wise to indulge yourself with a cup or two.”

The soothing of the nerves was a valid point. He had a sip. Fine wine indeed, though his taste buds seemed unwilling to savour it. He could not move on from the feeling that it was wrong to recline in chairs, sipping and snacking, while the massacre unfolded. Knowing that he had friends out there, good friends, fighting and maybe dying this very moment. Jonik and Emeric, the Bloody Traders and Buck Tannard, the King’s Wall and many others, all trapped in that frantic churn.

“This is difficult for you, isn’t it, Ranulf? Standing aside, unable to help? You are a man who likes to be useful. An action-taker, not an observer.”

The king had him there. He hated being impotent, hated being useless. He drank another sip of wine, hoping it would start to take the edge off, and made a wry face. “I asked Emeric Manfrey last night if he would let me join them,” he said. “I asked Iziah Hasham as well. I told them I could be another body in the battle, if they needed me. Both, of course, declined.”

“And rightly,” King Sevrin told him, with sudden animation. “A body in a battle, Ranulf? That is no end for a man like you.”

“Countless others are suffering that same end. Why should I be any different?”

“Why should you be any different? For a very clever man, that is a very stupid question. You are different, Ranulf. And you have damn well earned the right to be here. More than almost anyone else. This is just where you’re meant to be. Right here, on this hill. To watch the fruit of your labours come to pass.”

Ranulf wasn’t certain he liked how that was put. “The fruit of my labours, my lord? I helped bring about this battle, do you mean?”

“Certainly you did. You and many others. All the little stones that started the avalanche, Ranulf, and here it is, the landslide.” He presented the battle before them with an open palm. “But you misinterpret my meaning. It is but one special labour of yours to which I refer. One among many, yes, but the most important of them all. A labour spurred by my own Uncle Godrin, many years ago, and earlier still by Thala herself. A baton passed along through the long dry years and finally given to you.”

“You’re talking of the formula,” Ranulf said.

“The critical task of Ranulf Shackton.” His eyes twinkled. “Oh, the fruit of your labour is coming, my friend. So much darkness in these skies, do we not agree? So much darkness, and we could do with some light. Light, yes, and it will come from two places.”

“Two places?” Ranulf asked.

“Two places,” Sevrin said, with a mysterious smile. “North, of course, but east as well. We have the perfect view, right here, for when the second sun rises.”

Second sun. Something in those words tickled at Ranulf’s memory. His eyes went past the king and met the gaze of the Second Elder, who was smiling, as though in on some joke that Ranulf wasn’t. But he was beginning to figure it out. “Second sun,” he murmured, remembering. Words spoken by the Second Elder himself, once before.

Watch for the second sun, for his light will be as bright as the sudden coming of day. Blinding…and brilliant.

His eyes went east, all of a sudden excited, but King Sevrin only chuckled and reached across to tap him on the forearm. “Not yet, Ranulf, not yet. More darkness first, before we get the light. A great darkness, I fear. And a very great light.”
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The king pulled Vallath’s Ruin out of the neck of the dragon with a splash of blackish blood. It screamed and pumped its wings, but feebly, and Amron Daecar knew it was done. A whipping cut carved yet deeper through scale and flesh; the beast shuddered and slumped to the ground with a dull thump. Dead. One more of them, dead.

Only hundreds more to go.

“Good kill,” remarked Sir Torus Stoutman, observing. “Reckon you could make a go of this dragon-slaying business, you know.”

“Are you going to actually do any fighting, Torus? Or just trail me around?”

The dwarf grinned. “You wound me, Amron. I’ve killed my fair share already, as you can plainly see.” He presented himself. To be sure, he was rather covered in blood and gore. It soaked his beard and dripped down his chest, and there were chunks of brain and sinew and fragments of bone collected on his stout shoulders and caught in the seams between his armour. “I say I deserve a break, don’t you?”

“You can have a break when this is over. Or you’re dead. And not before.”

Amron looked around, searching for another target, choosing always the biggest and most dangerous foe wherever he could. None seemed forthcoming. He could see only hordes of men all around him, hacking and thrashing and shouting. His battle with the dragon had opened up a bit of space, however, and into that space Lythian appeared, looking almost as gruesome as Torus Stoutman. They all looked it, in fact. All of them pasted in soot and ash and blood, all tarred up like demons spat up from some hot stinking hell. The Knight of the Vale lifted his faceplate, reached in with thumb and forefinger to wipe sweat from his eyes and succeeded only in smearing blood across his face.

“Damnit,” he grunted, squinting. “I can barely bloody see.” He grabbed a fistful of his filthy cloak, searched for a less filthy section, stuffed it past his faceplate and did a moderate job of cleaning out his eyes.

“All good?” Amron asked.

“Better. Not good.” He blinked a couple of times and slammed his faceplate down. Better would have to do. “Back to it, then?”

“Back to it.”

And into the mosh of swinging swords and stabbing spears they went. Picking out the place where the fighting was thickest, right at the front of the lines, if it could be called the front in this chaos, a great swell of carnage flowing out in the shadow of the mountain. It loomed above them now, vast in its might, the lowest slopes, where the earth curved upward, only a mile or so ahead.

Amron could see the great canvas city there, sprawled across the rocks, the countless thousands of tents and shelters, see a faint path that zigged and zagged up and up and up the northern wall, here and there cut with stairs, here and there extending in little stone plateaus and platforms, rising endlessly and inexorably up to where it ended, at last, on a high distant shelf of rock.

And there, the door, Amron Daecar thought, sharpening his gaze upon it. It remained little more than a black mark from here, a rectangle of darkness that gave access into the mountain. He is in there, watching. In there, waiting…

“My lord,” said a young voice.

Amron looked over, saw his Last Blade there, shoving to his side through the press. “Jovyn, what is it?”

“A messenger, sire. From Lord Strand.”

“Where?”

“Just back here, my lord. Follow me.”

Amron moved back through the press to where he found a messenger on horseback wearing Strand colours. “Your Majesty,” he said, panting. “I bring word from Lord Styron. He faced heavy resistance on the left flank, but has crushed the enemy advance, and is pressing upon the mountain. Pressing hard, sire, and with all gusto.”

“Very good.” All that was to be expected.

The messenger went on. “We have good sightlines on Lord Kanabar’s host, in the east. The gap between us is narrowing, between our left flank and their right. The net is closing, my lord, as hoped.”

The net is closing. Amron remembered Vilmar’s words that day in the wood where they’d camped. Nets and traps…and we have no choice. He glanced at the mountain, his face cast grim.

“Sire? Is something wrong?”

“Nothing,” he grunted. He took a sharp breath. “Return to Lord Styron and tell him to keep pushing his advance. And send word to Lord Kanabar’s right flank to do the same.”

“Yes, my lord. At once.” The rider tugged the reins and swung around, riding away through the legions of northmen still pouring in from the rear, shouting for them to make room. It was a slow business, and Amron wondered if he would make it. Ever since the early charge, he had fought afoot, leaving Wolfsbane to smash and crash about on his own, and most of the men had done the same; few were on horseback now, but down on the ground where they could fight freely. Riding in this churn was too restrictive, the ranks too tight, everything squashed in close. He watched the messenger struggle through the heaving bodies as though he was moving through treacle, shouting out all the while to make way.

“He’d be better going afoot,” Lythian said.

Amron nodded. A fair point to make. He looked to the skies, hoping to spot a winged ally up there, someone who could convey his orders more expediently, but it was impossible to make out any friendly faces through all the smoke, the steam, the dust, the dragons. He thought he’d spotted Pagaloth up there on Lendrathor earlier, flying with Hapthanor and An’zon Graz, but that was a while ago now, just before the black skies belched out their brothers. Hideous brothers, all. Every one of them warped and changed. They were swarming now, twisting and circling, many attacking, many not, just floating up there and observing. Amron Daecar could not figure out why. The only answer he came up with was that they were waiting. Waiting for something, or someone, to come.

He didn’t want to dwell on that now. No point, he told himself. Just keep fighting, keep killing, keep closing. It’s all you can do. “Lythian, Rogen, Jovyn, on me.”

The king pressed back into the chaos, into the killing field, into the carnage. Enemies scrambled and bashed and screamed around him, men who could do nothing to him, their attacks ineffectual, their weapons powerless against his armour. Axes and maces and swords sang and swung, but they might as well have been blades of grass. The king let his men hack through them, ignoring them entirely, his eyes roving for something worth his talents…

A shape crashed down just ahead of him. A large dragon, falling from the skies like a meteor, crushing a dozen men beneath its bulk. An explosion of blood splashed out, and ash went up. The king paused a moment, turning his head against the dust, then continued forward, Vallath’s Ruin in his grasp, ready to lay to the beast the killing blow. But the collision appeared to have killed it. The air cleared, and he saw that its neck had been torn open, its right wing a shredded mess, the wingarm ripped off at the joint. Not injuries inflicted by the impact, the king knew, lifting his eyes to the sky.

“It was Garlath,” said a rasping voice. Rogen’s, always seeing more than most. “He is up there, my lord. He is killing.”

Garlath. Killing. Once words to cast fear into the hearts of Bladeborn men, but now they had the opposite effect. How times had changed. The king scanned for the great dragon, glimpsed a ripple of silver-blue scales against the red-black storm, nodded, then continued to cut deeper into the meat of the enemy defence, driving forward like a wedge, the king marching ahead, his men fanning out to either side. He did not need to look around to know that Sir Taegon was nearby. He could hear the giant grunting and rumbling as he made mincemeat out of men with his warhammer, shouting curses all the while. He could hear the voice of Sir Quinn Sharp, too, calling out commands, caught a glimpse of Sir Connor Crawfield and Sir Penrose Brightwood making House Daecar proud, fighting out there with Amara’s remaining men.

And somewhere further off, he could hear a voice that could only be Stegra Snowfist bellowing, “King of Daecar! King of Daecar! We fight with our children, and for our children, yes! We fight for the ending of the End-Fall!”

Amron spotted him, out to his left, his snowbear cloak more red than white, the best of the Snowskins, the last of the Stone Men, the hardiest of the Crowmen, fighting about him. In their midst, Stegra raised his sword. “For our children, King of Daecar! They are the future! The future!” he roared.

The words stirred the king, and he shoved Vallath’s Ruin aloft. “To the future, Stegra! The future!” he cried.

And the future, he thought, as he bashed and crashed onward, cutting men down, smashing them aside, searching for a great worm of a drake, or some enormous insectoid to face, or a demon of fire if he must. He looked up through the swirling skies, the swirling dragons, willing one to come and fight him, and his eyes moved to the mountain again, to that little black door, half-seen through the shifting fume.

And just then, a frown twisted his brow. Through a wisp of smoke, he saw that ripple of silver and blue again, silver-blue against the red-black storm, the demon dragons parting in fear of him as Garlath the Grand made his way across the sky.

Made his way toward the mountain.

He was flying right for that door.
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It was just how it had been last time she came here, just how she remembered it. The same giant dead trees, the same huge blackened limbs, the same lightless leaves rustling overhead. The fog of ash still hung in the spectral air, the grey world was hushed of all sound. She walked slowly, reverently, as she had before, past the colossal trunks, beneath the creaking branches, under the leaves once bright, now dark, all in silence. Walked with Neyruu following solemnly behind her, just as she had that day.

But this was not that day. The world had changed, and Talasha Taan with it. When last she had come to this place, she had done so in hope of salvation. A selfish hope of healing, and that was all, a hope that had been denied her, but led her onto a greater journey.

And now I return, completing that circle. I return with hope…but not for me.

It was this world that needed healing now, and that was why she had come. To bring some light back into it. To restore the balance that he has spoiled.

The great glade opened before her. Once a place of merry mothers and giggling children, of gurgling streams and whispering winds sighing through flowery meadows. Old women weaving baskets and strong men hammering homes. A place of whistling and clicking echoing in the spring-time air, of eagles swooping and Elders wandering about in their feathery robes. A more peaceful, contented people Talasha had never known. And they will return, she told herself. The survivors, however many are left, will come back if I should prevail.

She crossed the blackened fields, the flowerless meadows, the streams choked with ash and dead leaves. All grey and black and shades between, nothing green anymore, nothing bright and colourful, nothing moving but the drear wind, tugging at the lifeless leaves, pulling ash across the muddy meadows. Talasha walked beyond the groaning canopy of the Twelve Trees, vast corpses looming in the ashen air, their branches rattling in grief. She looked around, as though expecting to see him come to her again. See the Blue Traveller emerge to smile his mysterious smile, as he had before. To be here, observing, as she completed the task he gave her.

My task, she thought, and she nodded. It had never been just about finding Saska. It was always about more than that.

She knew that to be true, somehow. Knew it was much more than mere coincidence. That she had met the Blue Traveller here, of all places, in this glade of Aramatia’s making. That she had then found Saska in a world that the same goddess had raised elsewhere. That Aramatia’s light had faded here, driven to darkness by the spread of Agarath’s evil, but there…out there her light was bountiful, abundant, brilliant. A fresh source of her power, Talasha thought. And she rested her hand on the waterskin at her hip. One source to restore another.

The Spring of Aramatia lay ahead now, no more than a hundred strides away. Once before, a light of white-gold radiance had lifted and spread from its waters, but now a dull grey fog had come to hang above it, its contents poisoned and befouled.

Through the shifting mists, Talasha saw the great shape lying nearby, in the very same place as before. The head tucked in, one huge wing spread across the body like a blanket. Ash and soot and dead lightless leaves had come down to cover him, concealing him in a mourning shroud. She could perceive no movement, not even in the motion of breath. Still he lay, as still and unmoving as if he were a statue, entombed in the ashes of the dead. And perhaps that’s all he has become. Perhaps he is dead, after all…

She sighed and approached the spring, calling for Neyruu to hold back as she went. When she reached the edge, she looked down into the turbid water. Leaves floated listlessly upon a film of soot and cinder. The water that had once been light itself was now tenebrous and sullied as a mire. A stink of death rose where once it had bloomed only with the scents of life. Talasha reached up and under her cloak, drew the strap across her shoulder. She clasped the waterskin in two hands, holding it out before her.

Her hands trembled. Her throat was dry. Her heart was throbbing in her neck. “I return to you your water,” she said, in a small, hushed voice. “Brought here from afar. I return to you your light, Great Aramatia. The light of one spring, to feed another.”

And she drew in a shivery breath, pulled the stopper from the top of the skin, and without further hesitating, she turned it upside down.

The light flowed out in a stream of gold. A cascade of watery radiance, glugging and sloshing and splashing down into the murky marsh below. Talasha thought about what the Blue Traveller had said, about light. How the sun did set, only to rise again, and that the same could be true here in this glade. She had thought on those words often, during her travels. Wondered if it could be so. And when she’d found Saska at last, in that world of Aramatia’s making, and heard about the spring, near the village, in the mountains…

She pulled a breath into her lungs, watching the liquid splash and leap. Watched it spread, like golden oil, upon the dark surface of the water below. Then, gradually, it began to sink, as though the very shadows were pulling it down, suffocating it, drowning it in their black embrace. She watched, the air caught in her throat, her hopes fading as the liquid light was swallowed. Watched as the last trickle flowed out of the skin, a trickle that quickly became a chain of golden pearls, then beads, then mere droplets until nothing was left. The springwater landed on the surface of that thick devouring mire, landed and sank, gulped greedily down. Talasha stood there, the upturned waterskin in her hand, watching the darkness defeat the light. Watching the glow sink and fall and fade until nothing of it could be seen at all.

Her head sank down to her chin. Eyes wandered to Calacan, lying stone-still under his cloak of death. She watched him for a long moment and felt certain now that he was dead. As unrecoverably lifeless as this wood, she thought. The light from this world is gone.

A wave of gloom came upon her. A deep misery in her very bones. A few bubbles were floating up to the surface of the spring, thin pops of light disintegrating. They burst, frothed, faded. And that was it.

I have failed.

Talasha Taan turned and walked back to Neyruu. The slow, solemn walk of defeat. The dragon awaited her in a sad, sunken posture, their hopes entwined, lashed together, dashed together. She stretched her long neck down, nuzzled her big head against Talasha’s face. The princess leaned against her warmth. Her cheeks were wet with tears.

“He is dead,” she whispered. “I could not save him, Neyruu.”

The dragon rumbled a comforting murmur that shook through Talasha’s body. Talasha sobbed and reached up and held her, curling her arms around Neyruu’s neck, overwhelmed by a sense of grief.

“I really thought…I really thought it would work.” Her heart was breaking for the loss of one so mighty, so ancient, so divine. “The Blue Traveller. The things he said. I just…I thought…”

Neyruu lifted her head. A gentle tug to the dragon, but powerful to Talasha Taan, and she felt her grasp release, felt the dragon pull away. She looked up, frowning. The dragon’s eyes were staring out behind her, staring at the spring, reflecting colour. Talasha gasped and spun around, almost stumbled at what she saw.

Light.

Light!

Light rising over the rim of the spring!

Soft at first, a gentle haze, but growing stronger every moment. Talasha watched, unbreathing. Not even daring to blink. The light began to flow up in waves. Pulsing now, and pouring, spreading outward across the glade, across the meadows, across the streams and the trees, a power of light and warmth and life, a tide of it, a tempest, throbbing and beaming from the spring.

What happened next she could scarcely believe. All around her, green shoots came springing and wriggling from the soil, grass pressing up through ash and soot. She saw flowers swirling and rising and blooming in the time it took for her to snatch a breath. The light was sweeping away the dead leaves, filling them with warmth and colour. It was whooshing across the surface of the streams, casting away the contamination. Talasha heard the water running again, turned around, all the way around, saw the entire glade burst back to life. The grey shroud hurried off in fright, lifting and dispersing, the darkness fleeing, fleeing from the light as the Twelve Trees of Aramatia loomed up across the clearing, cast once more in magnificent glory.

The tears ran freely down Talasha’s scarred cheeks. Her smile reached from ear to ear. The leaves in the trees were winking awake like stars in a night sky, one and two and ten and a hundred and a thousand and a million of them, each glowing as bright and brilliant as the next. The branches, and the boughs, and the great thick trunks seemed to shiver and shake off the blackness that had scoured them. The ash, and the bones, and the detritus of death that hung in heaps and piles were blown away. In what seemed like moments only the holy glade was how Talasha had first seen it, bright, brilliant, a haven of godly power.

Aramatia’s light was back in this world.

And at last she turned to Calacan. Turned to where he had lain at the edge of the wood. Saw the cloak of dust and soot cracking, breaking, sloughing off his feathered wings. Saw the head emerge and lift, the great beak turning up toward the sun that now shone radiantly down upon the glade.

Talasha swallowed in awe, blinked in joy, marvelled at the majesty of the eagle. He stood there, titanic, and out came his enormous wings, spreading wide and wider still, great wings of golden light, and from his beak rang a piercing call loud enough to be heard across worlds.

Her cheeks hurt she was smiling so much. She could barely see through all the tears. She blinked, wiped her eyes, laughed an exultant laugh. Calacan saw her, looked down at her, met her very gaze. A nod from the eagle, a look of thanks. He knew it was she who had saved him.

And Talasha reached forward. “Go help them,” she said, fervent. “They are out there now. And they need your help.”

The Eagle of Aramatia understood. His keen eyes fell beneath a frown, a thunderous, baleful, terrible frown, and he gave a second call. This one louder, fiercer, full of wrath, and with it, he flapped his mighty wings.

The wind they stirred caused Talasha to crouch, to raise a hand to shield her face. Her cloak billowed, her hair flew, the air roared all around her. And when she next looked up, the eagle was soaring.

Soaring away into the west.
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The interior of the mountain was strangely quiet after the thunder of battle outside.

Quiet and eerily calm following the rain of dragons, the mad roaring of the storm, the hot wind blowing rough in his ears.

Around and around the mountain Ulrik Marak had flown, watching the world boil beneath him, watching it writhe and twist in torment, in turmoil, until the storm had rippled and thundered as Agarath the All-Father called his children to war.

And the dragons had come spitting, zipping, wiggling out from within that storm. They had come soaring, spinning, screaming out from the top of the mountain. They had come plunging, hissing, diving upon their prey, falling upon the northern hosts in their dozens, their scores, their hundreds. Some had been foolish enough to challenge Garlath the Grand, and in their folly, they had died. Garlath had torn them apart with his mighty talons; he had crushed them in his enormous jaws. He ripped off wings and sent them tumbling down to the sundered earth below. How many had he slain now? Ten of them? Twenty? After every kill, Garlath gave a terrible roar. A roar of anguish that he’d been reduced to this.

Ulrik Marak could feel his agony. To be forced to kill his own brothers and kin. Around and around the mountain they had flown, searching for a more deserving target. For Malathar the Mighty and Vargo Ven. For Elio Krator atop his monstrous aberration. Marak’s eyes had swung in search of the High Priest of Fire, flying on his dark beast Draknarak, but all of them had eluded him.

Yet what were they to him anyway? Rivals, yes, and bitter enemies, but mere minions, and slaves, for all that. Around and around the mountain Ulrik Marak had flown, waiting for their true enemy to come, but it never happened. He won’t come, he had realised then. He is in there, awaiting me. Death, Ulrik Marak knew. Death was what awaited him. And if that is so, so be it. I have lived long enough already.

So he had turned toward the mountain instead. It was time, the dragonlord knew.

They landed outside on the high plateau outside the yawning black door. The plains writhed and churned far beneath him, the roar of battle a distant murmur, the skies swirling in a chaos of flaming colour. Ulrik Marak unharnessed from his saddle for the final time, climbed down from Garlath’s flank for the last time too. Stood there before him. One last time.

“It has been my honour to fly with you,” he murmured. “That you chose me, above all others.”

It was decades since they’d been bonded. Decades since they’d shared a soul. Garlath loomed before him, his head hung low in grief; a grief that was reflected and shared. Ulrik Marak pressed his head against the dragon’s hide, held it there a long moment. No further words were needed. They felt it all, shared it all, the joys and pains, the triumphs and trials, of their long life soaring the skies. Amid the chaos, the booming, the hissing and screaming, they were a pocket of calm in a tempestuous sea. A man and his dragon, standing together. For the last time. The very last time.

Ulrik Marak pulled a deep breath into his lungs. Drew his forehead back from Garlath’s. He paused, then turned; he forced himself to turn. And into the mountain he walked, leaving half of his soul behind.

The air grew quickly hotter, closer, the distant roar of battle reduced to a muffled silence as he moved through the steamy air, swirling and eddying about him, wet tongues licking and hissing as he passed. His footsteps were dull against the hard rock floor. Shapes appeared, ghostly, to his left and his right, red eyes floating in the dead grey gloom, but Lord Ulrik Marak strode past them, looking straight on, ignoring the queer mutterings, the whispered curses, the murmuring of the mindless enslaved.

Ahead, now, the air opened out, the mists thinning through a cavernous space. A long stone path extended beyond his sight. He walked along it, walked along it alone, walked beneath the bridges and the walkways, thin and thick, that crossed the great cavern from a central pillar. More eyes, up there, glowing behind veils of fog, more spectral shapes half-seen in the dimness. There was a faint chatter of excitement only. But otherwise, all was hushed.

And on he went, his breathing steady, his broad chin cast high, jaw set. All in black he went, every inch of him wrapped in the Body of Karagar armour, the Fireblade steaming softly at his hip. The reason I am here.

“Ulrik Marak.”

The voice came out from the darkness. It came from behind him, and around him, and inside him. He did not break stride, or falter, or slow. He had expected it, prepared for it. The dragonlord walked on.

“You return to me, my child.”

“Yes, Father. I return.” He spoke in his hard, emotionless voice. He spoke as he walked toward the throne.

And there it was, emerging from the darkness, the throne that was Agarath’s crown in his titan form, and his seat when he shrank himself in size. Yet grand, still, colossal by comparison to a common throne, a seat carved of hard obsidian and backed by surging black spines. Within it, the Fire Father sat, enrobed in shadow, turned tall in his might. Only the eyes, and the smile, presented themselves from that darkness. Ageless red eyes, and dragon-like. A smile that was cold as the very depths of the sea.

“Have you come here to kill me, my child?”

“I cannot kill you, Father.”

The shadows shivered; the head nodded. “No,” it agreed.

Ulrik Marak could feel the tendrils creeping and slithering into the hidden places in his mind. Trying to seep their way past the seams of that door in which he had locked himself, barred himself shut. He had been enslaved by Eldur once before, and he would not permit it again. The door is locked, he thought. You cannot get in, Great Father. For it was your very own voice that forged it. The priests to whom you gave power.

Cruel laughter murmured from the throne, as though Eldur could see those very thoughts. A bone-white hand slid out of the shadows, emerging from a crimson sleeve, black claws clicking on black stone, tap-tap, an eerie, echoing rhythm. “You think you are immune, my child? You think you are immune…to me?” The laughter hissed out through the darkness. “Foolish child. Foolish boy. Come here and stand before me.”

The dragonlord stepped closer, obeying. Eight paces from the throne, he stopped.

The Fire Father looked down at him, looked down at him long and hard. Looked at him through those eyes unblinking. The Soul of Agarath at his side, raised atop its long black staff, swirling with unfathomable power. The ember of the god that enslaved him. For he is a slave as well.

“Is this what you truly want?” asked the dragonlord, looking up at him.

The Fire Father issued no answer.

“You helped build this world, Great Father. Now you seek to destroy it.”

The black-red storm roiled above them, rumbling, watching all. A face, up there, as though peering down through the crater. A face formed of lightning and fume.

“It is not what you wanted,” Ulrik Marak said.

No answer. No movement. No change in the mouth, the eyes.

The dragonlord slid the Fireblade from its sheath, pressed its tip into the stone floor before him. Benevolent, they said. That Eldur was meant to rise benevolent. To help bring an end to the cycle of renewals, bring the world back into balance, bring peace. But that had only ever been a lie. A lie spread by the whispers of Rasal manipulators, for the truth was far removed. Death, Ulrik Marak thought. That was why he had been raised. To be destroyed, like the Soul of his master. All these embers must be destroyed.

But he would not be the one to do it. He knew it; it had been foreseen. He took a short step back from the Fireblade. “It is yours, Father,” he said.

The demigod’s gaze did not move. Ulrik Marak could feel it boring into him, penetrating him, those tendrils of enslaving power. Trying to corrupt and master him. Trying to batter through that door. He could hear them, feel them, howling beyond. But the door was shut. He’d shut it.

Eventually, the demigod spoke. “You are strong, Ulrik.” A small measure of pride in the voice. “But it will not save you.” The eyes moved down now, gently shifting over the edge of the platform. Looking through the steam and hot air rising, to the rivers of lava far below. A soft, deep, rumbling, down there. The dragonlord could feel it, murmuring in the pits of the earth.

He took another step away from the Fireblade. There was a dull chattering of voices across the cavern. The Fire Father raised one black-clawed hand and gave a single small movement of the wrist. Behind him, the dragonlord heard the movement, the skittering of feet. Had a sense of the cavern emptying, feet whispering across stone, the bridges the platforms, shapes fleeing from the central chamber.

The earth was shaking beneath them. Ulrik Marak remained where he was. From his throne the Fire Father rose up at last, descending in his rippling shroud. Down one step, two, three, he came, floating toward the Fireblade.

Ulrik Marak would not be the one to kill him.

But weaken him, he could try.

He burst forward in a flash of motion. The hilt of the Fireblade was in his grasp in an instant, torn from the stone and swinging. The Fire Father’s red eyes widened just a little as the dragonlord sailed toward him through the air. Toward him. Past him. An arc of flame as the blade swept down toward the Bondstone in a scything cut.

The Fireblade connected with a blinding flash. An explosive blast erupted, rattling Marak in his armour, rattling his bones, and he was cast back across the chamber. He twisted in flight, tumbling, the stone punching the air from his lungs as he landed. A clattering sound as the Fireblade detached from his grasp and came to settle on the bridge before him.

He groaned and struggled up to a knee. Slowly, lazily, the Fire Father was lifting his staff from its holding, the Bondstone atop it, unhurt. Not a scratch. Not a mark. Nothing. Marak saw the Fireblade on the ground ahead, stumbled toward it. The shaking was intensifying. Bits of rock falling from the high places up above, cracking and snapping against stone.

“It’s mine, did you not say?” The Fire Father tapped his staff. Marak, but feet from the Fireblade, was struck back once again. More stone was rattling down around him. He rolled on his side, pushed to his feet. Eldur Eternal was there to meet him.

A pale hand gripped his throat and lifted him. Pulled him close to the merciless eyes. The red, red eyes, unfathomable. Eyes that moved arrogantly over the black armour he wore. A click of the tongue. “Karagar. How you defile the great bodies of the dead.”

The very air was trembling now. Vibrating as though in fear. Eldur held him there, right there before his face. “His son’s,” he said, in a hiss. “His son’s. And he is coming.”

Marak was cast down again with a flick of the wrist, thrown down hard upon his back. Cracks spread from the juddering impact, the tall shadow looming over him. The red eyes stared down, scathing. “Die now, Ulrik Marak. Join his Eternal Flame.”

Bending, Eldur curled his long fingers around the Fireblade’s haft and lifted it, flaming, to his hip. Took one last look at the dragonlord beneath him, then stepped away along the bridge, toward the door.

Ulrik Marak climbed unsteadily to his feet, stood there and watched him go. The bridge was moving fiercely from side to side, rocks shaken loose from the cavern roof raining down all around him. A great one came whooshing from the gloom, crashing into the bridge, ripping open a rift thirty feet wide. Beyond it, Eldur continued away from him, a shadow with a flaming light at one side. Ulrik Marak could take some solace in that. His last task, and duty, was done.

A moment later the Fire Father was gone, swallowed up by the gloom of the chamber, leaving Ulrik Marak all alone. He stood there, trapped, no means to escape, and no desire to escape if there was one. He felt every one of his long years creeping upon him, felt every bit of his age. A long life of service. A long life of toil. It was time for him to rest. At last.

He lowered himself down onto his knees as the mountain shook around him. Waited there, kneeling, as he heard him come up from below. The rumbling, the roaring, the boiling heat. Up he came, surging suddenly forth.

I’m coming, Sa’har, he thought.
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Lythian blinked, and tightened, and his shoulders drew in.

There was a tremendous, terrible rattling in the earth, a shaking down at its very foundations, a tremor that seemed to be rising, rising, as though some great pressure of water had suddenly been let loose and was surging up, up, up into the world above.

He looked around at the countless swarms of men. For a moment, everything seemed to move in slow motion. The blades, swinging, the axes, chopping, the bodies, bashing, the horses, rearing, banners caught stiff in the breeze. Lythian opened his mouth to roar the warning, but before he could, a crack of noise filled the air, a sharp booming crack unlike any he’d ever heard, a sound that started at the top of the mountain, and spread out, a great wave of wind and power that flowed down its slopes, sweeping across the hordes of men, knocking some back, causing others to stumble, smashing thousands off their feet.

But not Lythian Lindar. And not Amron Daecar. They stood together amid the melee, and they looked up at the mountain, looked up as its top exploded. Rock broke and flew from the lip, a thousand boulders as big as haybarns, lava with it, and from the broken, shattered crater….an enormous black shape rushed forth.

And Lythian looked at his king. He looked at his king as his king looked at that shape, and he thought of Ten’kin’s last words. He will come. He will come.

And he had.

He had come.
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“Gods,” Jonik whispered, reeling back as the mountain exploded.

He blinked up, saw the summit shatter and scatter itself to the air. Saw the colossal black-red form slither out into the sky, slither up and out and into the red-black storm that was Agarath, to vanish behind the veil. “That was…”

“Drulgar,” Elyon said. “He’s back.”

He spoke without emotion, as though he’d expected it.

Jonik gaped at him. Had he? “What do we do?”

His brother did not give an immediate answer. He was staring up at the fume into which the Dread had vanished, staring at it so hard Jonik could almost see the hatred steaming out through his eyeslit. All around them, men were screaming, backing away, tripping over rocks. Many were breaking off from the fighting to flee, and some of the smaller boulders were already crashing and pinging into the plains around them, lava spitting out of the sky, larger rocks sailing menacingly through the air. But Elyon’s eyes were only on the storm, watching as the shadow of the Dread moved through it, the red lightning buzzing a trail through the dark.

“We have to kill him,” he said, at last.

Jonik should probably have expected that answer. “How?” he asked. And a fair question too. Kill the Dread, yes, but how? Something that had never been done, by anyone, or anything, ever. “We have nothing to…”

“The eye.” Elyon’s voice was strangely calm. “I cut his left eye, back in Ilithor. If I can cut his right, blind him…” He looked at his brother. “No one can fight blind, Jonik. Not even him.” His eyes gleamed behind his visor. “We blind him.”

Blind him. Jonik found himself nodding. Not the worst idea in the world, he had to admit, though again… “How?” he asked. “You had the Windblade last time, Elyon. Unless you can fly up there with your boots and gauntlets, then…”

He was cut off as a boulder about the size of a wagon came sailing right over their heads, crashing into the men behind them, scattering them screaming. Jonik swung about. Saw men crushed and bashed aside, the boulder carving a rut through the earth. “We need to find some cover, Elyon.”

“I need a dragon, that’s what I need.”

“A dragon?”

“Yes. A dragon. It’s the only way I’ll reach him.”

Not if you’re already dead, Jonik thought, as more rocks came pinging down around them. As globs of lava as big as horses spat and splattered into the fleeing men. “Cover first, then dragon,” he said.

But Elyon was barely listening. “If I can get above him, use my gauntlets and boots to glide down onto his back…I’ve landed on him before, Jonik. Back at King’s Point. If I can get near the head, maybe…”

He paused, seeing something, way up high on the mountain. Jonik’s first thought was that he’d spotted a rogue rider, but no, it was something much worse. “Him,” he murmured.

Him? Jonik peered out past his visor, up to the summit of the mountain, where the broken crater yawned open, wider than before. There, just beneath it, on a tiny plateau, stood a figure wreathed in shadow. Standing outside the little black door that led into the mountain. Even from a distance, Jonik knew who it was. He swallowed, seeing the tiny dot of light that could only be the Bondstone, clasped atop the black staff. On his other side, a soft orange glow.

“He has the Fireblade,” Elyon said. “Marak must have…” His next words were interrupted by a crashing boom as another huge chunk of rock smashed down nearby, gouging out a great tract in the shattered earth as it landed, and rolled, and splattered through a score of men. Another appeared to be coming right for them, sailing a course in their direction.

“Elyon, best move. I don’t fancy picking pieces of you off the plains.”

His brother saw it, grunted and walked aside, using his wind-powered gauntlets to blast back a few Agarathi coming at them with spears and axes. Jonik went after him, and not a moment too soon. The boulder struck the earth more or less where they’d been standing, splintering, bouncing, knocking aside a dozen men like skittles. Through the dust cloud it kicked up a familiar form appeared. Two, in fact. Rushing right up to them.

“Thank the gods, Jonik. Thought you’d been crushed.”

“We moved in time.” Jonik was happier than he could say to see the old man again. Hadn’t seen him since early in the battle, when they’d gotten parted in the churn. “Still alive, Gerrin?”

“Still alive,” the old knight said.

“Not for long,” came the panting voice of Owen Armdall. Both of them were disturbingly covered in that black-red tar of blood and ash, just like the rest of them. As if this battle wasn’t hell enough without them being dressed up as ghouls. He poked his sword up at the massive shadow moving behind the storm. “Thought he was meant to be dead.”

“Well he isn’t,” grunted Elyon, eyes flitting between the titan and the demigod, wondering which was the bigger threat. “He’s back, that’s it. Now we just have to deal with it.”

Owen Armdall raised his visor and gaped at him. “You knew,” he said, seeming to realise it. “I…I can tell. You knew he’d come back.”

“I didn’t know. I only feared it.”

“Feared it? But…”

“We never found a body. Only Brexatron’s, not Drulgar’s. I’m guessing Eldur found a way to revive him.” He jutted his chin at the top of the mountain, and Owen Armdall staggered back in fear.

“Gods, it’s him! It’s…”

“Owen, we know who it is. Don’t go pretending we didn’t all know he was sitting pretty in that mountain all along, just waiting for his moment to join the fun.” Gerrin spoke in the easy voice of a man who’d lived a long life and didn’t mind so much if he died. Quite the opposite of the Oak of Armdall, who had gone positively pale with terror. “Reckon he’s played us all for fools, this Fire Father. Fair play to him, I say, but we’re not done yet. Not by a long shot.” And his head swung side to side. “We still got a few cards to play.”

One card, especially, Jonik thought, that seemed frustratingly absent from the pack. An ace up their sleeve that seemed to have gotten lost. He felt another twinge of guilt for his part in that, and wondered, for a brief moment, if he’d contributed to the ending of the world.

But there was no point in thinking like that, little point in thinking at all. It was action they needed, and action that Elyon was proposing, however unlikely, however mad. “I need help hailing a dragon,” he told them. “We must have someone left up there who can help us. I want you to find a banner, or a stick of fire, wave it around, try to get their attention. A figure of eight, or something like that. Anything that you think will…”

“Why?” asked Sir Owen. “You’re not thinking of…” His voice ended in a soft, wet thump. The arrow had caught him right through the mouth, mid-word, shattering into the back of his throat. Owen’s eyes went wide with sudden confusion, like it had come out of nowhere, and it had. He reached up with a hand, touched the shaft, started choking, gave a bloody cough.

“Damn it, Owen! I’ve told you about raising your visor!” Gerrin went for him as the knight lurched suddenly back, gasping and spluttering, spitting out bloody fume and fragments of teeth. “Help me, Jonik, help me!”

Jonik flew forward, helped bring the Oak of Armdall down to the ground, holding him there as Gerrin tried to see into his mouth. Owen’s eyes were wide with terror now, his hands reaching out pleadingly. He was choking, jerking like an animal caught in a trap.

“Hold still, Owen! Hold still, let me see!”

But it was no use. Jonik knew it was no use. An arrow like that into the back of the throat wasn’t a wound a man could survive. It had all happened so fast, like most wounds in battle, fast, random, merciless, and his death came fast as well, his eyes flickering, body convulsing, blood spitting out to redden his lips, spatter against chin and cheeks. And then he flopped down and went still, and the eyes rolled up, just staring in that lifeless way men got. Staring into those red-black skies just as the shadow of the Dread passed above them.

A moment went by in silence. A strangely quiet moment amid the heat of the fighting, of the fleeing, all around them.

“It was an unlucky shot,” Elyon said. He stood by, looking down. “Desperately unlucky. I’m sorry, Gerrin.”

The old knight was shaking his head. “I told him. Told him a hundred times not to…”

“It could happen to any of us.” Jonik knew they were all guilty of it, raising their faceplates from time to time, thinking they wouldn’t get hit. But Elyon had the right of it. It was just desperately unlucky, that was all; one errant arrow and even the strongest Bladeborn could be killed.

Jonik reached across, put a hand on Gerrin’s shoulder. Didn’t say anything, just put it there, to show he cared. Jonik had liked Owen Armdall well enough, had travelled with him for a time, but not like Gerrin. They’d spent long weeks trapped in the depths together, and no doubt strong bonds had been built during those days.

The old man sighed, drew in a deep breath, snapped the arrow off so he could lower the knight’s faceplate. “He had a good heart,” he murmured. “Did some bad things, but not for himself. Did ‘em for Janilah, and we’ve all been there.” He had a final look at the knight, pulled his filthy cloak over to cover him, placed his sword across his chest, then stood. “I’ll come back for you later, Owen,” he said. “You just…sit tight here, all right? You sit tight till all this is over.”

That might not take too long, Jonik thought. The sky was thundering loudly again. He looked up to see the storm breach open, wide and wider still, as though the very mouth of Agarath the All-Father was opening in that black fume. A slow moment passed, another, another, and then through that breach he came, the calamity soaring into the light with an exulting roar that sent a buzz of terror moving up Jonik’s back. He saw the spines as tall as towers, the teeth as long as spears, the wings that spread to shadow the world. Nothing looked big against the great might of the mountain, but Drulgar the Dread did a decent job of trying. In his wake, the other dragons were tiny, nought but fish swimming in the slipstream of a shark, and this shark was hungry, it was angry, Jonik could tell. That sky-shattering roar thumped out as he emerged, and at once, he plunged, the fire glowing within his great-hall of a chest, building and moving along his black throat like an inferno pouring down a great tunnel.

“He’s coming this way,” Elyon said.

And he was. He was coming their way.
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The world was all chaos and screaming. Men flew in every direction, seized by a frenzy of fear. Everywhere, bodies lay scattered and broken by tumbling boulders, burned and melted by falling lava. A thousand thin trails of dispersing smoke arced at all angles from the top of the mountain, lava oozing and dribbling down its shattered top in red-amber treacly streaks. No great flow, thankfully. No pyroclastic cloud. A small blessing, perhaps that was, but a blessing all the same.

“Sire, what are your commands?” Sir Quinn Sharp was shouting over the maddened din. “Should I order the retreat, my lord?”

Men were already doing that without having to hear his command. Thousands of them, perhaps tens of thousands, were racing back the way they’d come, fleeing away from the mountain in their desperate fear of the titan just emerged from its top. All to be expected, and perhaps there was some wisdom in that as well. Men grouped close together made for an easier target, but spread and separated, they would stand a better chance.

The trap has been sprung, Amron Daecar thought grimly. It had all happened just as he’d feared.

“My lord?” There was a pleading note to Sir Quinn’s voice now. “Should I sound the…”

“Keep fighting, Sir Quinn. We must continue to fight.”

“Continue to…” He paused, nodded, swallowed. “Yes, sire. Of course. Keep fighting.”

“Send messages to Lords Strand, Borrington, and Brabant,” Amron told him. “Tell them…”

“Lord Brabant is dead, my lord. I just heard. He…”

A great shame, but Amron could not hear about that now. He cut the knight off. “To whoever commands the Oloran host, then. And to Sir Michael as well, and our allies across the mountain. Send word for them to control their men and hold them off from fleeing. Tell them to keep fighting, as best they can. Tell them that they must keep hope.” He looked into Quinn Sharp’s eyes, his doubts visible through his visor. “There is still hope, Sir Quinn. There is. We must believe it.”

“Yes, sire. I…I believe it.” He gave a nod, then turned and ran, shouting out orders as he went. Within the space of three heartbeats, the man was gone, gobbled up in the great confusion.

“Fight, then?” Lythian asked, still standing at his side. Standing there like he had been the moment the Dread exploded out from the mountain. “Just keep fighting. Is that all we can do?”

The king did not see any other way. He must submit himself now to the whims of higher powers. No matter the cost, no matter the sacrifice. He must trust the path laid out before them.

The Great Calamity had not long emerged from the sky, spat out by Agarath’s fiery maw, but already he was spreading carnage that rendered everything that had come before it little more than a warm-up act, a morsel of an appetiser before the feast began in earnest. Amron watched the Dread plunge and rise away in his distance, his little minions squawking as they swirled in his wake, unleashing upon the men below oceans of liquid flame. Huge great blazing fires were already pouring black smoke into the sky. The eastern skies, he thought, with a twinge of fear. Out there where his sons were fighting.

But he could do nothing for them from here. Could focus only on himself and his men. “We keep fighting,” he said, at last. He must lead from the front. He must show them the way. And fighting was the only way he knew. “On me, Lythian.”

“To the king!” Lythian cried.

Amron Daecar strode forward into battle, casting himself back into the fighting. The roar went up around him, and his knights and his captains and their men surged forth. A dragonknight’s spear came for the king’s gorget, and he flicked it aside with his spare hand, opened the man’s belly with Vallath’s Ruin. Behind followed a snorting dragon, flightless, screeching some pained, distorted screech that Amron Daecar cut off with a fearsome hack to the head, splattering blood and brains across the rock. He swung past the quivering beast, hacked bloodily through several nameless men, felt an arrow flick against his helm that almost squeezed in past his eyeslit.

But not quite. Just a harmless flick and away it pinged into the churn, skittering off the stone. More bodies came at him, and he cut them down, destroyed them, opening them up like sacks of wine that burst bloodily at the lightest touch. Gore splashed, splattered, soaked the earth, everything red and black and stinking. Ahead, a huge boulder hurled from the mountaintop lay smouldering, twice the size of a haybarn, steam pouring from its top, fire flickering around its base. It was moving, rocking a little side to side. It took Amron but a moment to figure out why.

“Help me shift this rock!” he bellowed out. He lowered his shoulder, shoved hard, but it barely moved. “With me!” More men came up to join him: Lythian, Rogen, Rodmond Taynar. Together they drove and pushed, the boulder rocking, but not enough. Then Sir Taegon Cargill was there, grabbing Taynar by the shoulder, pulling him aside as if he was only getting in the way. The giant knight gave out a snorting bellow and as one they shoved into it once more, rocking it harder, and again, and again, until the huge rock tipped and fell away to one side, crashing away to unveil the grulok beneath it.

It was their captain, Hruum, Amron saw. For a moment, he wondered if the great sentinel was dead, or crippled, crushed by all that weight, but it seemed Hruum was not for dying so easily. He rose, pushing himself up into a crouch, bits of stone and grit raining off him, standing tall above the king, over three times his height and many times as wide. Amron saw the greatsword he’d once given the grulok captain lying aside on the ground, picked it up and handed it up to him. “Your blade, Hruum.”

The giant stared with those lidless ice-chip eyes. He was scorched in many places, his rock-flesh seared from the fire demons he’d fought, the dragons he’d butchered, the outer surface of his body chipped here and there by blades, hacked by axes. Blood was spattered and splashed freely across his arms, his chest, his thick trunk legs. His right arm was a long stone spear, lacquered red all the way up to the shoulder, probably from the flightless wrym-dragons he’d killed. But it was another dragon on his mind right now. The only one that mattered.

“Dread,” he rumbled, in that rockfall voice, and he turned to look out across the battlefield. The titan was out there, rising up from his latest plunge, fiery black smoke swirling in the wake of his huge, pumping wings. Each thwump could be heard, could be felt, even from here, thrumming through Amron’s body. “Dread,” Hruum said again, in an angry voice. He looked at the king again, took the blade, then began stamping away, moving in the direction of the dragon.

“Is he to try to fight him, my lord?” asked Rodmond Taynar, awed.

“It is his purpose to do so,” Amron said. He could see other gruloks poking up across the battlefield, see all of them moving now to join their captain, gathering to face this new threat.

“But…they tried before,” the young lord said. “In the Lakelands. The day King Janilah…”

“Different gruloks, lad,” said Torus Stoutman, popping up out of nowhere as usual. “Might be Hruum’s made of different stuff, eh?”

“But he’s still…he can’t…the Dread’s too big. There’s no way to kill him. Only the…”

A sky-splitting roar cut him off. So loud Lord Rodmond leaned back, as if struck by the propulsive force of the sound. Amron narrowed his gaze on Drulgar the Dread as he swung about, coming their way, apparently bored of laying waste to the men in the east and wanting a taste of the west. He flew a mere hundred strides above the battlefield, cruising, the enormous width of his wings rippling in the wind, shadowing the earth. “Scatter!” Amron called. “Spread out!” he cried.

The Dread crossed the distance in what felt like seconds. He swallowed the miles up like a dog gobbles treats. The great body grew bigger, bigger, and bigger still. Thick plumes of black smoke, as wide as wagons, seemed like nothing but tiny wisps as he passed them, blasting the fume into frenzied eddies, the men parting beneath his bulk like leaves beneath a gale, but far too slow, comically slow, glacially slow as he stormed right over them. His great feet were tucked up beneath him, claws as long as ship masts and wide as redwood trees. He lowered them as he came, almost lazily extending them away from his body as he dipped, shortening the distance to the ground, just eighty strides now, and sixty, and forty, and only twenty, skimming over the earth like a bird of prey skims across the lake.

And the claws dropped down to rake the earth. A great shudder went through the ground at the impact, the volcanic plains buckling and bulging out to either side like soil parting before the plough, tons of rock piling up ahead of the feet, flowing toward them in a tumbling black wave. All about the king, men were throwing themselves aside, squirming into rifts and cracks, but there was only so much they could do. The sound of shattering grew louder, louder and louder yet as the wave grew taller, taller. Amron glimpsed a grulok, maybe Hruum, maybe another, leaping out from the chaos to stab at the titan’s neck, but the giant dragon simply flicked his head and smashed the creature aside.

Ahead of his claws, the surging wave of broken rock was already crashing over hundreds of men, crushing them, burying them. Amron knew there was nowhere for him to go, no time to escape. He glanced quickly around, eyes flashing over faces, saw Jovyn there with him, swept the boy behind his back. He had just enough time to shout, “Hold on!” as he set his feet, tensed his core, turned his left shoulder toward the wave.

And then the world turned dark as the body of the Dread flew over, the dust storm pulled along by his bulk striking them first, grit hissing and scraping and spitting all around them, a grey shroud blinding them, and then the rock wave followed, surging and roaring, coming at the king with avalanchal force.

It struck him. Hard.

Struck him with the power of a falling mountain.

He felt something crack. Felt a sudden pain in his shoulder. His feet left the ground. He was in a whirlwind of rock, spinning, flying, tumbling end over end in that crashing vortex. All was darkness and dust, rock bashing him from every angle, bodies glimpses in the churn, a lot of screaming. He shuddered, clanged, ground to a stop, steel scraping on stone, gasping. For a moment it felt like everything had settled, but then all of a sudden the rocks shifted, displacing, and he was falling now, and down, down and down, tumbling one second, two, three, and…

Slam!

He smacked to a second stop. Smacked, bounced, rolling onto his face in the darkness. The force of the impact knocked the wind from his lungs and scrambled the thoughts in his head. He lay there a moment, wheezing like an old man on his deathbed, rock smashing against his backplate, his pauldrons, his helm, still falling from above him. It clattered and banged and rang out, echoing, and slowly in his befuddled and frazzled mind it dawned on him that he was down in some cavern, underground, that he must have slipped down through some rift during all that madness up above.

Slowly, the rain of stone above him weakened from a deluge to a drizzle, a few final pebbles and fragments tip-tapping the dusty darkness. The sounds of battle above became muted, heard through water. Amron Daecar let out a long, slow groan, coughed, drew a dusty breath, and coughed again. He wondered how badly buried he was, whether he’d share the fate of Janilah Lukar. An ironic ending, that would be. And not altogether fair, he didn’t think.

But it wasn’t his fate. The rocks had heaped atop him in a quantity sufficient to trap a regular man, certainly, but not Amron Daecar. Gathering his strength, he pressed up with his forearms, felt a sharp pain in his left shoulder, grimaced and pulled his legs inward until he was down on hands and knees. The rocks atop him lifted accordingly, slid off one side and the other, clattering in the gloom, and he was free. The king lifted his faceplate, hacked out a great gob of black phlegm, took a few moments longer to gather his breath, clear his lungs, and then stood.

Well, he wasn’t wrong about the cavern. Above him, a jagged line of daylight shivered in the dusty air, perhaps forty metres high, signalling the opening to the chasm into which he’d fallen. It wasn’t wide. Just bad luck that he’d fallen in. Or good luck, maybe, seeing as he might have been trapped up there, otherwise, under a whole load more rock. The rocks had wedged themselves in over that rift well enough, though there seemed to be some places where the light came down stronger, suggesting that maybe he could climb back out.

He groaned at the thought. Groaned at the pain throbbing deep in the muscle of his left shoulder. Groaned as he looked at his left pauldron, the white armour cracked, a hiss of mist issuing out of it. Broken, he knew at once. Though it was hard to tell in the darkness, the white colour seemed to be draining out of it. Turning it back into nought but common godsteel.

He set his jaw, cursing his misfortune. Pain. His old companion. Come striding back to join him at the worst possible time.

He was halfway through thinking how damnably unlucky he was when a sound murmured in the dark behind him. The king turned around sharply, peering through the shadows. Felt just about everything inside him tighten up at what he saw.

A fire demon was approaching through the gloom, flame licking and sparking out from between its rock armour, lending a muddy glow to the muggy space. Just how the bastard happened to be here, in this place, at this time, the king had not the power to say. It thumped forward, slow, inevitable. Just what he needed right now.

And worse, he had no sword. That realisation struck him like a kick to the nethers. Vallath’s Ruin wasn’t in his grasp, wasn’t in its sheath; he couldn’t see it lying amid the rocks about him. Most likely, he’d lost it in all that chaos above him. Buried up there, somewhere, under a thousand tons of rock.

And just to put a cherry atop this wrecked cake of misfortune, there was a pain in his leg as well. A slow throb was beginning to emerge, down deep in the meat of his right thigh, just a whisper of it, a rumour, but the king didn’t like what it was saying. He looked down, saw a parchment-thin fracture in the godsteel plate, but it was enough. The power was leaking out of it, same as his pauldron. Curse the gods, a part of him thought. They give and then take away.

A bitter snort slid out through his nose. He reached across, tore out his dagger instead, put himself into a ragged Blockform. A useless form against such a brute and useless without a sword besides, but he did it by habit anyway. The demon was thumping toward him with slow menace, the cavern roof just high enough to accommodate his twenty-foot height, leaving a trail of little flames in its wake. Amron had faced two of these already, during the fighting so far, though never alone, and armed only with a dagger, never down in the dark of a cave by himself with pain ripping along his left arm, whispering in his right thigh, every advantage he had, his sword, the healing power of his armour, stolen away from him in a single stroke.

His lips curled at the cruelty of that, but he told himself to hold it together. A test, maybe. Just another test. Vandar was not satisfied with his efforts thus far today. Not good enough, Daecar. You want my blessing, do better.

He gritted his teeth and nodded.

The demon was looming up ahead of him now, barely twelve strides away, dangling with those long lower arms, shorter ones above them, hanging with tattered strips of leathern wings, the cloven, clawed feet on stocky legs thumping, the rock-scale armour with flaming tongues flickering, the humanoid, dragon-like face, with the curved snout steaming, the eye sockets burning, the horns jutting out at all angles from its head twisting. Up above, in the heat of the fighting, Amron Daecar hadn’t taken a chance to have a good look at them, but now he did, and his guts gave a queasy clench. Whether pain, fear, disgust, he couldn’t tell. Probably a mix of all three.

“Good-father.”

The voice almost made him jump. It came from behind him, no more than a croaking whisper. He heard a trickle of rock, a few pebbles tapping at the ground, spun his eyes back, saw Jovyn there, somehow still with him after all of that, half-buried among the rubble.

“Jovyn…hold there.” He could do nothing for him now. He whirled his gaze on the devil in the darkness, still approaching, step by thumping step. “You!” he roared, letting his voice ring out into the chamber. “You want me? Come and get me!”

He sprang away, leading the behemoth from his good-son, and it swung around to follow. Into the depths of that cavern Amron went, sinking into the darkness, right up against the rearmost wall where the ceiling curved and dipped. Crouch, he thought. Crouch down. I’m right here.

The giant lumbered forward, lowering its horned head, whipping out with a long lower arm to try to swipe at him. It moved more quickly than the king would have imagined, but he was quicker, a lot quicker. He tucked under the arm and rolled forward, sprang up in a jump, thrust with his dagger. The hideous man-dragon face filled the space ahead of him, and Amron Daecar’s aim was true. In the steel went, sliding deep into one of those fiery pits that served for eyes, and the head bucked up at once, crashing into the low roof of the cavern.

The earth trembled. Rock fell. But not enough to bury it. A few hunks crashed down as Amron fled back into the open, where the cave broadened out. He spared a glance at Jovyn, saw him struggling to pull himself free. Then back on the giant as he roared like a wildfire and swung around, lava-blood gushing from the eye socket, spraying down its front, sending it into a crackling rage.

It lurched about, looking for him, saw the king standing there and charged. Amron Daecar flew away, wincing hard against a flare of pain that shot along his left arm. A big hunk of rock loomed up in the darkness. The king flew around it, putting it between himself and the brute, but his foe didn’t need to bother with the diversion. It crashed right through, arms swinging, the rock obliterated, fragments flying. Amron threw himself backward as the demon charged on, tucked, rolled, sprang off beyond its maddened grasp.

Then he saw it. A flash of something in the darkness. A glint of metal beneath black rock. The king’s eyes widened. A blade. It was a godsteel longsword, clutched in the gauntlet of an armoured knight, almost entirely buried in rubble, only the arm stretched into the open, as though presenting that blade as a lifeline.

And Amron took it. Rushed over, grabbed the wrist with one hand, tore open the rigid steel fingers with the other, snatched the sword free, and leapt away. A split second later, a huge foot crashed down behind him, smashing through rock, crushing armour. If that knight wasn’t dead before, he would be now. The king rammed his dagger into its sheath, hefted his new blade in his sword hand, a much smaller sword than he was used to, but an upgrade to be sure.

The flaming colossus was bearing back down on him, growing more frantic in its movements. The king threw himself into a sideways roll as a long arm swung out, clutching at nothing but air. He was around it in a blink, hacking a chunk out from the back of its leg, roughly where the ankle would be, winning a blazing scream and a spurt of lava for his effort as the demon rotated, kicking out with its spare foot.

But Amron was no longer there. Back behind the beast again, hacking at the same spot, using his speed, ignoring his pain. The godsteel blade splashed into the wound, hacking deeper, lava squirting out across the steel, sizzling and hissing at the rock. A few drops spattered into Amron’s cloak, eating quickly through the wool. He patted it down with his godsteel gauntlet, looked up, saw a swinging arm, ducked under the blow, got around it again and cut at the mark.

The brute gave out a sudden flare of fire. It burst from his segmented hide, hissing tongues of flame striking out like snakes, driving the king away. The light was momentarily blinding, bright as the sun cast suddenly into the dusk. Amron backtracked fast, blinking the spots from his vision. The giant stormed after him, breaking into a run. The back wall of the cavern came up quick, quicker than he’d anticipated, blocking him off. He tried to dash right, but the crazed creature was there, throwing all its weight to close the space. It came down like one of the boulders cast out from the top of the mountain, shattering into the ground before him. The earth rippled and bulged under Amron’s feet, splintering, orange steam venting up through the gaps.

“Good-father!” The call was accompanied by a shape sailing out of the murk, longsword coming down in a misting arc. It cracked against the top of the demon’s head, carving open a fresh orange seam, lava spitting out. Jovyn set his feet, hacked again, sprang off as the demon blared and stood, staggering around like a drunkard.

Enough of this, thought Amron Daecar. Jovyn had the right of it. The head was the place to aim for, not the legs.

He lowered his shoulder and charged. Charged through the net of grasping hands and into those legs, driving them out from under the beast. The arms flailed out as it fell, the bulk slamming back down, and in the same moment, Amron Daecar was leaping up onto its back, raising his blade and swinging down with all his strength.

He aimed for the red line that Jovyn had made and it wasn’t often that the King of Vandar missed. This was no exception. The fine steel hacked deep, pressing through the rock skull and into something softer beneath. Something that might have been a brain. Amron felt the hard crack, saw the bright sparks, felt the wet thud as the godsteel bit deep through the bone. The demon jerked, juddered, tried to rise, and slumped down. And then it went still. And all was quiet.

The king stood upon his fallen foe, the fires guttering out, drawn back into its dead rock flesh. Jovyn was just a shadow now, standing nearby in the darkness.

“Did…did you kill it, good-father?”

“We killed it,” Amron said. He stepped down from the corpse, wincing against his pain. Raised his visor, smiled at the boy, prouder than he could say. “I couldn’t have done it without you. My Last Blade indeed. Right there when I needed you.”

The youth stood to attention. “Honoured to serve, sire. To help in any way I can.” He saw the blade the king was holding, and seemed to recognise it. “Is that…”

The king nodded. He’d recognised it earlier himself. “I fear so, yes.” He spoke in a solemn voice. Put a hand on the lad’s shoulder, gripping to show his thanks, then went over to confirm that unhappy truth.

The body was badly crushed and battered among the rocks, the chestplate caved in along one side. There was no pulse. No signs of life. Amron dug through the rubble and lifted the faceplate, just to be certain.

“Is he…dead?” Jovyn whispered.

“Dead,” the king murmured, standing.

They stood together, the king and his Last Blade, looking down at the broken body, taking a brief moment to mourn him. Rodmond Taynar had never wanted to be a lord. He had given over the command of his army to Lord Styron and the Ironfoot, so he might take up again as a Varin Knight only, to serve at Amron’s side, and he’d served him well, loyally, as committed as he always had been. It was no way for such a man to die, down here in the dark. But at least we’re here, the king told himself. At least we’re here to witness his passing. It was more than could be said for hundreds more, thousands more, crushed and buried, never to be found.

“I liked him,” Jovyn said in a sombre voice. “He was kind to me, generous. And wise. I always thought he was wise for his age.”

Amron agreed. The young lord had possessed a certain wisdom, that was true, a calm and measured way of looking at the world. A small grimace creased at the corners of Amron’s mouth, the throbbing pain in his shoulder intensifying.

Jovyn saw. “Good-father, are you…”

“We need to find a way out,” the king said. He saw no sense in talking about it. What’s done was done. He had to operate, now, as best he could. “Try to find us a place where we can climb, Jovyn.”

The boy looked at him for a worried moment, hesitating, then turned away and began searching for a way up. Amron paused a moment longer to speak some small prayers for Rodmond Taynar, to send him onward to the Eternal Halls, lowered his faceplate, did what he could to pull his Varin cloak over his body. Then Jovyn called over to him.

“My lord. I think there’s a way up here.”

The boy was standing up near the rift, the strangled light drifting down from above, the sounds of battle with it. There were some deep crevices they could use to climb, some narrow ledges for them to step on. The thought of returning to that battle was suddenly exhausting. That’s what pain did to a man. It was enervating, crippling, draining out his energy, draining his hope.

No. He shook his head. No. I will not give up. He could see his good-son looking at him, a concerned expression on his face, and could not let it endure. Show strength, fight through it. This is nothing new.

And he imagined Amara there, at his side, urging him on. Urging him on and calling him Varin Reborn. He must continue to believe it. What other choice did he have?

“Are you ready, good-father?” Jovyn asked. “Or do you need to take a moment to…”

“No, Jovyn, I’m ready.” Amron set his jaw, firmed his voice. He pulled down his faceplate and looked up toward the top of the rift. It seemed a long way, all of a sudden. “Lead the way, son. I’ll be right behind you.”

And so they climbed, step by painful step, up the wall of that chasm.

Up, up, up.

Right back up into hell.
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A thin sliver of light was cast across his face, more or less right where his eyeslit was. Lythian squinted against it, unable to move. He did not know how much rock had fallen on him, but it was a lot; that much was clear.

Nothing broken, though, he thought. He felt intact within his suit of armour, no serious pain coursing through him, just a fierce ringing in his head and a sensitivity in his eyes. He narrowed them against the glare, dust motes sparkling, the sounds of battle muted by the rock. It had all happened very quickly. The Dread coming their way, that crashing tidal wave of volcanic stone, the smashing collision and then he’d found himself here, blinking awake to this shard of light.

He tried to speak, to call out for help, but only a cough emerged. Tried again, but his voice was so small and thin as to go utterly unheard from in here. Muted as the sound was in this hot black tomb, it would be raging out there, and no one would hear him. It’s on me, then, he told himself. You can do this, Lythian Lindar.

He first considered how he was lying. On his back, more or less flat against the ground, one arm pinned across his chest, the other out to his side. His legs were straight out before him, mercifully untangled, every bit of him pressed down by a lot of weight. He tried to push upward with his outstretched arm, just to see if anything shifted, and it didn’t. Tried the same with the arm on his chest and won no movement at all. A surge of strength was sent through his legs, trying to bend up at the knee, and nothing. He tensed his torso and attempted to wiggle one way and then the other. Didn’t so much as move an inch.

Right. It seemed Lythian Lindar was well and truly trapped.

He spent a little while calling out again, shouting out as loud as he could, shouting himself hoarse. “Here, down here, I need help! I need help!” He wondered if saying his name would stir a response. “It is Captain Lythian Lindar! The Knight of the Vale! I am trapped! Help me! Someone, help!”

No one helped him. No one heard. The line of light flashed as shapes moved across it, dragons whooshing across the skies, smoke pulled along in wafts and clouds. He heard a horse neigh, a clear ringing sound, felt hooves drumming nearby, then they were gone. A surge of battle seemed to swell somewhere to his left, a great fog of clashing blades and shouting men, rising and falling just as fast. He shouted and shouted and shouted some more, but no one came to his assistance.

Then there was a deep thumping, a deep thumping growing louder, a shaking in the earth, a rattling of loose rock. Some bits of grit came raining down through the gaps between the stone, tapping against his helm, some getting through his eyeslit, tapping at his skin, some getting into his eyes. He squeezed them shut, flinching. The thumping grew louder. A grinding of rock, a shift of movement. Lythian felt the rock that trapped his right leg turn, twisting his ankle to the side, grimaced against the straining in his ligaments. A cloud of black dust suddenly filled the air above him, cutting off all light, a great wind storming and surging, the entire world shuddering and shaking.

The Dread was flying by. Casting everything in his shadow. Bringing the duststorm with him. Moving the earth without so much as a touch. Everything was affected by his passing. Even the heavy rock bounced and trembled from the power generated by his pumping wings, by the force of wind, the surge of storm. The stone pressing on Lythian’s ankle shifted some more with all that shaking. Shifted so much Lythian feared the bone would snap, the ligaments ping apart, but blessedly the rock fell away and his leg was free.

Gradually, the shaking eased up as the Dread flew on, spreading his menace elsewhere. The rocks wobbled, settling into a new configuration, and in that configuration, a small window opened up to Lythian’s left, a window about six inches wide, six feet from his face. Through it, the battlefield appeared in grim clarity. The black broken plains. The legions of dead. The fires chugging and spewing their noxious fume into the sky. He glimpsed the titan, out there, flying away. His great head swinging to the left and right, rivers of molten flame bubbling and steaming from his maw to the sound of distant roaring.

And men. Moving past about twenty strides from Lythian’s window, shapes hurrying through a drift of smoke. Lythian cleared his throat, coughed up dust and cried, “Help!” to the passing men. “I’m trapped in here! Help!”

Most of them continued to bustle on, not hearing him, though one paused, slowed, turned his head in his direction.

“Help!” Lythian shouted, all the louder. “I’m in here! HELP!”

The man began veering Lythian’s way, waving a hand. A few others joined him, breaking off from the troop. Thank the gods, Lythian thought, breathing out behind his visor. Then they got closer and he cursed the gods instead, cursed his big mouth.

The men were Agarathi.

They approached, looking around, searching for the source of the voice. Lythian consoled himself with the fact that seeing out of a little window was not the same as seeing into one, and hoped they wouldn’t notice it, or the knight trapped six feet in. The lead figure was a dragonknight in black dragonscale armour, red cloak whipping in the dusty wind. He had a band of killers with him, big Agarathi axemen with long braided beards and tattoos around their eyes. The dragonknight neared, holding out his long spear, swung his eyes around and saw the window.

Damn.

He leaned down to peer through it, and a cruel smile opened out on his lips. The others began huddling around, trying to get a look in, but he swatted them away, lifted up his spear and began sliding the glistening point through the gap.

Lythian could do nothing but watch it come. He squirmed, shifting all his weight to one side and then the other, but was successful only in dislodging a few small stones that came rattling down through the rocks. The dragonknight’s smile widened out in enjoyment. He pressed the point of his long spear deeper, deeper into the hole, its sharp edge scraping along the rocks in a menacing rasp.

Well, this is it, then. This is how I die.

Not the way he wanted to go, to be sure, but then Lythian had rarely gotten what he wanted. He wiggled a little more, one last attempt to shift a rock and block the tunnel, but it was no use. The black dragonsteel tip just kept on coming. Two feet, now one foot, now six inches from his eyes. The dragonknight clutched the edge of the shaft, guiding it with great precision toward Lythian’s eyeslit. If only he could move his head, he might be able to avoid it, but he couldn’t even do that. The only thing he could do was shut his eyes. That was the only power he had.

And it was exactly what he did. Five inches, four, three, two, and he shut them tight, waiting for the tip to slide through his visor, right into the bridge of his nose, to drive slowly, agonisingly, through his skull and into his brain. Time moved with excruciating slowness. Lythian’s heart was thumping in his neck. He heard the tip scratch against the front of his faceplate, searching for the opening. Felt the small vibrations moving through his helm, each sending a cold shiver down his stone-trapped spine. What cruel end was this? What had he done to earn it?

You didn’t kill him, a voice inside him said. You didn’t kill him when you had the chance. Could he have, if he’d really, truly tried? Would Borrus have done it if he had stayed instead of him?

He’d have an eternity to ponder all that from Varin’s Table. Though he wondered what the mood would be like when they failed to stop the doom. How could they sing and share their stories, to drink and laugh, if their world was lost? What would that be like? An eternity of guilt and regret? Because that’s what was awaiting Lythian Lindar, he knew. An afterlife of cold damnation because he did not have the courage to act.

The tip found its way through his visor. Scratched up over the rim with a terrible metallic squeal. Lythian winced and held his eyes tighter yet, felt the icy touch of the tip against his skin, felt it pressing in, just a little, enough to draw out a red droplet of warm blood that ran down one side of his nose, almost like a tear, touching his lips with an iron tang.

This was it. Just a few cruel moments of life remained, and then he’d know for sure what lay beyond.

But the speartip stopped. There was a noise, a shout ahead, in Agarathi. It sounded like a warning coming from one of the axemen. Lythian did not dare to open his eyes. Not even when he heard the spear scrape abruptly out, clattering against the rock. Not even when he heard the sound of northern voices out there, heard the charge of footfall, the clash of bodies, the ring of steel on steel.

A few more moments passed before he let one eye crack open, just a little, peered out along the tunnel. The dragonknight was right there, staggering back and spitting blood as a misting blade plunged into his gut. The bearer of that blade pulled it out in a flash, kicked the dragonknight back, swung, slashed down an axeman, pirouetted cleanly and swung his blade through the neck of another with a spray of blood. Lythian heard it spatter against the rock, saw the Agarathi clutch his craw and stagger forward, buckling and then pitching to the ground. The Bladeborn swung around, blue cloak flowing with him, launched himself forward with a nasally cry of ‘For Vandar!’, thrust through the heart of another axeman, went low and hacked at a pair of legs. Hacked right through them, in fact, and the men went down, legless from the knee, screaming. Another soldier came in, plunging his spear into the man’s chest, pulling it out, plunging again, and doing so a third time for good measure. The screaming stopped around the second plunge. The third didn’t seem necessary at all.

After that, the Agarathi broke, what few remained of the troop fleeing as the northmen gave chase. Their Bladeborn captain shouted an order, wiped down his sword against his cloak, then turned to face Lythian’s window. Lythian squinted out through the floating dust, wondering who his saviour was. The man came forward, bent down, peered inside. And Lythian Lindar blinked.

“My Lord Lythian, is that you?”

He knew the voice, he knew the face, and by the gods it wasn’t what he expected. “It’s me.” His own voice was a ragged, dust-addled croak. “It’s me,” he said, louder. “I, er, I need some help getting out.”

“Of course, my lord. At once. Just hold on tight. We’ll have you out of there in a snip.”

He stepped away, shouting out commands while Lythian lay there in a small state of shock, pondering a little thing called mercy. Not often did an act of mercy, and the sparing of a man’s life, result in such an outcome as this, where the spared man ended up saving the merciful man’s arse. A smile gripped at the lips of Lythian Lindar as he thought about it, thought about the funny little twists fate liked to play. He had not been able to pull himself free, or save his own skin, but in a fashion…well, he had. He’d saved it weeks ago, when he decided to spare a life, rather than take it. When he chose mercy rather than vengeance. Not an action he had taken with the expectation that something like this would ever happen, of course, but still, it was nice to be rewarded for that clemency.

It took a short while to get him out. He lay there, listening to the axes crash, the swords hack, the men working six feet from his face. All the while, his saviour was there, popping his face to the window, telling him all would be well. “Just a few more moments, my lord. A few more moments and you’ll be up on your feet. Is anything broken? Are you hurt?”

“No, I’m fine. I think.”

“Good. Good…” And he was gone again, shouting at his men. “Careful not to strike him! Make sure the weight doesn’t shift and hurt him! You there, stop! You’re not being careful enough! You must be careful! All of you, careful!”

Eventually, with a great deal of very careful hacking and chopping, the rocks about Lythian Lindar were sufficiently sliced apart and removed as to allow him to push himself up and out of the rubble. Hands came out to help him, grabbing his arms, sliding under his armpits, pulling him out and onto his feet.

Lord Kindrick stood before him. Visor up, face covered in soot and ash and blood, a warm look on his once-cold, mean little face. “I said I would not let you down, my lord.”

“Yes. I remember.” The man had made that claim to Lythian the day he found him in his cell, down in the darkness beneath the ruin of the Spear. The day Amron said he could do with Kindrick as he pleased, and Lythian decided to let him go, rather than damning him to the noose. The day he’d given him a chance to regain his honour. He had not seen Lord Kindrick since that day. The man had gone off with Amron’s host, assimilated back into the colossal body of his forces, while Lythian went off to win the city of Dragonfall. To meet him again here, and now, seemed like nothing short of providence. Perhaps someone is smiling on me after all.

Kindrick was also smiling. Not a handsome smile, by any means, but not half as cruel as it used to be, when he’d been such a thorn in Lythian’s side back at King’s Point. “We have quite the history, don’t we, my lord? I must say, I am ashamed, very ashamed for my part in it. I have no excuse. No excuse for my behaviour. You had every right to take my life.”

“And if I had, I would have lost my own.”

“Indeed, so it would seem.” The Taynar underlord gave a wry smile. “A strange thing, don’t you think?”

Lythian looked at the spreading fires, at the swirling smoke, at the mountain looming, at the titan roaring, soaring far away. Far away, but he could be back any moment. “Much is strange,” he said.

Lord Kindrick gave a nod. “Another thing, my lord. I…I found this, just a few minutes ago.” He waved an arm, and two men came forward, bearing between them a very large, famous greatsword. “It is Vallath’s Ruin, is it not?”

Lythian nodded. The Mercyblade, he thought. Another strange thing, that Kindrick should have it. “Where did you find it?”

“Just over there, on the rocks. Was King Daecar with you when you were struck?”

“He was close, yes.” Lythian looked around, suddenly concerned. Concerned that anyone had wasted a moment trying to fetch him out when the king himself might be lying nearby, trapped under the rocks as well. “We need to find him. At once.”

“Of course, my lord. At once.”

Kindrick shouted out more orders, and they hurried to it, men picking through the rubble, calling out the king’s name, pressing their ears down to the stone to listen. Lythian staggered up atop the rocks, looking around, trying to spot him. But he couldn’t see him. Too much smoke and dust and ash. So many bodies. So many. He could see thousands of them, scattered everywhere, pockets of men still clashing, here and there in larger hosts, individual battles going on too, men duelling in the midst of this infernal hellscape.

“There! I see him, over there!”

Lythian swung to the voice, saw a man upon the rubble heap pointing away to the west. Only fifty strides away, or so, two men were climbing up out of the earth, clambering over the lip of a narrow, stride-wide rift. Jovyn, Lythian saw, and Amron following after him.

Men rushed over at once, Lord Kindrick hurrying with them, the same two soldiers as before hauling along Vallath’s Ruin behind him. But Lythian stood a moment, studying his friend as he climbed out. He stood and thought of what Amara had told him, the day he returned to King’s Point. She had taken him aside at the feast and looked deep into his eyes. “You watch him, Lythian Lindar,” she’d said, placing a hand, significantly, on his chest. “You stay at his side, and you watch him. There might come a time when he’ll need you. He might need you before the end.”

Lythian Lindar remembered those words as he watched his friend, his king. And he could tell, now, that he needed him.

Needed him more than ever before.


95


[image: ]


Sir Pagaloth Kadosk, dragonknight-turned-dragonrider, flew above the battlefield, alone.

An’zon Graz had shown his true colours. A good man, Graz, but sadly not a brave one. As soon as the Dread had burst from the mountain, he had fled, screaming, flapping away in his terror. A good man, not a brave man. And now a dead man, Pagaloth thought.

It was a rock that was An’zon’s undoing. It had come sailing from the mountain as he fled, plummeting from the sky, a boulder almost as big as Hapthanor was, and it had struck the dragon a fearsome blow. Pagaloth had barely time to shout a warning before the boulder thumped down onto them, crushing An’zon Graz in his saddle, breaking Hapthanor’s back, instantly killing them both. Their brothers, their wingriders, killed by the coming of the Dread.

And now Pagaloth and Lendrathor flew alone.

They were high up, near the roiling black storm, high up where the red lightning crackled and buzzed and laughed at them. Pagaloth could almost hear a voice coming from it, a dark voice full of mockery and scorn, calling him a traitor and a murderer and a coward, and all were true. I betrayed my people. I have murdered so many of them. And now I fly up here, paralysed, too cowardly to fly down and engage.

He had to do something, he knew that well enough, but there was so much carnage below him now, so much chaos swirling and spinning across the skies, so much rampant madness engulfing the plains that he scarcely knew where to start. What to do? How to help? Fight another dragon or two? Burn a few dozen more peasants? What difference would any of that make? What effect would it have on the outcome? The battle had changed now beyond all prior form; the titan had changed it. Eldur had changed it. With one flick of his tall black staff and the raising of the Dread, everything had changed, and Pagaloth was impotent. There seemed little point in their adding to the mindless slaughter. There has to be some other way we can help, but how? What? What else can we do?

His eyes scanned in search of allies, but he could see none of them out there anymore. Rhok, Angrar, Sir Hah’kesh, Bah’run, Adelle Kazaan, perhaps all of them were dead, and their dragons with them. Dead like An’zon. Dead like Lord Marak. Pagaloth cringed at the thought, wishing it were not so. But there could be no denying it. The great dragonlord was gone.

He had seen him enter the mountain earlier and not return. Had heard the pained roar that Garlath gave out, a roar of the sort that Neyruu had made that day Kin’rar Kroll was killed. A soul-ripping roar, so full of pain and woe. He had watched as the great dragon flapped away from the mountain as it shook and trembled, and then blew, its top shattering into a rain of rock. He had seen Graz killed, and Hapthanor with him, had lost sight of Garlath as the Dread surged forth. When next he looked to the mountain, he saw a figure exiting the door. Ulrik Marak had entered, and he had not come out.

But Eldur had, with Fireblade in his hand. And he stood there now, watching.

“We must do something to help,” Pagaloth told himself, straining to think of what it could be. He had wondered, of course, if he might attack Eldur himself, but such an act would be a form of suicide. He had no power to threaten the demigod, he knew. Lendrathor’s flame, his fangs, his claws, would have no effect. If he wanted to get this over quickly, fine, to go join the rest of his family in death, then attacking the Fire Father would be a sure way to get there. But he didn’t. He didn’t want to die. He wanted to help, still, but how? How? he thought, eyes sweeping the world, and that was when he saw it.

A strange light, far, far below, out in the east, amidst the carnage there. Among the burning rocks, the burning corpses, through the black and grey swirling smoke, it stood out. A fiery shape. A signal. A sign. He peered down at it, trying to get a better look. It looked like a double-loop, a figure of eight made from flame. He couldn’t say who was making it, or why, but it was something. Worthy of investigation, at least.

“That sign, Lendrathor,” Pagaloth cried out. “Do you see it? There! Down to the east.”

The dragon turned his head the way Pagaloth was pointing. Gave a grunt of acknowledgement.

“We have to fly to it. It might mean something. Fly closer!”

The beast hesitated, unsure. Lower meant getting closer to the Dread. Closer to the dragons still screaming and spiralling down there. It meant flying in the eyeline of Eldur Eternal. It meant death, most likely, and Lendrathor didn’t want to die.

Nor do I. None of us does. But we’re going to die anyway, eventually, so why not?

“Closer!” Pagaloth said again, more firmly. “That sign might mean something. Fly closer. Please.”

And there it was, the magic word. As ever, with Lendrathor, it paid to be polite.

The dragon gave a deep rumbling growl, as though to psyche himself up, flapped his wings and made for the east. They flew over the mountain on its northwestern side, above Eldur on his perch, enshrouded in shadow. The Dread was currently laying waste to King Amron’s host, belching up molten rivers, tearing the earth with his talons. The plains were scarred and pocked and torn like a face ravaged by some terrible plague, and lashed by a whip, and burned with hot iron for good measure. The armies were scattered, broken, spread. Spread over leagues and leagues, thinning out and dispersing. Thousands were fleeing, ants crawling away on all sides. Pagaloth could see a group of giants amassing, moving in the direction of the Dread, changing direction every time he wheeled and plunged. He could see white shapes in the east, and knew they must be moonbears, white against the black rock, the burned bodies, against the blood. He saw them in flashes, flashes through smoke. At least a couple did not appear to be moving, probably dead, killed by the Dread, most likely. Lying still amid the torn and rutted earth, lying open and broken and destroyed.

We are losing, Sir Pagaloth thought. There is nothing that can contain him, nothing that can stop him…

He shook the thought away. Focused only on the matter at hand. That fiery shape, still out there, calling them on. “Dive, Lendrathor! It is time to dive! Keep to the smoke. It will help to hide us!”

The smoke was thick in the air. It rose in black plumes and puffed in billowing clouds. It reached up in spindly grey fingers and looped in white curls. In some places, the smoke chugged from lava lakes spat out by the Dread, hundreds of metres long and thousands tall. In others it rose in wisps from thousands of burned bodies, collecting into clouds of mist. Lendrathor weaved down through these clouds, and plumes, and pillars, past circling dragons and plunging dragons, trying to stay unseen by their foe. Lower they went and lower still, the sign getting nearer all the while.

They flew at last through a heavy tower of black smog, Pagaloth closing his eyes, holding his breath, until they shot out the other side. And there, no more than a few hundred metres away now, Pagaloth saw it, the sign, blazing bright on the plains below. It was being made by a burning stick, or a spear, perhaps, with a flaming rag wrapped about its point. A man was swinging it in a great figure of eight pattern. Standing atop a rock, swinging that spear like his life depended on it.

The man seemed to spot their approach. Seemed to swing that spear in a fiercer motion than ever, looping it around and around, shouting out at the top of his voice. Then, as Pagaloth drew nearer, he threw it aside, began waving his arms across one another instead, hailing him. Pagaloth did not recognise the man, but it was hard to recognise anyone down there. Everyone seemed splashed in blood, tarred with ash, all of them black and red like the storm above them. No doubt Agarath was taking a special joy in that, painting all these northmen in his own grim colours.

But then Pagaloth saw someone he did recognise. Not because of how he looked, but what he was doing, and that was flying. There was only one person in this world who could move like that, and that person was Elyon Daecar.

He was propelling himself toward the man who’d thrown down the spear. With him was another, running hard to keep up. It looked like Jonik, Elyon’s brother, but hard to be sure. Faintly, Pagaloth could hear his name being shouted out. Could hear them calling for him to land, and he obliged them. Lendrathor rippled down, opened out his wings, swung his legs forward, landed nearby with a shuddering jolt.

Almost at once, Elyon was running over, shouting. “Pagaloth! Thank the gods you’re here! We’ve been trying to hail you!”

“What is it?” Pagaloth shouted down. “Do you need something, my lord?”

“I need you, Pagaloth! I need Lendrathor!” He pointed away to the west. “I need you to fly me above him!”

Him. Sir Pagaloth Kadosk gulped. Perhaps the madness of this battle had infected him like it had so many others. Perhaps he wasn’t entirely thinking straight. “Lendrathor is not nearly as quick as Drulgar is. Getting close will not be easy.” And very dangerous. Very, very dangerous.

“We have to try, Pagaloth. We have to try!” Elyon Daecar didn’t wait for an answer or permission to come aboard. He pulsed his wind-powered gauntlets, firing himself up to land atop Lendrathor’s back. The dragon grunted under his sudden weight, shifting his feet unhappily. Elyon looked down to the others. “Great work with the spear, Gerrin! There’ll be a lordship in this for you!”

“Not if you die, there won’t.”

“Don’t die,” the other one said. It was Jonik, Pagaloth saw clearly now. “You sure about this, Elyon? I mean, really sure?”

“Sure.” Elyon’s head flashed up and down. “As I can be, anyway. You just hold the fort for me here, Jonik. I’m gonna go off and blind a titan. Don’t wait up.”

Blind a titan. So that was his plan. Pagaloth looked back as Elyon crouched behind him, holding on to the rear of his saddle with one hand, wedging himself up among the spines. “So…”

“No time for so. We can chat on the way.” Elyon smacked a hand against Lendrathor’s flank with a crack of urgency. “Lenny, come on! We need to get going. One last flight! For guts and glory!”

Lenny. An’zon Graz had called him that. Lenny, Happy, Maddy, Sam, he’d had pithy nicknames for them all. A spike of sadness went through Pagaloth Kadosk, but he swallowed it down. A good man, An’zon, yes, but not a brave one. He had with him, now, perhaps the bravest man he’d ever known. A man so brave and bold, he wanted to try to fight the Dread all on his own.

And we must be brave as well, Pagaloth told himself. He turned forward again, met Lendrathor’s eyes, the long neck curving back to look at him. “Courage, Lendrathor,” he said, in Agarathi. “Have courage, and fly. There is no time to lose.”

The dragon snorted out a long spurt of flame, swung his neck back straight. Looking ahead, he picked his path, began walking, then running, out across the broken plains. Rock cracking. Wings flapping. All of them rising, rising away west.
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The messenger sat heavily on his horse, an arrow in his shoulder, another beneath his armpit, a third in his thigh, a fourth just beside it, all deep-lodged and bleeding badly. His lathered horse was also well peppered with shafts, the poor beast. Looked like they’d run right through an entire legion of Agarathi bowmen just to be here, and maybe they had.

“What news?” Robbert Lukar called out to him, shouting over the endless din. The messenger’s cloak showed a bare-chested knight wrestling a giant. The very macho sigil of House Strand, Robbert knew. “Have you come from Lord Styron?”

“From…from the king.” The messenger’s voice was very weak, and the man looked it. Very pale, very tired. Heavy blood loss did tend to do that. “King Daecar, I mean. He says to keep…keep pressing, my lord. To keep pressing on the mountain, he…”

Lank cut him off with an incredulous laugh. “Pressing on the mountain? Are you godsdamn bloody mad! We should be fleeing, that’s what we should be doing. By the gods, we should be fleeing him!” He pointed with a stupidly long arm to the western skies where Drulgar the Dread was currently deploying his astonishing power.

“I’m just…a messenger, sir.”

“Well your message is damn well out of date! How long ago were you sent here?”

“Some…some time ago, I’m not…I’m not sure.” He was slumping down into the saddle, slowly losing grasp of his consciousness. “It took a great effort to…to be here…”

“An effort wasted. You’ve come here for no reason. Press on the mountain?” Lothar scoffed. “Madness. Utter madness.”

Robbert agreed that pressing on the mountain wasn’t entirely possible anymore. For one, half of the men seemed to have decided to take matters into their own hands, and were doing as Lothar was saying - fleeing the other way. Much as Robbert tried to corral them back into order, and much as Lord Gullimer and his other captains were trying to do the same, it wasn’t possible. It just wasn’t. Not with the titan spreading carnage wherever he went. Robbert might gather up ten thousand of his best, arrange a stirring charge, only for the Dread to sweep by and burn, bury, or otherwise butcher them all. Even grouping men in large numbers was inadvisable. They made for bigger targets and only led to more death, so naturally, the hosts had stretched and spread, and there was no semblance of order to anything anymore, no structure, no strategy.

More or less every man for himself at this point, Robbert reflected. Thankfully, a lot of those men were still fighting. Men who seemed to realise that retreat wasn’t really an option. The Ashmount was surrounded by countless miles of open plains on all sides and there wasn’t exactly anywhere to go. Smart, that Fire Father, luring us all in. Or perhaps they were just stupid. Robbert couldn’t tell.

There was a sliding sound, then a gentle thump. Robbert looked over to see that the messenger had passed out and fallen from his saddle, landing in an ungainly heap on the ground.

“What a waste,” Lank said. “To die bringing a pointless message. Sure he’d sooner have died with steel in his hand.”

There was a lot of waste here, a lot of it. Robbert didn’t even want to begin to think of how many people were already dead. “So, you want to flee, Lothar?” His voice had bite. The tall knight turned to face him. “Well, go ahead, if that’s what you want. I’ve still got Sir Kevyn and the Dreyfords and Garrick. You go ahead and flee.”

“Flee? I’d never leave you.”

“Then stop talking about it,” Robbert snapped. “Everyone knows you’re skittish before a battle, and a brute when it begins. What happened?”

“What happened?” His finger flew out. “That happened, Robb. That.”

“So? It’s just another titan, Lothar. We’ve faced one before.”

“What, Celaph?” Lothar snorted. “She was a little bitch compared to him.”

A little bitch. Celaph. Quite the way to describe that monstrous serpent. Robbert remembered how that traitorous bastard Grimbel Croakcloak had told him that Celaph was a goddess who could walk in human form, some deity not of this world, who’d come over from another. Goddess to some. Snake titan to others. And little bitch to Sir Lothar Tunney. It actually made Robbert laugh.

“If anyone’s being a little bitch, it’s you, Lothar. You and all your whining.”

“No way. Celaph’s more of a bitch than me. She fled from Brexatron, remember, but I’m still here. I’ll talk about fleeing, but I’d never do it. Never, Robb, you know that. If anyone’s a little bitch, it’s her.”

Robbert Lukar sighed. Quite how they’d reached the point where they were comparing Sir Lothar Tunney to Celaph of the Mire, and deciding who the biggest little bitch was, he wasn’t quite sure. Now hardly seemed the time or the place, with the world teetering on the brink around them.

He took a deep breath, scanning. Ahead, he could see Sam Garrick and the Dreyfords cutting through some Agarathi peasants, see Lord Gullimer off nearby with a fewscore men fighting a small-ish mutant dragon. Further south of their position, men were doing battle in several great trenches ripped out by the Dread’s claws, where the rock was all piled and broken. Robbert could have sworn he’d seen Marian Payne out there, with Horus Buckland and the King’s Wall, though hard to be certain. He wondered about veering their way to fight with them. Every man for himself now, and all that. And Robbert wanted to see the King’s Wall in action before this day was done.

But not yet. His duty was to his own, first and foremost, and it looked like Gullimer could use some help with that dragon. Some help, most certainly, because there was a fire demon lumbering their way as well, and those were lethal buggers.

“Lothar, on me. Sir Kevyn!” The bald knight was nearby, shouting at a few fleeing men, trying to get them to stop. “Ignore them, Kevyn! It can’t be helped.” If a man was broken by fear, he was broken, that was that. No sense in wasting any time on them. “Lord Gullimer needs our help,” Robbert shouted. “Kevyn, fetch Garrick and the Dreyfords. Lothar, with me.”

He strode away, the Bull of Bolt racing off to grab the others, took about three steps before realising Lothar Tunney wasn’t following. He stopped, turned back. The lanky knight was still standing there, head turned the opposite way, staring at something.

“Lothar, damn it, there’s still more work to do. Stop daydreaming, you fool, and come with…”

And then Robbert saw it too. Saw it, and frowned, then lifted his faceplate to see better.

A light was glowing in the eastern skies.

A bright golden light, getting nearer.
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“I’m looking for the man in charge,” Saska said to the gawping soldier. “Any ideas? Or maybe you can just help me yourself?”

The young man continued to gape at her, lower jaw hanging down, eyes wide open, staring at the blade in her grasp, up at her face, back at the blade again.

“Maybe best if I put this away.” Saska smiled at the man’s state of speechless awe and slid the Heart Remade into the sheath that she’d taken from Ilith’s armoury, a sheath that fit it perfectly, as though previously made to house the weapon. Which was entirely possible, even likely, she supposed. Though she hadn’t met the demigod herself, she knew him to be a man of profound and diligent preparation. Once sheathed, the light from the blade was sufficiently doused, she hoped, to render the soldier capable of speech again. “Better? Can you please locate your tongue now?”

The man’s lower lip continued to hang down. His dull face looked at the blade, at Saska’s face, at the blade again, at Saska’s face. “You’re…you’re…”

“We both know who I am.” She didn’t have time for this. “I just need to know…”

“I’ll help you.” A young man came striding over from down a lane of rubble, fairly tall, rather burly, with red hair and freckly cheeks. He had a smile on his face, a sort of waggish, confident smile. “Be glad to help you. Name’s Jack,” he said. He put out a hand. “Jack of the Marsh.”

“Jack of the Marsh,” Saska repeated. She knew the name. “Jonik’s friend?”

“His best. Do you know him?”

“We’ve met.” She didn’t go on to describe where or when or how, but sensed this handsome Marshlander already knew. “You travelled with Jonik, through the tunnels,” she said. She’d heard all about that from Leshie, however much she knew of it, anyway. “How is it that you’re here?”

“Surplus to requirements, me and Brax.” He gestured to his friend, sitting over on a chunk of broken wall. The man gave him a frankly disgusting brown smile.

“Brown Mouth Braxton, I presume?”

“Seems your reputation precedes you, Brax,” Jack threw over his shoulder, chuckling. “Might I get your name, my lady?” His blue eyes curved playfully. “Or maybe I’ll just guess.”

“I would say your chances are good.”

“You’re the heir of Varin. Saska. Is that right?”

“I suppose I must be.” She tapped the blade at her hip. “So they keep telling me, anyway. Surplus to requirements, did you say?”

He shrugged his broad shoulders. “Came back through the tunnels a few days ago. Thought we’d wait here at the Bane for news. Nicer here than down in Bone Cavern. We were getting sick of the lack of sun, weren’t we, Brax?”

“Sick of it,” the man called over. He had a wineskin in his hand and was glugging through his lopsided mouth. “Much nicer here.”

Saska looked around the ruined fortress. Out of respect for good custom, she had decided to land just outside the broken walls and enter through an official checkpoint, such as it was, rather than simply flying to the highest still-standing tower, where she supposed the current commander would be, to get information. However, she’d still had a good look at it from afar and knew it was nothing like it used to be, once before. All heaped rubble and tunnelled-out paths between broken buildings, great swathes of tents sitting listless in sad squares, empty carts and lonely horses and scant few soldiers watching from the remaining walls.

“It’s charming,” she said.

Jack laughed. “You’re charming, I reckon. Or is that too bold of me to say?”

Saska almost blushed. If anyone was charming here, it was the rather swaggery Jack of the Marsh. “Just bold enough, I’d say.”

“That’s how I like to be, just bold enough. Isn’t that right, Brax?”

“Just bold enough,” the other confirmed, taking another swig of cheap wine.

Jack laughed again. “Of course, you’re taken, I know that. And far too good for a simple marshman like me. But a man can pay a compliment, can’t he?”

When he’s as handsome as you are, yes, Saska thought. It wouldn’t have come out quite so well from his friend, she didn’t imagine. “So, you’re not fighting, then?”

“Me? I’ve been in a few scrapes, but too far from the action now. Jonik left us underground and never came back. Some business at Blademelt. And Emeric went off on his own adventure too. Brax and I were left, holding the fort.”

“In this Bone Cavern?” Saska asked.

“That’s the one. We ruled from a place called Skullhaven. Grand fortress, made out of a skull. There are men still there, and wounded from the battle at Breakback Pass, but Brax and I needed out. So, we’re here. Rather twiddling our thumbs a bit, but not much else to be done. Too late for us to add our swords to the war, otherwise we’d be heading out there now, right Brax?”

“Right. To war!” He raised his wineskin to the air, then lowered it and drank again.

“I see.” Saska was getting the impression that Jack wanted to clarify that he wasn’t a coward. She didn’t need that clarified. She already knew he was brave, from the stories she’d heard. Like Leshie, perhaps, he’d earned a rest from all this war. My best friend and Jonik’s, too. And wouldn’t they make a pair? She smiled at him. “Well, it’s nice to meet a friendly face, anyway. This one here seems to do nothing but gawp at me.”

“Oh, that’s just because a horse kicked him in the head as a boy.” Jack threw a grin at the gawper, who had no comeback. Perhaps it was true? “So, you’re looking for information, then? About the war?”

She nodded and found herself taking a nervous breath. “If you don’t mind. I’ve come from Ilithor, but their information might be a bit out of date. I heard,” and she hesitated, “something about the Ashmount?”

Jack’s head went up and down. “The Ashmount,” he said. “That’s where it’s happening. Eldur’s there, with his armies. Our men are closing in from three sides.” He pulled a sword from his belt, began cutting at the dusty ground. Just a common sword for Jack. Not a Bladeborn, this one. “The mountain’s here.” He cut a triangle down by his feet. “They’re coming from Blademelt, from the western coast, and from Skyloft too.” He drew an ‘x’ for each location, then a dotted line toward the mountain. “Massive armies. All the strength in the north. Closing in as one.”

“All the strength?”

“All. Not something you’re going to half-arse, is it, trying to take down a demigod?”

“No, I…I suppose not.” Saska swallowed. “Has the fighting started?”

“Not sure. Maybe. Last we heard, they were all moving into position, so...possibly. What do you think, Brax?”

“Think I need a new wineskin, Jack. This one’s run dry.”

“Priorities,” Jack muttered. “About the battle, I mean.”

“It’s started,” said Brown Mouth Braxton. “Got this feeling, down in my bones.” His face went a bit grim. “And not sure it’s going so well.”

Saska drew a breath at those words, clutched at the hilt of the Heart Remade, felt the fortifying effects, the presence of the bearers, felt the divine hand of Vandar himself, guiding her along. She had that sense as well, the same sense as Brown Mouth Braxton, a sense she was needed, and needed now, a sense of urgency throbbing in the ancient steel.

“The Ashmount, then,” she said, breathing deep. She moistened her throat, that slightly loose, nervous feeling spreading out through her chest. Not quite enough to make her light-headed, but almost. She reached out a hand, hoped it wasn’t shivering. “Good to meet you, Jack. Hope to see you again. After.”

“After,” he nodded, as though it wasn’t in doubt. He took the hand, knelt, kissed the back of her steel palm. Then he stood and smiled another impish smile. “You go get ‘em, my lady. Show ‘em who’s boss.”

“I’ll do my best, Jack.”

“It’s all you can do.”

She nodded, stepped back, making room, and withdrew the Heart Remade. The gawping soldier was still gawping. Brax still sitting on his rock. Jack, standing there, the light reflected in his shining eyes. Saska raised the blade aloft, the five colours replaced by a single one - silver. It spread from its band, casting the others away, as the wind began to whip about her, spiralling in a familiar vortex. Coats flapped, a flag snapped, and Saska began to lift into the air.

“Good luck, my lady,” Jack called out to her over the wind. He raised a closed fist. “For Vandar!”

For Vandar, she thought, as she shot away south. And for you, Jack, for everyone. For every person who inhabited this broken, battered world. She would go out there and try to save it, for them.
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“Closer, Pagaloth, we must get closer!” The wind was so loud he could barely hear his own voice. “I cannot jump from here! It’s too far! Get me closer!”

The Dread was flying beneath them, taking a short break, it seemed, between bouts of destruction. Just soaring along, happy as anything, over the bubbling lava pools, the ripped, torn earth, the teeming, tangled sprawl of corpses, men and monsters and mounts all, that spread out for miles from the base of the mountain. Killing, no doubt, was exhausting work, and this break was very well earned.

Elyon’s lips drew back. “Closer, Pagaloth,” he shouted again. He hated this creature. Hated it from the very depths of his being. A hate that far outweighed his fear. “This is our chance, while he’s flying slowly! It might be the only chance we get! Closer!”

He saw Pagaloth nodding, harnessed in his saddle, heard him shout out urging words to his dragon as Lendrathor pumped his wings. They were currently hundreds of metres above the Dread, perhaps four hundred or more, flying over the tail, and much too far away. If Elyon were to jump from this height, the beast would have whooshed past by the time he got down there. They had to be closer, much closer than this, no more than a hundred yards above him, and fifty would be better, twenty better than that, and right over his back.

“Come on, Pagaloth! We are losing ground!”

“He is trying, my lord, he is trying,” Pagaloth called back. “But he is tired from the fighting and has little energy to spare. Your extra weight…”

“Tell him to use it up, all of it up! One last push! I need to get down there, now!”

“I will tell him, my lord. I will try.” And Pagaloth cried out again, urging, begging, cajoling Lendrathor to go faster, faster. Elyon could do nothing but crouch down and wait. Wait for his chance, but it did not seem forthcoming. Even cruising at such a relaxed, serene pace, the titan was astonishingly quick. Like a giant strolling along while a toddler races to catch up. “He will exhaust himself if he continues at this speed,” the dragonknight shouted. “It is no use, my lord, we must find another way.”

“There is no other way, damnit!”

“We must wait for him to turn. We must intercept him, my lord!”

Intercept him. There would be a great deal of luck involved in that. A lot of luck and a lot of guesswork and a lot of timing, but perhaps it was worth a shot. “Fine. Fine. We’ll try it your way!”

Lendrathor slowed, his wings calming from a wild thump to a moderate pulse, and at once Drulgar pulled away, like some great enormous fish outrunning a chasing boat. They’d pulled down their sails and the beast was gone, swimming off through the smoky, ash-filled air, racing past his squawking minions.

“We will let him rest a moment and fly higher,” Pagaloth said, no longer having to shout so loud.

“Higher?” Elyon asked.

A nod from the dragonknight. “It will let him gain speed, my lord, on the descent. We will watch Drulgar’s pattern of flight and then plunge down to intercept him. But you must be ready. We will likely come at an angle, and… hold on, my lord!”

Lendrathor swung suddenly to the side, flapping away from the jaws of an onrushing dragon that came surging up at them from below. The prince gripped tight, and just in time, clutching an arm around a spine to steady himself. The wind roared again, blaring all about them. Elyon glanced back, saw the demonic dragon in pursuit, a big beast and damn quick too.

“Bugger off, we’re busy!” he screamed out at it. Clinging to that spine, he reached back with his other hand and shot a propulsive wind blast right into the dragon’s hideous face. It caught him slightly to the side, knocking his head that way, the body following, veering off a bit and losing ground.

Pagaloth was shouting out in Agarathi. Lendrathor began flying up in a sharp ascent. The beast followed, undeterred, pumping wide wings and screaming a tortured scream. Elyon cringed against it. Gods he hated that sound. Like a fork on a dinner plate, only a hundred times worse.

“Shut up!” he shouted over the noise. “Shut up and leave us alone!” He blasted at it again, and again, and again, peppering the demented dragon with wind, but it had little effect. How he longed for the Windblade now. How he missed it, that awesome power. Another blast, another, both of them ineffectual. “I can’t hold him off, Pagaloth,” he roared. “He…”

And then another dragon came shrieking out from the fume, and another behind it, bursting through a cloud of smoke. “Hold on!” Pagaloth cried, and this time, Elyon really had to. He hunkered down and clutched on hard as Lendrathor began spinning, rolling, ducking and diving through the air, sharp turns left and hard turns right, sudden dizzying climbs right up toward the red black storm. Elyon Daecar was used to flight, but never when out of control. He didn’t much like it, he had to admit. Just clinging on like that, clutching at spine and saddle, powerless to do anything but hope it went well.

“My lord, we must go in! We cannot outrun them here!”

In? He couldn’t mean…surely he couldn’t mean…

But he did. And he didn’t wait for Elyon’s response. The prince was just a passenger now and had no say in the matter.

“It will be loud, my lord, and dark! Hold your eyes tight! Hold them tight or it will blind you!”

It’ll do what now? Blind me? I’m the one meant to be doing the blinding… “How?” he cried. “How would it…”

“Just keep them closed! Do as I say! Do as I say and pray you survive!”

Survive? So death was on the table now, too? Elyon had no means to stop it, no way to argue against it, no time to consider it. He glanced back, saw the three dragons chasing, glanced up, saw the red-black storm nearing. A storm that had remained at a merciful distance while they were down on the ground. A storm Elyon Daecar had no intention of seeing any closer, and yet now it was there, right there ahead of him, boiling and bubbling and thundering and snapping and he was about to plunge right into it.

“Hold on, my lord! Hold on!” Pagaloth cried.

Elyon squeezed his eyes shut, held on tight, his heart thumping wildly as the storm swallowed them whole. He felt a terrible, burning, excruciating blackness sweep right over him like a wave. His guts pulled and tightened and twisted inside him, demonic laughter exploded in his head. He retched, chest heaving, spitting up into the inside of his helm. He could not swallow, could not breathe. He felt his skin crawl as though home to a colony of flaming ants, not on his skin, but under it, crawling through his flesh, nipping and biting. He wanted to scream but there was no air in his lungs. He wanted to die just to make it all end. His spine snapped rigid, his muscles were aflame, it felt like someone had their hands on either side of his head, trying to turn it, break it, twist it all the way around. Forces of weight beyond his comprehension were pressing against him, on top and inside, crushing him, ripping him, pulling him apart at the very seams. His mouth was open in a silent scream, jaw locking, ears bleeding, red rushing from his nose. Snapping, crackling, buzzing sounds raced through the air around him. Thinly, faintly, he could hear Pagaloth calling out, but to him, to Lendrathor, to Agarath himself, he couldn’t say. Other voices, too. A great blur within his head, crying out beneath the demon laughter. Hundreds of them, thousands, millions of voices all screaming in endless woe. Elyon Daecar, like many others, no doubt, had thought that fighting down on that battlefield had been hell. But he was wrong. So very wrong.

So very, very wrong….

How long it lasted, he did not know. But all of a sudden, he heard a voice, clearly now, shouting back at him. “My lord…my lord? Elyon, can you hear me?”

He groaned, body loose and wobbly, head swaying on his untensed neck. His eyes began to flicker, cracks of light piercing the void. The hot wind was rushing over him. He could swallow and breathe again.

“You can open your eyes, my lord. We are free of it now, the storm.”

Elyon eased back to consciousness. One arm was still clutched weakly around a dorsal spine and seemed to be the only thing that kept him from falling. He felt cold all over, was shivering in violent tremors. Could smell the vomit in his visor, sloshing about. The stink of steaming sulphur rising all around him.

“Are you well, my lord? Can you speak?”

He tried, failed, lifted a hand to raise his faceplate, letting the spew drain out from his slack, gaping mouth. He spat out more, splattering the side of Lendrathor’s flank, sucked a breath and another right after.

“Take a moment, my lord. Take a moment to breathe. It is an ordeal in there for me. For you…for you it must be…”

“Hell,” Elyon croaked, only now finding his voice. “It is…hell, Pagaloth. I will not thank you…for the visit.”

He heard the dragonknight laugh. “A short visit only, my lord. We were in there for twenty seconds.”

Twenty? He could not believe it. It had felt like hours, days, weeks. If he had a mirror handy, he would expect to see an old man looking back at him. An old man with hollow eyes. Broken. Haunted. He swallowed again, regaining some control over his senses. Gradually, the sights and sounds of the world were starting to reemerge, like he’d been drowning in an ocean of dark screaming water and was only now struggling to get his head above the surface. But twenty?

“Just…twenty?” he croaked.

“About that, my lord, yes. Just long enough to lose our pursuers, but they may return.” Pagaloth’s eyes flicked around. Up at the storm and then down at the plains, searching for them. He paused, then, and stared northward. “Drulgar is there, my lord.” Another pause. “Do you still wish to…”

“Yes.” Elyon sucked a deep breath, blew it out. Sucked in and out, in and out, doing what he could to regather himself. “Yes. That’s why we’re here, Pagaloth.” He looked out, saw the huge dark shape moving north of the mountain, far beneath them, a blur through smoke. “I am ready,” he said, not sounding ready at all. Or feeling it. But he’d be ready when he had to. “Go, Pagaloth. We must.”

The dragonknight hesitated. Yet another pause. He was making his feelings perfectly clear with those pauses. “You are certain, Elyon? You sound…”

Tired? Exhausted? Sick to my very bones? Frightened, maybe, just a little bit terrified? He probably sounded all of those things, and as well he should. He’s just flown through the spirit of Agarath, after all, the very essence of his ageless evil. Of course he was going to sound a little off. “I’m certain,” he murmured. “Just go, Pagaloth. I’ll feel better when we go lower. Just get me away from this storm.”

“Yes, of course. As you say, my lord.”

Pagaloth gave the order. With some reluctance, Lendrathor flapped his wings toward the north. They were above the mountain, beneath the storm, caught between the All-Father above and the Fire Father below. Elyon could see him there, through wisps of smoky air, still watching from his perch outside that dark door, contained with his shroud of shadow. It seemed to him that the demigod was looking east…east, where a queer light was suffusing the sky, almost like the sun was rising, but that wasn’t possible.

It was daytime still, wasn’t it? Dim, yes and gloomy under the storm, but a long way from dusk still, and longer yet from the dawn…

But there was no time to consider that now. Elyon had only moments to get himself ready. He flexed his legs, trying to get the blood moving, slammed a hand against his chest, swung his head from side to side. The cold haunted feeling was still deep in his bones, but his senses were sharpening again now, sight and smell and hearing. He went into a crouch, holding one hand onto the saddle-back, ready to leap off when the moment came. In no time at all, the Ashmount was behind them, the Dread ahead, wheeling from north to east as well, as though facing that spreading light.

It was time. They were in position. “Now, Pagaloth,” Elyon called out. If they plunged now, he would have his chance. “Tell Lendrathor to dive. I am ready! Dive!”

“But, my lord…that light…”

“Now, I said! Now!”

And Lendrathor tucked his wings into a tight swift plunge as they went whistling down through the smoking skies. Elyon held on, his blue cloak whipping, the wind roaring, the Dread nearing. The massive body was swinging around straight now, a deafening roar erupting from his warship-sized head as though calling out some challenge. Elyon glanced east, wondering, but it was too late now.

Three hundred metres distant.

Two-fifty.

Two.

The Dread was right ahead, that flying colossus, half a mile above the battlefield, racing by below them. The air rang and shivered to the sound of his roar. They came up above his right wing, and Lendrathor made a sharp turn, moving diagonally across the titan. Just a hundred metres up now and closing fast. They were timing it just right. The back was right beneath them. That forest of spines, tall as trees, black and red-veined, steaming rifts among them.

“Wait, my lord,” cried Pagaloth, “don’t…”

But Elyon was already gone, thrusting himself up in a powerful leap. Whatever Pagaloth was about to say was lost as Lendrathor flew on, and Elyon was all alone in midair now, aiming his body down toward the Dread, legs up, arms out to his sides, ready to fire himself forward. One good blast was all he needed, and…

He never got the chance.

Something came crashing into him from nowhere. Something mad and monstrous roaring as it passed. Elyon never saw it coming. The impact was like being struck by a charging broadback, only harder, faster, ten times as fierce. It smashed right into his side and sent him spinning chaotically through the air. In an instant, the Dread was gone, rushing by beneath him, and he was plummeting down through his ashen wake, coughing, gasping, trying to stay conscious as his head rang and his sight blurred, everything turning to colours and shapes around him. The smoke got through his visor and stung at his eyes. He blinked, fought for breath, flailed wildly with his arms, pulsing out with his gauntlets and boots to try to stabilise. But it wasn’t working. He was in an uncontrolled spin and the ground was rushing up fast. He caught glimpses of the broken plains, the black sky, dragons slithering and snapping through the air. The Dread, soaring east. Toward that glow, growing brighter…

There was a great roar out there, and another cry to meet it. A high-pitched, piercing call that momentarily overwhelmed all other sound. And with it came a blast of light. A light so bright and blinding that for a moment, all the world was white and gold, dazzling from stone to sky, so bright that even the storm of Agarath seemed to draw back and shrivel away.

There was a savage pealing in Elyon’s head. He was tumbling down through that golden void. Spinning, blinded, the plains rushing up below.

Trying to regain control.

Trying.

Trying…
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Shit, shit! Where is he? Shit!

Jonik couldn’t see a thing. The whole world had been splashed in sudden bright light like someone had tossed it with a bucket of white-gold paint. He squeezed his eyes shut, opened them wide, shut them, wiped at them, trying to see a godsdamned thing. There was a high ringing that came with it, as though the light itself was screaming right at him, right there in his ears, both ears at once and echoing inside his very skull.

He cringed and flung his head side to side as though trying to physically dislodge it, but mercifully, it didn’t last long. A few drawn-out moments, and the sights and sounds of the world began to reemerge. Like he’d had his head dunked underwater and back up into open air. He snatched a breath, saw shapes take form, outlines at first, then growing in clarity; men, rocks, corpses and such as littered the ground about him. Shouts and cries rose out of that ringing as it started to fade away. The light drew back, like a quick-moving tide, and the battlefield returned, the smoking skies and thundering mountain. Jonik saw Gerrin standing there with him, his eyes looking east. He turned that way, too.

And his mouth fell open.

Far away, an enormous, golden, light-drenched eagle was ripping at the black mass of the Dread, tearing bloody gouges at him with its scything talons, shrieking its piercing cry. The dragon was reeling, still blinded by the light, twisting in flight to escape it, plummeting hard toward the ground.

“Calacan,” Gerrin said. “Nice of him to join us.”

Nice, yes, but Jonik had other things on his mind. He was looking west already, searching for his brother. He’d seen him fall just moments ago, and then the light had blinded him and now…now…

There! There! And he saw him. There! Maybe two hundred metres from the ground and falling fast, little puffs of air firing from him in all directions, trying to slow. It didn’t seem to be working.

“Gerrin, with me!” Jonik sprang away, leaping over rocks and boulders, scattered stone, over men lying dead, men lying wounded, past slack-jawed men staring out to the east. He leapt across a series of scars torn into the earth by the Dread, each many metres wide, reached a section of open ground, sprinting, sprinting…

But he was never going to make it.

Not even close.

Eighty strides away, still, and he saw his brother crash down hard in a puff of dust, felt the tremor run through the ground from the impact. Only a second or two later, a second tremor followed, about a thousand times as violent, shaking the earth to its core, causing rocks to leap and rattle, dead bodies to bounce.

Jonik stumbled, glanced left. The Dread’s enormous body had crashed down a mile or so away, the Eagle of Aramatia still clawing at him with savage intent. A towering pillar of broken rock and ash was flung to the air, and he heard the boom, a few moments later, saw the wave of pulverised rock spinning outward, swallowing up the men still fleeing, the men still fighting, crashing and roaring in every direction.

A hot wind flew ahead of it, bringing with it a cloaking veil of choking ash. The world went suddenly grey and brown. Jonik kept going, racing hard to where he’d seen Elyon land, to where that small plume of dust was rising in the shroud. Saw him there, lying in a little crater, the plains cracked out like a spiderweb around him…

“Elyon!”

He flew right down to his knees beside him. His brother lay as though sleeping, on his back with limbs outstretched, none of them twisted or snapped out at awkward angles. His armour looked mostly intact. A heavy dent on his right pauldron, from the impact, maybe, a thin breach at the side of his backplate, helm dented too, but not caved in. Jonik flipped up his visor to look into his face, saw that his mouth was bloody, bottom lip cut, eyes closed and strangely peaceful.

Fear tore through him. Sometimes death could look peaceful.

“Elyon? Elyon? Can you hear me, Elyon?”

He leaned in, turned his head, listened for breathing. A terrifying moment as the air didn’t stir, then he felt the breath on his cheek, soft but steady. “He’s alive,” he said, knowing Gerrin was there behind him. He vented a relieved breath. “We need to check him for injuries. Doesn’t look like he’s broken his legs or arms, but the neck, Gerrin. I’m worried about…”

“Jonik. Best draw your sword.” There was a significant pause. “We’re about to have company.”

Jonik’s eyes edged up. A large shape was coming down through the ashy skies; a massive dragon landing with a great shaking thump, causing the earth to tremble underfoot. Jonik stood, drew Mother’s Mercy from its sheath.

“It’s Malathar,” Gerrin said.

Jonik nodded. Malathar. Not a dragon he had seen before, but he’d heard plenty enough to know him. He was a brute, huge, thick-winged and heavy, bulbous in the chest, short in the neck, a lumbering, twitching, snorting monstrosity so called now Malathar the Monstrous. Between his shoulders, small in his saddle, sat the dragonlord Vargo Ven, smiling cruelly.

“It was you,” Jonik hissed at him. “You knocked Elyon from the sky.”

Vargo Ven surveyed the two men, saw the prince lying insensate before them. “This has nothing to do with you, boy. Step aside.”

“I’m his brother.” Jonik did not take a step aside. He took a step ahead, and another, and another, moving in front of his brother. Gerrin came with him, the pair standing side by side. Together, as they’d always been. From the start to the very end, Jonik thought, glancing across at the faithful old man.

“His brother, yes. The bastard,” Ven sneered. There was a raggedness to his voice. Like he’d spent a lot of time screaming. Dark rings beneath his eyes. Like he hadn’t slept in weeks. “I’ve heard of you.”

“And I you. None of it good.”

“Good? Speaks the Ghost of the Shadowfort.”

“An old name,” Jonik dismissed. He caught movement coming from the right of Vargo Ven. A shape approaching, silent, through the shroud. “That isn’t who I am anymore.”

He allowed some light to glow from his breastplate, light absorbed from the coming of Calacan. Vargo Ven lifted a hand to shield his eyes as the glow was cast across his pallid face.

The figure was still approaching, unseen, from Ven’s right. Jonik kept the light shining a few moments longer, distracting both dragonlord and dragon. He could tell from the shape of the man who it was. And he wasn’t alone, either.

“A pretty trick,” Ven said. “But a trick only. It will save you no more than it will the eagle. Drulgar will destroy him. As I will, you.”

“That so?” asked Gerrin. “I’d doubt it, myself.”

“And who is this old fool who dares to speak to Vargo Ven?”

“Nobody much. And not so daring, you ask me. Vargo Ven?” And Gerrin gave a disdainful laugh. “He’s a coward, everyone knows it. Reckon you’ll be proving it in a moment or two.”

“Proving it? Against you?” Now it was Ven’s turn to bark out laughter. “An old man and a bastard. What could I fear against the likes of…”

“At last,” said a voice.

The eyes of Vargo Ven popped wide open. Stared forward a moment, as though too terrified to turn.

“You see,” Gerrin purred. “Coward.”

And Vargo Ven looked to his right.

Borrus Kanabar stood there with a big hungry smile on his face, Red Wrath dripping blood in his grasp. He looked truly demonic, all coated in guts and gore, his faceplate raised, face splashed bloody, white smile and white eyes gleaming with anticipatory glee.

“You,” Vargo Ven squeaked.

“Me,” said Kanabar. He licked his bloody lips. “Your doom, Ven. You’re mine at last.”

“No…”

“Yes.” And the Lord of Rivers flew forward.

Now Jonik had fought Borrus Kanabar before, had trained with him when they first sailed together on Invincible Iris, had seen him in battle more than once. But never like this. It was a burst of Rushform so astonishingly quick that even he barely saw the man move. One moment he was a dozen metres distant from the dragon and the next he was there, pulsing up off the rock and soaring up, up, up into the air, bringing Red Wrath down in an arc so fearsome it hacked clean through Malathar the Monstrous’s right wing arm, through thick plate and dense muscle and granite-hard bone, all the way through and out the other side with a fine mist of red-black blood.

Borrus landed on the earth with a crack, dashed back in a flash. It all happened in an instant. So quick that Vargo Ven himself seemed oblivious to the strike. “Fly,” he roared. “Malathar, fly!” Spittle spraying from his lips. “Fly, you damned oaf, fly!”

But Malathar couldn’t fly. All he could do was scream. A crazed, delayed, shrieking scream that had Ven’s eyes all but bursting from his skull. There was a sharp cracking sound as Malathar lifted his right wing, the bone parting like a pair of double doors, and the dragon only screamed the louder, the webbing ripping like sailcloth, torn apart by falling masts. He tried to pump his left wing, but without the twin, he was done.

And Borrus Kanabar knew it. “I got you, Ven! After all this time, I finally got you!”

Ven’s eyes were more or less outside of his skull by this point. He stared at Borrus like he was staring at the devil himself, and then his eyes flicked left, saw Mooton Blackshaw step forward, eyes flicked right, saw Sir Torvyn approaching as well. Mooton shifted his bulk ahead a stride and hefted his misting greataxe. “Let’s butcher him, Barrel. We’ll butcher him together.”

“Yes! This I like! Butchering is the Butcher’s favourite thing!” The sellsword came up to join them, the distinguishing feature of his torn and tattered red cloak rendered no more distinguished than any other cloak now, with everyone so thoroughly splashed and covered in blood. His brother, the Baker, followed behind him, flashing his absurd white smile, particularly absurd with all that blood around it, the Tigress with him, stalking, hissing. “We will all butcher him together!” the Butcher shouted, swishing his blade. “The Butcher will teach you how it is done, this butchering! He is the greatest at butchering in all the…”

“Spit on you, sellsword,” snorted Mooton. “If anyone’s going to do any butchering here, it’ll be…”

“Me,” said Borrus Kanabar. He stepped forward, ahead of the rest of them. “Stand back, all of you. He is mine, and mine alone.”

Jonik was not going to stand back, or stand forward, or stand aside, or anything else. He would stay where he was, right in front of his brother, guarding him with his life if he had to. Borrus looked over at him, seemed to notice Elyon lying in that crater, seemed to understand what had happened. Maybe he’d seen him fall as well. Maybe that was what had drawn him here.

Borrus paced ahead of them all until he stood alone. “You and me, Ven, how about it? Let’s finish it at last. This little dance of ours has gone on long en…”

Malathar didn’t let him finish. He’d been nice enough to let them talk for a moment, but the niceness of dragons had its limits. Blood spurting from his broken wing, he charged, roaring. A great heavy lumbering gait, as Vargo Ven shrieked wordlessly atop him. Probably telling him to run the other direction, away from Borrus Kanabar, but the Monstrous had other ideas. Not such a coward as his rider, clearly. He closed the space, roaring, snorting, snapping out with his slavering maw. Borrus stood there, waiting for him. Stood like he was nothing. He looked almost bored.

Then the dragon’s jaws snapped shut, on nothing but air. Because Borrus Kanabar was no longer present. Shifting sideways at the last second, he ghosted right up to the dragon’s ear. “Here, beastie,” he said, with a murderous grin. “Take this.” And Red Wrath swung again, this time cutting down at the side of Malathar’s bulging neck with a mighty hack, splitting scale and bloody meat into an enormous, yawning pink gash.

Malathar squealed and thrashed, trying to trample the man, but Borrus was something else, now, something Jonik had never seen. He only gawped, blinking, as the Lord of Rivers whooshed and cut, leapt and slashed, hacked and brutalised the monstrous beast. “For my father!” he raged as he hacked at a leg. “For Rikkard!” he thundered, as he thrust into the flank. “For Lancel, for Barnibus, for Tomos,” he boomed, as he cut through the meat of the tail. “For all of them!” Hack. “Everyone you’ve killed!” Slash. “Die, Monster!” Hack, slash, cut. “Die!” Borrus bellowed. “DIE!”

Malathar had no answer for him. He never even landed a blow. He flailed, squealing, flopping up and down, blood spewing from a dozen deep wounds. Each new one rendered him even less capable of fighting back, and with flight off the table, he could only squirm along the floor. Jonik had heard of his father’s performance at the Burning Rock, how he’d dismantled the dragon Vallath, but this can’t have been far off. A dragonkilling for the ages, he thought, amazed. If there’s anyone left to sing the songs…

The duel, if it could be called a duel, ended in ignominy for Malathar the Monstrous. Ended with him dragging himself away with his one good arm, kicking off the floor with his one good leg, his thick tail hacked and hanging off the back of him, oozing along like some enormous black-gold slug, leaving a trail of blood behind instead of slime.

Borrus stood there, watching him go. “Moot,” he said, barely even out of breath. The big man came up to him, looking at him in a mild state of awe. “Go ahead and fetch down our friend. I want to give him a kiss goodbye.”

“And Malathar?” Mooton said. “You’re just going to let him leave?”

“He’s dead, Moot. Just dying slow. Let him take his time over it. As much as he needs.”

“You always were generous, Borrus.” Mooton smiled and stalked off to fetch the dragonlord down.

Borrus turned, walked over to Jonik, slammed a hand on his shoulder with a clang. “I saw it all.” He was referring to Elyon, Jonik guessed. Saw Malathar hit him. Saw him fall from the sky. He turned his gaze on the cratered prince. “How is he?”

“Alive.”

“That’s a good start, always.”

But only a start. They went over to him, kneeling down. Gerrin was already there, doing some checks. He’d taken his gauntlets off and was feeling gently at Elyon’s neck for breaks, sliding his hands down under his gorget, gently touching at the back of his head.

“Well?” Jonik asked, fearing the answer.

Gerrin took a second longer to confirm something, then looked up. “Seems all right. Can’t feel a break or anything.”

Jonik sighed out, nice and slow. “Good,” he breathed. “Good. So…he just got knocked out, do you think?”

Could he be that lucky? Gerrin thought so. “I’m guessing he managed to slow his landing just in time. Probably saved his life.” He looked him over once more. “Might be he broke a bone or damaged something in there we can’t see. We’ll only know once he wakes up, or get him out of his armour to check him.”

“Not here,” Jonik said. The midst of a battlefield was hardly the place. “We need to get him someplace safe. Or…safer,” he amended. It didn’t need to be said that nowhere was safe out here.

“Back to camp would be best,” said Gerrin.

Jonik agreed. It was miles from the battlefield, and there would be physicians there who could tend to him. “We need Snowmane. Or another horse to carry him.” He looked around, searching through the fog. Silty as their air currently was, their world had been reduced to this patch of plain a hundred or so metres across, the mountain just a faint shadow looming over them, the warring titans unseen to the south. Jonik perceived a fearsome battle out there, heard the thumping of wings to suggest that Drulgar was once again taking flight. There were light flashes in the grey gloom. Seemed to Jonik like Drulgar was fleeing up again, into the storm. Back up into the cradle of his master.

The misty air was starting to settle a bit, but would take a little longer to properly clear. Through it, Mooton was returning now, his cousin Torvyn at his side, the squirming, squealing, shrieking figure of Vargo Ven held in the big man’s grasp. He had his great paw around the scruff of his neck, clutching at his golden cape like a mother cat carrying a kitten. Holding Ven out as he kicked and screamed and laughing at him all the while.

“Here, Barrel, found this over there on a dying dragon.” He threw Vargo Ven down into the dirt, where he landed in an inglorious heap. “Reckon you know him.”

“That face rings a bell.” Borrus walked over in a taunting stride. “So how do you want it, Vargo? Quick death or slow?”

The man couldn’t form words. He was a blubbering, weeping, slobbering mess.

“Sounds like he’s trying to say slow to me,” said Mooton. He reached down, picked the man up again by the scruff of his neck, lifting him high off his feet. “Slow, is it? You saying slow?” He shook Ven like a master puppeteer, fierce enough to get his head wobbling up and down, like he was nodding, “See. He agrees. Slow. Just how he likes it.”

“My father’s end was slow.” Borrus’s voice had gone dangerous now. “Nice and slow, isn’t that right, Vargo? Same as Sir Solomon. And Sir Barnibus, too. We’ll give you the same courtesy, how about that?”

“Borrus, I understand your desire for vengeance, but time is not our ally.” As ever, Sir Torvyn the Returned was the voice of reason. “I would suggest you make it quick and get it done. Men are dying, Borrus. Our men. Every moment spent toying with this dragonlord is another man falling to fang and flame.”

“Torv, come on,” said Mooton, disappointed. “Don’t go spoiling the fun.”

“I am not spoiling anything. Only reminding Borrus of his obligations.” He looked at the Lord of Rivers again. “Take his head, Borrus, as he took your father’s. Or throw him into that pit of lava, if you prefer.” He gestured to a bubbling swamp of it nearby. “But whatever it is, do it quickly. We do not have time to…”

“Wait.”

The voice was hardly more than a croak. Everyone turned around and saw Elyon struggling up to his feet, putting his hands to his knees, taking a few deep breaths.

“I want to see this too.”

Jonik was quite amazed. “You’re awake.”

“Seems like it.” Elyon took another long breath, coughed a bit, then staggered over to the others. “So…guess I missed a few things.”

“A bloody execution is what you missed,” said Mooton. “Borrus cut up Malathar like he was carving a cake, the damned brute. Best dragonkilling I ever saw!”

“He is Malathar the Mutilated now,” put in the Butcher, with his torn-up smile. “An impressive kill, even the Butcher thinks this. And I know something about butchery.”

Elyon hocked up a load of bloody, black mucus, spat it out at the ground near Vargo Ven. He winced against some pain in his right shoulder, rolled it in its socket, eyes moving to the lights, flashing through the fog, to the shapes appearing now as it thinned, one enormous, another even more enormous, flapping up in a steep ascent. “Calacan,” Elyon whispered.

“Aye,” said Gerrin. “That’d be him.”

They all stood watching the pair, such as they could from here, watching the Dread slide up past the top of the mountain, thrash up into the storm. Calacan pursued him all the way, no more than a quarter or third his size, flashing light with each flap of his wings, trying to tear at him with his talons, but the dragon managed to evade him.

Elyon visibly swallowed as he saw the Dread vanish into the clouds. “Rather him than me,” he murmured.

“Well, let’s get this done,” Borrus said. “We’ll do it together, Elyon. For my father, and your uncle.”

Elyon was still staring at the storm. A bit of a haunted look in his eye that made Jonik wonder if he’d been inside it.

“Elyon,” Borrus prompted. “Together, yes? You and me?”

The prince tugged his eyes from the storm, looked over at Borrus, as though he’d barely heard him, then gave a nod to confirm he had. His blade came out with a soft scrape of steel, and the pair moved to stand on either side of Vargo Ven, curled up on the ground in a puddle of spreading piss. Something more solid also seemed to have squeezed out to judge the faecal stink in the air.

Borrus started down at him, shaking his head. “Thought you’d go out this way, Ven. Pissing and shitting yourself. It’s very you.” He snorted, contemptuous. “Any last words?”

The forming of words seemed beyond the man now. He only wheezed, and whined, and whimpered on the floor, unable to even make eye contact. Just lay there curled up, clutching his knees, rocking back and forth in his own stinking filth. Jonik imagined that Malathar had bled out by now. Half his soul has gone dark. Death would be a mercy.

“Guess he’s got nothing to say,” Borrus said, looking equal parts disappointed and disgusted. He shared a look with Elyon, gave a small nod; they lifted their blades, points down. “For my father,” said Borrus Kanabar.

“For my uncle,” said Elyon Daecar.

“For all of them,” rumbled Mooton Blackshaw.

And the blades thrust down.

It was a quick death, quick and painless and better than Ven deserved. Red Wrath pierced his heart. Elyon’s longsword drove through his neck. The dragonlord jerked, just once, and went still. A short silence filled the air.

“Well, that’s done,” Borrus murmured. All the thrill seemed to leech out of him now, all that grinning menace Jonik had seen before he’d laid waste to Malathar the Monstrous. Such a thing did happen when a man finally got his vengeance. No trumpets. No fanfare. Just a bit of an empty feeling. “Good to get it done, before the end.”

“End?” said Sir Torvyn.

“End,” Borrus nodded, dour. His eyes moved to the tempest above them, the shapes thinly seen through the gloom. “That eagle had one chance, and he missed it. When Drulgar comes back out…” He gave a weary sigh. “We’re finished, I reckon. There’s nothing that can kill that thing.”

“There is,” Elyon said. “There’s one thing, Borrus.” He smiled weakly at the big man, and the big man managed to smile back.

“What was that your father said? Elyon Daecar, and his great capacity for hope?”

The prince shrugged, winced again, rolled his right shoulder in its socket. He gave a glance to the northern skies, frowning in a moment of doubt. Then his eyes hardened and rose up to the mountain.

“Hope is all we have.”
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“You survived,” said Emeric Manfrey, coughing through the fetid dust. He put a hand on the old man’s shoulder, gave it a shake. “Damn glad to see you, Tamber. I thought I was the only one.”

“We’re the lucky ones, I guess.”

“The others? Sir Karter? Buck? Are they…”

“Dead,” said Sir Tamber Rickson grimly. “Can’t be sure, but…think they’re crushed, Emeric. Gone.”

Gone. Gone like so many others. A thousand, gone, maybe more, just like that, when the Dread came crashing down atop them.

How Emeric survived it, he hardly knew. Men had been blinking against that blinding light, some cheering out for Calacan. A flicker of hope that had quickly turned to horror as they saw the Dread plummet down like a meteor. Then the panic began. Men started screaming, running and shoving in every direction. Someone had come bashing into Emeric in all that chaos, knocking him over, and he’d gotten wedged down between some rocks, slipping into a shallow cleft carved out earlier by Drulgar’s claws. No sooner had he fallen than the entire world went dark, exploding under ten thousand tons of dragon. Emeric, in his hole, had been pressed down under rocks, but somehow survived. After that, it was just a matter of clambering out, staggering about, trying to breathe, trying to see. Then a shadow had come out of the shroud, and that shadow was Sir Tamber Rickson.

They stood now, eyes tight against the swirling, stinging dust, trying to work out which way to go. They needed a landmark so they knew where they were. The only viable one was the Ashmount. Emeric turned around, searching for it. No sign. No sign at all.

“I can’t see it,” he said.

“Nor me,” put in Rickson. “Can’t hardly see the tip of my own nose, Emeric. Fat chance of spotting much else.”

It was even worse than the ash cloud Emeric had been swallowed up by earlier, if that was possible. A world of shadows and dust and moaning sounds in the fog. He looked around, all the way around again, but everything looked the same. Visibility was currently reduced to about five feet. A thicker, ranker, more choking fog he’d never had the displeasure of knowing.

“This way,” he said.

“Why that way?”

“Why not? When it’s all the same, there’s no right or wrong answer.”

“Fair logic,” the old knight admitted, and they ventured on through the eerie landscape.

Every stride, every clamber over every crumbled rock exposed them to another horrific corpse. Some soldiers had been crushed so badly they were entirely splattered across the ground, unrecognisable as men. Limbs lay scattered and torn off among the rubble, arms and legs and even heads, faces staring up, wide-eyed, grimacing in death. Men in godsteel armour had not been spared, not against such a colossal weight. The armour had been crushed, breached, bulging masses of ragged red flesh bursting out through the broken plate. Emeric averted his eyes, tried not to look at them. There were horses crushed here too, and camels, and cats and wolves. And even…

…and even a moonbear.

Emeric stopped, unable for a moment to process what he was seeing. The huge white corpse, big as a toppled siege tower, lying broken among the rocks. The crystal armour, shattered and rent. Several huge puncture wounds pierced the moonbear’s trunk, cut through by Drulgar’s spines. The body was squashed and flattened grotesquely, the head twisted back from the neck, the lower jaw snapped sideways, tongue lolling out. Emeric saw the spine bursting out through the flesh of the back. There was blood everywhere. A blood that seemed to glitter with magic, rising almost like the mists of godsteel.

“It’s Tathranor,” Sir Tamber murmured, standing beside him.

Emeric nodded sadly. He had realised that already. He could tell by the eye, cut by Kamcho’s claws. Tell by the bulk of the beast. He stood there, silent, struck by a sense of shock. Stood there remembering Tathranor as he had been. Remembered him at the Battle of Bloodriver, magnificent, with Lord Timor Ballantris on his back. Remembered him in the tunnel, walking so close he could touch him, remembered the primal fear he’d felt when he’d tried to calm him, and then fought him. A more dangerous, fearsome creature he’d never faced, and yet here he was, crushed like the rest of them.

He gave a deep sigh. All fall beneath the shadow of the Dread.

“Sad sight,” old Tamber murmured. “Real sad. Seeing such an animal this way.”

“He’s more than just an animal.” Emeric felt strangely emotional.

“Affecting,” Tamber said. “Hard to explain it. I feel…real low.”

“It’s the light, Tamber,” Emeric said. “When a creature of such light falls into darkness, it brings a certain feeling of…woe.”

“Aye.” The old man nodded. “Aye. That’s it. Woe.”

They stood for a while longer, just looking at him, then drew themselves together and continued across the rocks. Emeric walked in a state of hopelessness. He walked, wondering if the other bears were dead as well. Not crushed, perhaps, but killed earlier. Bathed in his flame. Chewed up in his maw. The battle had been so furious, so hectic, that Emeric had barely had a moment to stop and take a breath. He’d been aware many times of the Dread passing near. The fierce storm winds, ripping at his cloak. The waves of rock, rumbling by. The lava, gushing down from the skies. But every time he’d been in one fight or another, never quite able to prepare for his coming, or watch him pass, or stop to observe this cataclysmic titan as it thundered, in wrath, in joy, across the skies.

Somehow, through all that, Emeric had survived. One of the lucky ones, he thought. Seems Tamber Rickson was right. So far.

The mist was starting to thin, the battlefield opening out before them. The sounds came with it. The sounds of fighting, here and there, drifting in like a nasty smell. Emeric turned back, saw the colossal pillar of smoke and pulverised rock thrown up by Drulgar’s impact. Saw the mountain, shadowed to the west. There was light, up there, flashing beneath the black storm.

“The eagle,” old Tamber said. “Seems that dog Drulgar fled back to his master.”

Seemed that way to Emeric, too. “Calacan must have hurt him. He can hide in there until he’s ready to come out.”

“Hide?” Tamber snorted. “Never took that titan for a…”

“Quiet,” Emeric hissed.

He’d spotted something out of the corner of his eye. Something big. He turned, saw another shadow approaching through the shroud. A huge shadow, coming toward them.

Emeric froze, peered forward, took about a heartbeat or two to realise who it was. And of course, it just had to be him. A battlefield of nightmares, spread over miles, and that monster comes crawling out from the fog.

Beast Braccaro.

He was wandering along, snuffling at corpses, lazily slashing out at anything that still had the temerity to breathe. Bigger than any moonbear, he was half a titan himself, a misshapen mix of sunwolf and dragon, covered in red scale armour breached with tufts of hair, crimson-gold. A long snout surged with teeth jutting in all directions. Curved claws as long as cleavers clicked on rock, an eerie tapping sound that was strangely loud in the sudden quiet. Emeric could hear his own breath in his head. Everything seemed suddenly and alarmingly still.

The beast was only sixty strides away and wandering vaguely in their direction. As he neared, Emeric saw Elio Krator, once a proud sunlord, now a pitiful scarecrow. He was naked as a newborn, slick with soot and battlefield filth, chained up to his saddle like a hunk of spoiled meat. The man seemed only half-conscious, swaying in the saddle, head hanging down. Emeric could hear the faint rattling of his chains in the gloom.

Punishment for Breakback Pass, he thought. And the price was steep.

“Not a muscle, Tamber,” he said in a low voice.

They stood still as statues and twice as quiet, hoping the giant creature would pass them by unnoticed. Keep walking, Emeric willed it. Just keep on going and leave us be…

But the firewolf stopped, sniffed, seemed to catch a scent of something. The eyes lifted and swung around, one way and then the other, suddenly narrow. And that’s when it saw them.

Damnit, Emeric thought.

“Back to the fog, Tamber. Run!”

“No more running for me, Emeric. Done with that.”

Emeric shot a look at him. “We have no choice. We have to…”

“We run, he’ll chase us down. You listen to your old tutor, boy, he always did know best.” He stared forward at the approaching monster, picking ominously across the broken battlefield. “Got no choice but to face him head-on. That’s the way of it, and you know I’m right.”

Emeric knew he wasn’t wrong and supposed that amounted to the same thing. “You always were a brave fool. Well, let’s die together, then.” If he was going to die here, he could do a lot worse than the man who’d trained him. “You go left. I’ll go right. Draw him to you, if you can, and I’ll try to…”

A roar interrupted their strategy meeting. Beast Braccaro’s eyes snapped right, gold hackles rising stiff through red-scale plate. Out from the thinning mist bounded a white shape, charging hard. Agarosh, Emeric thought, hardly believing his continued good fortune.

The One-Eye was closing in quick. Atop him, in his steaming cloak of white and silver feathers, Lord Iziah Hasham looked magnificent. If Elio Krator was a sculpture of defeat, Hasham was one of glory. The moonbear was roaring that spine-tingling roar, Hasham crying out Krator’s name. Braccaro lowered down, ready to spring forth and face him.

Then, from nowhere, a second moonbear came running. A second bear. A second rider. It could only be Jahendroth and Ranaartan.

Braccaro never saw him come. Leastways not until it was far too late. Jahendroth bellowed and lowered his head, charging into the firewolf’s flank like a bull. The strike sent the bigger beast reeling. Bigger, yes, but not nearly so bulky. Jahendroth was like a white fist of rage, and it sent Braccaro skidding sideways, scaly body scraping over rocks, wings thrashing out for purchase. In an instant, Agarosh was upon him, leaping and swinging with a fearsome forepaw. The strike hissed across Braccaro’s long, reptilian face, ripping red gouges along the jaw. Blood spattered out on the rocks. Braccaro vented a terrible roar, lashing with his long tail, flapping out his big gold wings, pressed and scrambled backward, evading the jaws of Jahendroth as the bear snapped down on his neck.

“Best leave them to it,” old Tamber offered. “Not something we need to get caught up in.”

Emeric nodded, but made no such move to go. He knew the old man was right, but he couldn’t seem to step away. Couldn’t seem to stop from watching as the moonbears spread, now, moving to flank the firewolf, as Hasham and Ranaartan screamed out their battlecries, as Elio Krator, chained naked to his saddle, flopped this way and that as Braccaro ripped and spun around, snarling. He faced one, then the other, as though deciding which to attack. Jahendroth, Emeric knew. He was the smaller bear.

Braccaro made the same choice. He swung toward Jahendroth, snapping out, but the moonbear seemed to expect it. He scrambled back, stone flying. Agarosh came surging in behind. A planned strike. They know how to fight together. Another roar ripped from Braccaro’s maw as Agarosh snapped down on a trailing leg, a bite force to sunder godsteel. The long tail of the firewolf lashed out in a frantic storm. The long body bent around, the long head biting down. All of a sudden, Agarosh’s neck was in Braccaro’s jaws, the creatures tangled up together tight as a knot. Emeric blinked, seeing Lord Iziah Hasham right in the midst of it, tiny, undaunted, stabbing at the firewolf’s massive head with his sword

Then Jahendroth was there. Lowering his great dome and barging right into Braccaro’s ribs once more in a seismic collision. The impact of the blow had all three monsters tumbling to the ground in a sprawl of flesh and flailing limbs, legs and tails and wings, all white and gold and flaming red. Emeric still could not seem to move. The world rang to shattering crystal and booming roars that rattled right down to his bones.

Another nudge from Sir Tamber. “Best go, lad. This one’s not our battle. Our battle’s out there.”

Out there. Where men fight still. Emeric glanced that way, wondering how many of his friends were left. How many leaders. How many heroes. Dimly, now, he could see the shadow of the Dread growing darker in the storm. He is coming. Calacan spiralled around the mountain, light flashing from his godly wings, stirring himself to the fight. Does he have a chance? Any chance at all?

He had a final look at the moonbears. In any other war, a battle for the ages, unparalleled, unheard of, yet not with the titans up there in the sky, not with the dark demigod, watching from his perch. Gods and titans and monsters, Emeric thought. And we are all but bugs beneath them.

“Let’s go,” he said to Tamber Rickson, turning at last from the fighting.

Sir Tamber breathed out, relieved.

And two bugs crawled back into battle.
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“The city is very quiet, do you not think, Lady Amara? With all the men away at war?”

Amara smiled politely at the question. Of course it was quiet here in Varinar, with the men away at war. Anyone with eyes and ears could tell that. “Peaceful,” she said, taking a spoonful of warm soup. “I prefer the word peaceful, Lady Saleen.”

“Peaceful, yes.” The girl worked the word around her mouth, taking her time with it. She took her time with everything, this girl. Her walk was slow and smooth. She deployed every expression and gesture with grace. She liked to pause when answering questions, thinking things through, before speaking. Her questions and remarks could be somewhat trite, yes, but they were never offensively so, and could occasionally be considered mildly clever or insightful. She was, in a fashion, the perfect young lady. Polite, well-mannered, interested, sometimes interesting, open with her smiles and expressions and almost impossibly beautiful.

So beautiful, in fact, that one might wonder whether Lillia herself had been overshadowed. Certainly, Saleen made much more of an effort in her presentation than Lillia who hardly seemed to care about that at all. Right now, in fact, she was still sweaty from her training, her hair askew, some of it plastered across her forehead, her face flushed, and not in a pretty way, her garb quite poor and hastily thrown on. If the pair were to compete over who was the more perfect lady, there would only be one winner. And it would certainly not be Lillia Daecar.

Strange, Amara mused, seeing as Saleen is the daughter of a tribal chief, hailing from a frozen coast hundreds of miles from anything resembling civilisation. Whilst Lillia was born to excessive wealth, privilege and is, indeed, a princess.

“Peaceful,” Saleen said again, still working on the word. She smiled prettily and nodded slowly. “Yes, I agree. It is very peaceful here.”

“The world always tries to find the balance,” Artibus said absently, scribbling away on a sheet of parchment. Some things never did change, and that was one of them, old Artibus taking notes during dinner.

Amara smiled at the family physician. “That’s a nice way of putting it, Artibus. Wouldn’t you agree, Saleen?”

She thought about it for a very long time. “Yes,” she said, at last. “All the men are fighting in the south. They are pulling the weight of war to that side, so here, we have the weight of peace. The world finds the balance.” She smiled, happy with how she’d put it, and enjoyed a self-congratulatory sip of her wine. “Lady Lillia. How was your training today?”

“Good. Yeah, really good, actually. I beat Carly. And she didn’t hold back, either. It was a proper contest, we did tourney rules, and I beat her fair and square.” She smiled proudly. “I put Daryl on his fat arse too.”

“Lillia, do not be coarse.”

“Just saying it as it is.”

They continued to eat in silence for a while, Lillia doing so noisily, Saleen with almost exaggerated care, Artibus still scratching away at his parchment, working on some theory, invention, thesis or another. The few servants remaining here in Keep Kanabar came and went with another dish, every clatter of cutlery outrageously loud in the silent air. Amara had called it peaceful, but it wasn’t really what she thought. She found it dreadfully dull, that was the truth of it. Dreadfully dull and almost unbearably stressful lurking here in these cold, quiet halls, waiting for news of the war.

She had little appetite today, she found, so only nibbled at the dish of crusted fish and boiled potatoes, watching Lady Saleen work through her plate. Every little cut so neat and tidy. Every little morsel so perfectly poised on the tip of her fork, perfectly chewed in that perfect mouth and swallowed down that perfect throat. Amara watched her for a good long while. Then she decided to come out and say it.

“You really ought to loosen up around the edges, Saleen. You are, how should I put this? Too perfect. Almost fraudulently so.” Certainly fraudulently so.

“My lady?” The girl looked at her with those fabulously big eyes, a deep and mysterious ocean blue.

“Your father wants you to be the perfect lady, Saleen, in order that you might attract the perfect gentleman. But there is such a thing as taking a thing too far. Sometimes, and I mean this with all due respect, it feels to me that you are simply playing a part, acting the role of a lady, so to say, rather than being one.”

“Feels? It feels like that because it’s true,” said Lillia.

“Lillia. Do not be rude.”

“I’m not being rude, just truthful. Saleen knows I like her. I’m not trying to be mean or anything.”

“It is true,” the girl agreed. “I am only pretending, because my father wants me to.” She poked her fork at her food, suddenly dour. Probably the first time Amara had seen her looking even close to miserable. “He wants me to marry a lord, so it legitimises him. He said I must be perfect. So…I am trying.”

“And doing so beautifully, Saleen,” Amara said. “Truly.” She smiled at her down the table. “You have carved yourself into a fine statue of ladyship, but it is a little too polished to be believable. Now we must merely chip away, here and there, make it more realistic, more lifelike. You should be proud of your efforts, certainly, but there remains some small work to be done.”

The girl didn’t look very proud. She looked positively downhearted, in fact. “I did not want this,” she murmured in a small voice. “To be cattle. To be sold. It is not the way, where I come from. But my father…”

“Is an ambitious man.”

“Yes. Ambitious. He will use me, however he wishes, if he thinks…thinks…” And she sniffed, wiped her nose. “If he thinks he can get more power through me, he…he will…” She paused again, tears crawling from her eyes, snaking down her perfect porcelain cheeks. “I do not want to marry some old lord. I am frightened. Frightened of…of…”

“You won’t have to marry anyone you don’t want to.” Lillia was quick to rise from her seat, move around the table, slide in beside her. She took the older girl’s hand and squeezed it tightly. “My whole life, I was told I was going to be married off to the highest bidder. That’s just the way of it here, being a lady. Or used to be, anyway, because things are changing, Sally. I was meant to marry Robbert Lukar, a king, but I married Jovy instead. If I can do that, so can you. You can marry whoever you want.”

Amara smiled at her niece’s performance. Always such a good heart when it matters most.

“Can…do you think that…is true?”

Lillia nodded firmly. “It’s absolutely true.”

“My…lady?” The Orca Lord’s daughter looked over at Amara. “Do you think…?”

“Your father is only doing what any lord of this land has done for thousands of years, Saleen. They match their daughters with suitable men capable of advancing their positions of power and wealth. They use them to forge connections and alliances. They deploy them to the purpose of healing rifts. But as Lillia says, things are changing. When a princess can choose to marry a knight from a house far beneath her station, and with the full support of her father, then you can be confident you can wrangle yourself a similar deal.”

The girl’s face was looking an awful lot brighter again now. She sniffed a final time, wiped her eyes. “I would like this…very much. To have the chance to choose, for myself.”

“You’ll have that chance, I’ll make sure of it.” Lillia was getting bullish now, flexing her royal might. “I’ll protect you, Sally. I won’t let your father make you marry anyone you don’t want to.”

“Is there someone you want to marry, Saleen?” Amara inquired, offhand. “I know that Svaldar is very fond of you.”

“He is…handsome,” the Orca Lady, as some liked to call her, said. “But…” She shook her head. “I do not like him in that way. They are too loud, the Snowskins. I want someone quiet. Someone milder. Is that the right word? Mild?”

“I think I know what you’re saying,” Amara said. “You want someone strong, but gentle.”

“Yes.” Her head went up and down. “Strong, but gentle. Yes, my lady.”

“We’ll help you,” Lillia said. “We can write up a list, right, Auntie? Of possible suitors.”

“I suppose we could.” Amara sat back for a moment, thinking. She remembered what Lord Randall Borrington had said to her during the wedding, about matching his son Sir Lenard with someone suitable. Lenard wasn’t an especially handsome man, but he was mild and kind, and as a Varin Knight, could be considered strong. No doubt the Orca Lord would approve of the match. Randall Borrington? Rather less likely.

“Well, much to consider,” Amara said, taking a sip of water. It would give her something to do, at least, to occupy her while they awaited news. “I’ll get started on a list tomorrow.” Though a list, she reflected, that might be rather short by now. Almost every name crossed off it, rendered unsuitable for marriage by dint of being dead. Not a particularly pleasant thought, but a realistic one, perhaps.

“Well, it is getting late.” Amara pushed up from her chair, feeling heavier by the day. “We can get into that tomorrow, Saleen. Please, finish your meals and enjoy your wine. Artibus, no need to get up.”

The old man was too spellbound by his scribbling to have paid any attention to what was happening. “What was that, Amara?”

“I’m going to bed.”

“Right. Right.” He put his quill aside, stood up stiffly from his chair. “Would you like me to escort you?”

“No need. Sir Miles will take me. Just keep working on…whatever it is you’re working on. I bid you all goodnight.” And she waddled for the door.

Sir Miles Hewitt was leaning against the wall outside. A stout, brawny man, and excellent swordsman, he was rather wasted here, looking after Keep Kanabar, but Amara was glad to have him. “My lady. How was dinner?”

“Very nice, as ever. You run an excellent household, Miles.”

They began walking down the corridor. “Messenger came earlier, my lady, you should know.”

“Oh?”

He nodded, a little grimly. “Some dead were found a few miles outside the city. Group of travellers, thirty or so, mostly old but some children with them. Seemed like they were coming from the Heartlands.”

“For the city?”

“Seems so. Some late stragglers, maybe, fleeing the war. Or just itinerants, you know, traveller-folk. Hard to be sure. They were, er…badly mutilated, my lady.”

“Mutilated?” The word caused a somewhat visceral reaction in her. “By what?”

“Not sure yet. Just got word, a short while ago. Might be a pack of wolves, maybe. Or something bigger. All sorts of things lurking out there these days.”

“Could it be the work of men?”

“Men?” The knight gave a hard frown. “Not sure what sort of men would be capable of a thing like that. Chopping up children, and whatnot. Wouldn’t be men at all, would they?”

“Man is the worst monster, Miles. I’ve heard it said.”

“Aye. In some cases.” His broad face was in a sour grimace. “Anyway, thought you should know. Sir Hank’s off dealing with it, so hopefully we’ll have it figured out soon enough. Went out there with some men, good ones. Nothing for you to worry about, my lady. You’re quite safe here in the keep.”

Quite safe. Something about having to say that made her feel less safe than she ought to.

By the time they reached her private chambers, Amara Daecar found that she was bursting to use the privy. That happened about twenty times a day. According to Artibus, it was due to the baby dropping lower in the pelvis and putting pressure on the bladder, one of the many delights of her delicate condition, along with the breathlessness, the back pain, the heartburn and acid reflux, the swollen ankles, swollen hands, swollen feet, and of course, the near-constant fatigue and restless nights, in large part caused to her miniscule bladder and that constant nagging need to empty it out. There was a reason women of Amara’s age rarely got themselves into such a condition - pregnancy, she had long since decided, was most assuredly a young woman’s game.

“Thank you for escorting me, Miles, but much dash.”

“Aye, course. I’ll see someone sent to your door, my lady.”

He opened said door for her and she hurried inside, dashing off - well, waddling off, as she tended to do now - to the privy annexed to her bedchamber. She heard Hewitt give out something of an amused chuckle before the door clicked shut, and couldn’t blame him. Dashing - well, waddling - about in her skirts probably made for a comical sight.

Having made her water - barely more than a pathetic piddle, really - she returned to her bedchamber to find a fire burning warmly in the hearth, driving off the bitter chill. The night was jet black out there through the balcony doors, starless, moonless, blowing with a blustery wind. She went over and looked out, but could see almost nothing at all, it was so dark. Just the faint shapes of buildings, looming in the night. There was a bell ringing somewhere, though for what, and from where, she didn’t know. The wind, maybe, had caused it to rock. Or could it be a warning call? She stood a moment, listening, but the pealing was only very faint. Faint and eerie, out there in the darkness. Out there in the darkness. With all the men away at war…

She changed into her bedclothes, loose-fitting and soft, and pulled on a big wolfskin cloak. There was a large armchair by the fire, right up close, and she curled up in it, sipping at a small ration of watered wine. It was her nightly routine to try to relax, though it only did so much good. Peace, she thought bitterly, peace and quiet. Because it was hardly peaceful, or quiet, in her head.

How could it be, with Amron, and Elyon, and all the others away at war? How could she find peace knowing they might be in the throes of battle, even now? Fighting, dying, to save this world? As much as she believed that they would prevail and that Amron would lead them to victory, she remained vulnerable, open, exposed to assault. If her faith was a fortress, it was coming under siege, and she could hear them out there, the raging horde, all smashing and banging and hacking at the gates.

The knock at the door almost made her jump. “Yes,” she said. Her voice was a little choked. “Who is it?”

“Daryl, my lady,” came the rich voice through the door. “Are you decent?”

“Decent, yes. Come in.”

The door groaned open. A big door in the Kanabar fashion, like everything else in this keep. Big rooms, big halls, big corridors, and all of them empty. Or near enough. “My lady. I’ll be taking the watch tonight. Be right outside if you need me.”

“Thank you, Daryl. Always a comfort to know you’re there.”

“Course. It’s what I do.” He smiled and went over to the fire, poking at the coals, throwing on a bit more wood. Amara hadn’t realised how low the flames had burned. That could happen when she drifted away into her darker musings. “Anything else you need? You got enough blankets? Water? Wine?”

Amara laughed at that last, and the way he said it. “If only, Daryl. But not quite yet.” She tapped a hand very gently on her sizeable bump, then gave a grimace of discomfort.

Daryl stepped in. “My lady, are you all right?”

“Fine. She’s just…just shifting about a bit, in there. I’ve got a restless one, I think.”

The knight gave out that superb laugh of his. The very best in the world, as far as Amara was concerned. “Hardly a surprise given who her parents are, Amara. I’ll bet she’s eager to pop her head out and say hello.”

The imagery was rather vivid, it must be said. “Lovely, Daryl.”

“Well, I’m looking forward to meeting the little lady when she’s ready. You just keep her cooking, how about that?” He winked at her. “And I’ll be outside if you need me.”

She watched him go in that bandy-legged stride of his, watched the door whine open and click shut. Little Alya was being rather active tonight, more than usual. Amara shifted her posture until she found a better position, sipped her watered wine and settled down. No doubt the urgent need to piss would come screaming at her any moment, but for now she sat in relative comfort, feet up, fire roaring, her loyal knight keeping watch at her door.

And she slept. Or must have slept. Because the next thing she knew, she heard urgent voices outside the door, the fire had burned all the way down to the cinders, and a coldness had crept into the room. She came awake in a cold sweat, shivering. The door creaked open, slowly, sinisterly, and soft light lurked in from outside. A figure emerged in that patch of light, seeming to peer into the dark of the bedchamber.

Amara was momentarily frozen stiff until she realised it was just Daryl Blunt. Another figure came in behind him. “Is she sleeping?” it whispered. Lillia’s voice.

“I can’t tell, little lady. She looks…”

“I’m awake.” Amara moved in her chair, clearing her throat. The door opened wider, more light coming in. “What’s going on? Why all the whispering?”

“There’s trouble,” Lillia said, stepping into the room. Daryl followed. Carly was there as well. “We were just checking you were all right.”

“All right?” How could she not be, with Daryl standing guard at her door? “What sort of trouble?”

“We’re not sure,” Carly said. She went to the window, pulled back the curtain, looked out. “There was some screaming, out in the east. Through the ruins. Coming from different places.”

“Screaming?” Amara wasn’t certain what they were getting at. “What about Hank? Did he find…”

“Sir Hank’s not back yet, my lady,” Daryl said. There was an edge to his voice. He was evidently concerned. “We’re not sure what happened. Sir Miles has gone out looking for him, with some other men. There’s something not right. A strange mist out there.”

Amara was getting a very bad feeling here. “Is the keep secure?”

The three shared looks. Looks that looked like a no. But Carly nodded. “It’s secure. Miles made sure we barred the door the way he left. The others are locked up tight. They…”

There was a crashing sound, somewhere away through the halls. What sounded like a window breaking, only faintly heard. Carly flashed her eyes to the door. There was a dagger in her hand. Amara hadn’t even seen her draw it. “Stay here, all of you.” She took a step away.

Lillia grabbed her arm. “I’m coming too.”

“You’re not, Lillia. Your father…”

“Isn’t here. If there’s someone trying to get into this castle, I’m going to stop them. It’s what I’ve been training for.” She looked at Amara, a firm look. “I’m going,” she said. “I’m going to protect you.”

Amara swallowed. She felt terribly afraid. “I…”

“Daryl, you stay here,” Lillia commanded. “Guard the door. Don’t let anyone in.”

The two young women rushed away and out into the corridor. Amara sat, paralysed a moment, quite unable to breathe. There was a twisting inside her. An urging twist. Daryl was at the door, locking it tight, moving back to the fire to stoke it. He got an extra blanket and put it around Amara’s shoulders. She could see her breath frosting in the dimness, each puff coming thick and fast.

“It’ll be fine, my lady, just fine,” Daryl assured her. “Nothing to worry about. You just sit there and relax. I’ll…”

Faintly, somewhere, she heard a scream. Was it in the castle? Down on the streets? What was happening? Who was coming? “Daryl, is Lady Saleen still here?” The man looked at her, paling. “In the keep, Daryl. Is she still in the keep?”

“She’s here, my lady. Staying the night. Lady Lillia, she…”

“Fetch her.”

“Amara?”

“You heard me. Fetch her. She’ll be out of her mind with fear, hearing this. Go and get her and bring her here.”

“But…she’s across the castle, Amara. In another wing. I…”

“Damn it, Daryl, this isn’t a debate. Just do as I say and…” Her lips twisted into a sudden rictus of pain. She leaned forward in her seat, contorting in agony, a low moan escaping her lips. There was a flexing, spasming, contracting feeling and a warm wetness spread out between her legs, soaking into the upholstered seat. She looked down, blinking. No…no, too soon…no…

“My lady…Amara…Are you…”

“Get Artibus.” Her voice was a throaty gasp. “Get Artibus, Daryl. Now.”

He blinked. “Yes. Artibus. Of course.”

He ran for the door, grabbed the handle to pull it open, realised it was locked, fumbled wildly with the key. Eventually, he got it open, rushing out, pulling it shut behind him. The old man’s room wasn’t far, just down the hall. Amara, grimacing, reached down in terror and touched the seat, lifted her fingers, saw the blood. There were tears in her eyes. No…no…

Footsteps thudding, and Daryl was back, Artibus rushing in behind him, grey robes flowing as if caught in a wind. He took one look at Amara and started giving orders. “A pail of water, Daryl, and lots of clean blankets. Fetch it quickly and return. I may need your help delivering this child.”

“Delivering the…”

“Go,” Artibus snapped at him. “Now.”

The man blundered from the room again, almost tripping over his own legs as he went. Artibus was an island of calm in that hectic sea. “We need to get you onto the bed, Amara. Can you stand?”

She shivered a nod. Sweat was beading cold on her brow. “The blood, Artibus. The baby, will…”

He smiled to try to calm her. “There is nothing to fear.” But she knew it wasn’t true. She could tell it wasn’t true. “She is a little early, yes, but…”

A heavy slumping sound cut him off. The sound of a body falling in the hall outside. Amara was halfway to pushing herself up by the arms of her chair. She stood, fixed there, in an instant of paralysing fear.

A long moment of quiet followed. Then, “To the next room,” Artibus hissed. “Quickly. Quickly.” He snatched a knife from the table.

Amara didn’t even have time to make it a step. The door kicked open and a man was there, framed by sickly torchlight. A big man in oddments of rough armour. Red scars traced out from his eyes in a gruesome web, black eyes over a crooked nose. Strange markings inked his cheeks above a beardless face cut and lacerated. He bore around his neck a string that dangled with bloody ears, and fingers, and toes. He had a smile on his face, a blade in his grasp. A blade that dripped blood.

“You killed him,” Amara whispered.

“Silence, bitch.” The man walked in, bones clacking from his belt. Others followed behind him, just as hideous, five, six, seven of them. All wearing bloody trophies around their necks, their waists, their arms. The stink of rotting flesh and decay wafted into the room with them. One was monstrous, a brute bigger than Taegon Cargill. He had no ears, no nose, only one eye. Another wore on his head a human skull that looked to be bolted into his own.

“Wild Weepers,” Artibus said. “It was you who killed those people.”

“Which people?” asked the leader. “Hard to keep track. We kill many.”

The others puffed and cackled out laughter as they spread out into the room. A small crouched creature came stalking up to Amara, head cocked like a bird, sniffing the air. His eyes flicked to the wet stain on the chair. “Piss yourself, did you? Seems we scared her, lads.”

“Don’t you touch her,” Artibus hissed. “You leave her alone, monster!”

The little man leered over at him with a toothless smile. “What, you sweet on her, old man?”

“She is giving birth, you fool! You must let me…”

“Shut him up,” said the leader, and the big one stepped forward, swinging out with the back of his hand. Artibus saw him too late. There was a sharp crack as the old man’s jaw was shattered, his body flopping sideways to slide along the stone floor. A clatter of steel as the knife dropped from his hand.

Amara could barely breathe. Another contraction was surging over her. She groaned, doubled over, gave out a gurgling scream. Distantly, she could hear sounds of fighting, further off through the keep. Lillia. Carly. “Get the door,” the leader said.

One of the tribesmen went to slam it shut, turning the key in the lock. The sounds of battle were immediately shut off, and Amara’s hopes with them.

“Please…my child…” She staggered backward to the bed, leaving a wet trail behind her on the floor. Hot and sticky down her legs. “Please…”

“You’re his sister, ain’t you?” rattled out one of the Weepers. “King’s sister, boss. Be a good ransom in it for us.”

“We need no ransoms from kings,” thumped the giant.

“He’d give anything, though,” said another, licking his lips. “Might be it’s his whelp in there. I say we rip it out and take it.”

“No!” Amara’s voice was a guttural cry, full of horror. “No, you can’t!” She tried to bare her teeth. “Stay back!”

Laughter rattled out through the cold, cold air. “Brave one,” cackled the little monster closest to her. “I like ‘em brave. Like ‘em squealin’.” He came up close, scars stretching as he grinned. “I’d make you squeal. Aye. Might be you’d like it, too…”

“Step away, Skaggard,” the leader said. “Give the bitch a bit of room to breathe, now. We’re guests here and must be courteous.”

The crooked creature Skaggard took a couple of steps back. The leader came forward, the others parting to either side. The Wildest Weeper, they called him. Wildest of them all and most dangerous. His predecessor had been killed by Stegra Snowfist, Amara knew. Oh, how she would do with him here with her now. “You must be in a lot of pain.” He stood tall over her, looking down through merciless black eyes. Blade at his side, dripping Daryl’s blood. “But there’s more to be had. Oh, a lot more.”

“What…what do you want?” Amara croaked. She pressed herself back along the bed. “I have coin, jewels. Take it. Anything you…”

“Coin. What do we want with coin?” He lifted his blade and pointed the tip at her swollen belly. “Keep your coin, bitch. It’s blood we want.” His voice was ice cold, his eyes empty. “Nothing but blood, is all this is.”

“Boss…” said one of the men.

The Wildest Weeper ignored him. Just staring at Amara with those black dead eyes. “Blood. That’s what we trade in.” The morbid trinkets dangled around his neck. He flicked a small ear that could only have belonged to a child. “These are the only jewels we need.”

“Boss...” said another, more insistent.

The leader snorted. “What is it? Speak!”

“The floor, boss. Look.”

The leader looked down, gaze falling to his feet, brow twisting. A curious mist was rising up, as if through the stone, thickening like a carpet, thick enough to hide their ragged fur boots. The others were staring down as well, dumb looks on their cut-up faces. One gave a stupid snort and swished at the mist with his axe. “It’s like soup,” he said, in a witless grunt.

“Cold,” said another, breath frosting from his mouth. He drew his shoulders in, shivering. “Real cold, boss.”

“Just fog,” the leader dismissed. “You scared of a little fog, or what?”

“Ain’t natural,” another moaned. The mist was rising higher now, up to their shins, their thighs, little grasping wisps reaching out to pull themselves higher, higher. It was coming up from everywhere, filling the entire chamber, swirling up to their faces, into their nostrils, their mouths. “I don’t like it none, boss. I don’t like it!” the man howled.

“Stop your bleating! You shut it, now!”

“But it’s cold, so cold.” The man was grimacing, teeth bared. He snapped at the air, suddenly, like a wolf. “I hate it! Hate it!”

“Shut it, I said!” The Wildest Weeper swung around and hacked down savagely with his bloody blade. The steel took the man across the face, splitting one eye open, cutting through his nose, shattering teeth. He wobbled there a moment, his other eye twitching, then staggered suddenly back into another of the men, who shoved him disgustedly aside. Shoved him down and spat on him. Kicked at him as he died.

“You killed Berka,” someone said. “You killed him.”

“Aye.” The Wildest Weeper turned on the man. “Want to join him? Do you? You want to join him, you filthy rat!”

“Hold off now,” rumbled the giant. “Something’s not right here, boss.” His big scarred face was a mask of angry confusion. He closed a massive fist, closed it tight and his top lip tore back. “Ain’t right,” he grunted. “I feel…feel…”

His voice turned into a cough. Amara saw the axe embedded in the giant’s shoulder, hacked down from behind. The brute turned about, saw his attacker there, snarling at him. Reached out with his spare hand, closing his fingers around his face, pushed him down to the floor, down into that mist. Amara saw him pressing big fingers into the man’s wild eyes, blood seeping up past his knuckles. The man on the floor was screaming, thrashing. The giant gave a crazed bellow and smashed his forehead down, caving in the other’s skull, bits of bone and brain splashing out across the floor.

And about then, all hell broke loose.

Amara could only scramble to the back of the bed, right up to the headboard, scramble back there, shut her eyes and pray as the Wild Weepers flew into a frenzy. She could hear them roaring, hacking, spitting and slashing through that mist. Hear them tumbling, crashing, knocking over tables and chairs. She felt the bed rock as one knocked into it. Felt a spray of warm blood strike her face. Bodies went thumping down to the floor, wheezing and dying. Voices shrieked and wailed as steel hacked and rang.

One by one, the maddened men were cut down until there were only two remaining, a pair wrestling and rolling about on the floor like dogs. Amara peeked out through the now-thinning mist, saw them biting and ripping at one another with sharpened teeth and pointed fingernails, tearing each other to bloody pieces, screaming incoherently. The leader was one of them, the giant the other, that axe still in his back, a knife deep in his side. The mist cleared some more, enough that Amara could see the door.

It was open. Open wide. A figure stood there, wreathed in black. Standing there watching the two men fight. Watching, unmoving, entirely calm. Then the figure stepped forward, moving past the two men, through the hacked and bloodied bodies lying scattered across the room. Right up to the foot of Amara’s bloodstained bed.

“Lady Amara,” a voice said, deep, smooth, spreading. “It is over now. You are safe.”

Amara could scarcely form words. She only gaped at the woods witch. Gaped at Black Merryl. “The…the mist…”

“A trick of mine, to induce madness in lesser minds,” Merryl said. “The Weepers were always weak.”

The last two were still on the floor, ripping and biting, puffing and panting, smearing blood across the stone. Black Merryl casually lifted a sword from a corpse, walked over to them, slid the steel into one neck and then the other, quick and easy as that, and let the blade slip from her fingers. It clattered, the men hissed, and died. Then all was quiet. She walked back over to the bed.

“I understand the child is coming, my lady?”

Amara blinked through her tears. Fought through her fear. “I…yes, she…” Her eyes went to Artibus, lying unconscious across the room. Only unconscious, she hoped. A dead man was sprawled out across his legs, blood leaking out from many wounds. “You must try to…to wake him. I need…need…”

“Me, Lady Amara. It is me you need.”

“You? But…do you know…how to…”

“It is the reason I returned. It is the reason I am here. I have foreseen this moment, Lady Amara. Only I can save this child.”

I see a face, a woman’s face, screaming. I see a red chair and red shadows and the whisper of a child.

Merryl’s words, the last time she saw her. Amara stared up at her. She was talking about me.

The woods witch walked around the side of the bed, Amara blinking up at her all the while. “Now do as I say. And she may have a chance.” She took Amara’s hand and squeezed it. “And if you need to scream, then scream.”

Amara Daecar needed no such invitation.

She opened her mouth…and screamed.
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Amron opened his mouth…and grunted.

“Amron, you all right?”

“Fine. Fine.” He pushed himself up off the rock, pain ripping through his right thigh, buzzing through his nerves, crushing at his bones. “Fine.”

“You don’t sound fine. I’ve heard corpses who sound better.”

Amron frowned down at the craggy old face of Bryce Coddington. “Where’d you come from? Thought you were dead?”

“I don’t die. About time you learned that.” He pulled up Amron’s faceplate and had a good, long look in his eye. A good long look, and he didn’t seem to like what he saw. “Thought so. Your armour’s buggered, isn’t it?”

Amron snorted and pushed the old man off him. Stood up tall and proud. The fighting had opened out around them, thrashing in little islands in a sea of doom and death. Individual battles were going on across the battered plains. Men fighting men. Men fighting monsters. Men fighting dragons. Titans in the skies.

“Is there word from Randall?” Amron asked. “Styron? From the other armies? My sons…”

“You see a messenger before you?” Coddington said. “I’m damned if I know.”

“Then what use are you?” Amron shoved past the old man, felt a sharp pain in his right leg and buckled right back down to the ground, losing grip of Vallath’s Ruin as he fell. It clanged and clattered across the rocks, almost falling down into a crack, but not quite. Amron was down on his knees, hands on the ground. He grunted, closed a fist, slammed it down. Cracks opened out in a web of rage.

“Throwing a tantrum’s not gonna help anyone,” Coddington said. He paused, then his voice went grim. Grimmer than ever. “Ralf’s dead. Thought you should know.”

Ralf. Dead. Amron grimaced, on hands and knees. What a time to deliver that crushing blow. Did the old fool get some kick out of it? “How?” he could only grunt.

“The Dread.” It was all Bryce Coddington had to say. Buried, burned, it made no matter. He was dead, gone. Like so many more. “Best man I ever knew.”

And me, Amron thought. The kindest. The wisest. He stood up heavily, working his jaw, angry. An angry grief. A wrathful mourning. Ralf deserved to die old in his bed. Old and warm with loved ones around him, not here in this flaming, smoking hell, killed by some creature that never even knew he existed. He tightened his fist into a ball, so tight he felt the steel might split. His eyes worked up, up toward the mountain.

To the Dread, up there, fighting the Eagle of Aramatia. Fighting him. Overwhelming him.

It is only a matter of time.

To the demigod, up there, standing on his perch. Watching. Waiting.

It is only a matter of time.

The dragons, still beyond his counting, were picking men off as they ran. They were being routed now, completely and utterly.

It is only a matter of time…

“Amron,” said a voice. Lythian’s voice now. Worried. Weary. “There’s news from Lord Randall’s flank. He says most of his men are fleeing. They’re in full retreat and he cannot stop it.”

“It’s madness,” Storos Pentar shouted. “Retreat? Where? There’s nowhere to bloody go!”

“It’ll be the same everywhere.” Sir Connor Crawfield looked up. “Calacan might have held a few back, but now…” He shook his head. “The eagle is weakening, sire. I fear he will only be able to last so long.”

And the Dread only seems to grow stronger. Stronger each time he enters the storm. He enters, bleeding, and he comes out restored. Maybe he cannot be killed at all…

“Good-father, your blade.” Jovyn came hurrying forward, holding it up for him. That handsome young face. Still clinging to hope.

Hope, even now. But how much longer can it last?

“Thank you, Jovyn.” He took it in his grasp, dragged a deep breath into his ash-clogged lungs. Clutched the blade hard, trying to find some strength. Some strength from those who’d come before, all the Daecars who’d borne it across the years.

But they were silent. Unheard. They are giving up on me, Amron thought.

He looked away, over the plains, struggling to muster his own belief. Struggling to muster it, to master it, struggling to bend it back to his will. But it was fading now, fleeing, and fast. Fleeing in the face of this impossible onslaught. Fleeing with my army. Fleeing from my pain. He had fought on, and on, since escaping that rift, every minute seeming to stretch into hours, and he could not keep it up much longer. At first, it had not been quite so difficult; at first, his pain was a menace, but manageable. Yet as the power of the Frostblade drained out of his armour, so the pain returned a ravening force. A demon, feasting and laughing, devouring. Insatiable. Unbearable. Worsening. Always worsening…

A spasm ripped through him, sudden as lightning. He bit it down. Bit down so hard he tasted metal in his mouth. Men were looking at him, worried. Looking at him, wondering. Wondering what his orders would be. Wondering what they should do. Wondering why we’re here. Why I led us all here to die.

“Sire.” Whitebeard’s gravelly voice now. “Might be best for you to take a rest.”

A rest? A rest was the very last thing he needed. Fear of death was the only thing that helped him. Direct battle. Direct confrontation. “Find me something to fight,” he growled, snapping his teeth. “Something dangerous. Something that can kill me.”

“How about him?” asked Torus Stoutman, poking at the sky with his pipe. Stoutman. Another of these unkillable types, the same as old Bryce Coddington. The same as Ralf, or so he’d thought.

“The High Priest of Fire,” said Lythian, scowling.

Amron narrowed his eyes. Flaming robes. Flaming hair. A golden sceptre streaming light in his grasp. First among the Fire Father’s servants, he thought, as he watched him flying across the sky. A creature he should very much like to destroy, but he was flying now east, and flying away.

“Must have seen you, Amron. Got frightened,” Stoutman japed.

Why fear a cripple? The king snorted to himself and began walking across the rock, limping now, every step agony. If this was a test, it was a damn hard one. Haven’t I proven myself yet, Vandar? More pain as penance, is that it? Men rushed and followed behind him, about him, spreading to cut down any enemies nearby. There were spots in his vision. Flashing like stars. Every slam of his right leg sent a savage jolt up his body. His left arm was numb, cold, useless. He blinked, and blinked, trying to clear his vision, but it only made it worse. He was losing consciousness. He could feel it, overwhelming him, closing in.

He stumbled on a rock, slumping back down on a knee. The veil of darkness was closing in. The voices around him were growing loose now, indistinct, the noises of the battle softening.

“Protect the king!” someone was saying. “Form ranks! Protect the king!”

A blurred form knelt down beside him. “Good-father!” he called. “Do you have a tonic? An emergency tonic, do you…”

“He needs Merilore,” a louder voice shouted out. “He needs that armour fixed, is what he needs!”

“Find him,” someone else cried. “Get a Forgemaster up here! Now!”

There was shouting, arguing, lots of movement around him, colours, shapes, blending into one. Amron remained on a knee, one hand on the ground, trying to stabilise himself, trying desperately to stay conscious. Everything was soft and blurry in his ears, his vision dimmed like dusk. He focused on his hand, on his fingers, splayed out. Focused on his breathing. Deep breathing, in and out. An unearthly tide of pain was crashing through him, but he told himself he would not submit.

I am Amron Daecar. I will not lie down for you, demon. You will not defeat me. Be gone! Be gone!

A heavy tremor ran through the ground.

He felt it through his hand, a deep rumbling deep in the rocks. All the voices around him paused, turning quiet, as a boom thundered out from the southeast. The king blinked up, trying to see. Men were staring toward the mountain. Jovyn was still beside him. Amron reached out, grasped at him. “What is it?” he gasped. His voice was ragged. “What…what happened?”

“C-Calacan,” Jovyn murmured. “He…he has been thrown down, my lord.”

Thrown down?

There was a darkness coming over the world.

A darkness and a chill that came with it.

Amron perceived it spreading out from the Ashmount, as though a great light had been put out. He gritted his teeth and fought to his feet, looking over the heads of the men. A great body lay cast against the mountainside, light flickering there, like a fading flame. A candle flame just trying to stay lit against the fury of the storm. The last dying ember, burning against the gloom.

“By the gods,” someone whispered.

“We’re doomed,” murmured another.

Amron Daecar watched as the Eagle of Aramatia slid down the rocks, watched as he slid and fell, rolling over on his side, crashing down into the great sprawl of tents and shelters. He heard the sound that great body made, echoing out across the plains. He heard the thunderous laughter above, saw a red face in the storm. He felt a chill run up along his spine as the Dread bellowed out a triumphant roar, surging, spinning, soaring around the mountain.

The men were edging back, hope fading. This is it. Now, they run.

And then came the killing blow.

“He is coming,” said Lythian Lindar. His eyes were up at the top of the mountain. “Eldur.”

There was a dragon up there on the perch. A dragon, bowing down, as Eldur Eternal climbed on. He moved arrogantly, imperiously, enrobed in shadow, knowing the victory was his. He comes to render the fatal blow. Now that all threats to his power are gone…

And there was Amron Daecar. This man, they said, who was meant to stand against him. This man they called Varin Reborn. He stood there now, a broken wreck, leaning on his good-son’s shoulder for support. Pain swelled inside him. The pain of defeat. He stood there, this king, helpless, hopeless.

You were wrong, Amara, he thought bitterly. I’m sorry, but you were wrong.

“Wait,” someone said.

Amron raised his head.

“Wait, look! Out there!”

Men searched across the battlefield. There was a small stirring, a murmuring, in the air. A figure stood alone, a giant figure on the cracked, broken plains. A grulok, Amron realised. Hruum. He could tell by the blade, the greatsword he’d given him. There were others nearby, scattered around, five, six, seven of them, all of them staring up at Eldur, up at the Dread, watching their enemy…

But not Hruum.

Hruum was turning now, away from them.

Turning from the dragon.

Turning from the demigod.

Turning away to where the skies were clear.

And one by one, the others turned too. Turning…turning…

North, Amron Daecar thought, with a sudden small kindling of hope. He turned and looked that way as well.

The gruloks were turning to look north.
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“Well, this may be it,” said King Sevrin, with a sigh. “I fear I have gotten this terribly wrong, my friends.”

They sat, as they had been sitting for a long while, in their chairs observing the battle. On that craggy hummock miles away, watching the chaos unfold. Until now, that chaos had kept itself politely apart from them, politely at a distance, but no longer. Now it was coming right toward them. And it was coming in the worst possible form.

And yet, the king was smiling.

“A little more wine, Jallet, if you would.” He raised his cup out to one side, sitting as he had for hours, legs crossed in a posture of calm. “A final drop before the end. What do you say, Ranulf? Second Elder?”

“Why not?” The Second Elder lifted his cup as well. “I say we have less than a minute before he reaches us.”

“A minute, yes,” agreed the king. “That is, if he does not change his course.” He gave a crinkly smile, turned his head back to the young server behind them. “Jallet, come along now. We really don’t have time to dally.”

The youth Jallet was standing as though stuck to the rock by roots. He seemed unable to pull his eyes from the sight of the giant, raging dragon soaring their way.

“My king,” interceded Sir Karsten. “A minute is long enough to…”

“To what? Run? Oh, I think not. Let us simply enjoy these last moments, Sir Karsten. And hope for a reprieve.” He smiled. “Please, do have a drink yourself. All of you, fetch a cup.” No one moved. Not Sir Karsten. Not the knights and guardsmen standing terrified outside the king’s pavilion. Worst of all, Jallet still hadn’t moved. “Oh, for goodness’ sake, quickly,” Sevrin said to him. “We have perhaps forty-five seconds before…”

Ranulf stood, sped around his chair, rushed up to Jallet, took the jug from his shivering hands. He returned to his seat, reached across to fill the cup of the Second Elder, the king, and then his own, and put the jug aside. That probably took another ten or fifteen seconds. Perhaps a third of my remaining life spent serving wine.

He almost laughed at the thought. It was another absurdity in the life of Ranulf Shackton, a life full of adventure and excitement and scholastic joy, a life in which he’d found himself entangled with the rich and the powerful, with the royal and the divine from all across this wonderful world. A world on the brink. A life about to end. But damn if he hadn’t made it a good one. He could celebrate that, at least.

The Dread was nearing now, growing bigger and bigger by the moment. Drawn, it seemed to Ranulf, by the thousands of fleeing men making for their camp. Some few rode horses, most came on foot, running, walking, staggering, limping, even crawling across the plains. They came as a ragged host, bloody and burned, spread out for miles in every direction. Like someone had thrown a rock into a tranquil pool of water, and all these men were the splashes and ripples fleeing away from the explosive source. The Dread had not, to this point, shown any interest in the fleeing men - too much fun to be had around the mountain, no doubt, and lately in battling against Calacan. But now all that had changed. Now Calacan had been thrown down, cast against the mountain, and the Dread was searching for different prey. Sadly, it seemed that they were that prey. This camp, raised many miles from the fighting, was soon to be turned to ash.

Those thoughts moved quickly through the mind of Ranulf Shackton, taking only a second or so. During that time, King Sevrin had raised his cup. “Well, this is it,” he said. “It has been a pleasure, my friends, spending these hours with you.”

Small pleasure, to be sure, in observing such calamity. But if Ranulf Shackton was indeed to observe it, he supposed there were few better to do it with than an ancient Elder and a cheerful king.

“It’s been an honour, my lord,” he said, lifting his cup. He didn’t know what else to say.

“The honour has been mine, Ranulf. To sit with one so illustrious as you.”

Sevrin grinned over, relaxed still, despite the thumping, growing louder, the air, growing hotter. The fleeing soldiers were looking back over their shoulders, tumbling and tripping to the ground. The many who’d already made it to camp were hurrying out the other side. Beyond, further east, were thousands more who’d been the first to retreat when the Dread had burst from the mountain, a good while ago. No doubt those lucky enough to have healthy horses were twenty miles away or more by now. Perhaps they were the clever ones. Or just the biggest cowards. That too.

The noise was such that Sevrin had to raise his voice now, quite loud, as he spoke. “Now, let us drink!” And he raised his cup a bit higher. “To the light that slays the darkness!”

The light that slays the darkness. Sevrin, clearly, still stood by his earlier words. Two sources of light. Second suns. A great darkness and a very great light. Those cryptic remarks were very much of the sort his uncle Godrin would have delivered, and Sevrin had a similar twinkle in his eye. Ranulf was, in fact, seeing the Wise King in him more and more. In look, in manner, in that all-knowing little grin.

Perhaps, truly, he is his son after all…

“You seem very calm for a man who is about to die,” Ranulf shouted over at him.

The Dread’s shadow swarmed over the land. His maw was opening. That great galleon of a head breaching. A chaos of teeth as long as lances surged out in all directions, pierced with corpses. Smoke poured up through them as though puffing from a forest blaze, thick and black and iron grey. The amber light glowed grimly in the shadows of his throat, the bubbling promise of his deadly lava, about to spew forth to bathe them. He was death itself made flesh, a living, breathing, flying volcano that could erupt whensoever it pleased.

Terrifying, truly, to watch him approach, but King Sevrin only smiled. “I have always been a man of faith, Ranulf,” he called over. “And vision. A man of vision.”

Vision, Ranulf thought. And he leaned over a little more. “What did you see in the Eye of Rasalan, my lord? Tell me plainly, before we die.”

“I saw much, Ranulf. As I have said. Darkness and light. The dragon, the eagle. Two sources, my friend. I spoke of the fruits of your labour.”

“Yes, I know.” He had to truly shout now. His eyes flicked away to the north, quickly scanning. Nothing. He saw nothing out there. “Will she defeat him…when she comes?” The titan was almost upon them, the very air vibrating. The sky seemed to flame around him. It was too late for them, now, but he needed to know. “Just tell me, Sevrin. Will she save this world? Tell me what you saw, please!”

The king’s thin lips held that knowing little smile, and his eyes drifted over Ranulf’s shoulder. “Look again, Ranulf Shackton,” he said, raising his brows. “What did I foresee? This.”

This. And Ranulf turned. Turned to see a light flashing, twinkling like a newborn star, the first star to shine out in a cold, dead night. A pin-prick of bright silver that seemed so far away, but shooting fast, faster and faster yet. So fast that Ranulf could not follow its motion as it speared from north to south, a spreading silver trail in its wake, a silver trail that seemed to flash gold…

There was a heavy grunting sound. Ranulf blinked, and that was all it took to miss it. The silver-gold light had slashed right past the Dread. A blade of many colours cutting open a fiery sky. The great dragon jerked its head, jaws snapping shut, as though stung by an unseen bee. He swerved right, moving away from them at the last moment, pulling with him a fearsome wind that caused the entire pavilion to bend, to lean rippling to one side, cloaks blowing into faces, men losing their feet and falling.

Ranulf hunkered down in his chair, squinting up to follow the course of Drulgar the Dread as he snapped out again, giving chase to a tiny, zipping object. A new gash must have opened somewhere on the dragon’s neck, because Ranulf saw a thin trail of steaming lava cascading down as he flew away. He watched, quite breathless. A hand came down on his forearm.

Sevrin’s hand. And the king was smiling. “That, my dear friend, is what I saw.”

And the king sat back, re-crossed his thin legs, took a drink of his wine, and watched on.
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Sir Ralston Whaleheart blinked up at the eastern sky, watching as Drulgar the Dread swerved away from the rearward camp.

He disengages. Something draws him off.

It had seemed certain that the king’s own pavilion, raised upon that distant hill, was set to be destroyed, but no, the dragon was snapping after something now, nothing but a spark of light against the black-red storm, and that black-red storm was thundering.

In rage, now, Sir Ralston thought. And maybe, even, in fear.

“It is Saska,” said Lady Marian Payne, the picture of calm. She stood with him, watching, sounding not in the least surprised. There was a smile on her lips, a proud smile. “At last, she enters the fray.”

Saska. The Whaleheart raised a battered grey gauntlet, lifted his scarred, scorched faceplate. Lifted it and peered through the smog, the fume. Peered up and focused his eyes, zooming in upon the tiny silver spec racing from the titan’s maw. And there were tears, now, misting his eyes, as he saw her, fully armoured, cloak rippling, a cloak that was silver and blue, saw the long brown hair flicking out from the back of her helm, arm outstretched before her, bearing in her grasp the Heart Remade.

“Saska,” he murmured, hardly able to believe it. His scarred, craggy face split into a smile. A rare thing from the Whaleheart. Rare as those tears. He felt his regret, his guilt, lifting off his shoulders. That weight he’d carried since he failed her, in the glade. Since he’d let her be taken. Since he’d betrayed his sworn oath. He let out a long, slow, releasing breath. Sir Ralston Whaleheart, heaviest man in the world, felt suddenly as light as a child.

And others were starting to notice her, too. There was a great swelling across the plains that sounded like hope, rekindled.

“The heir!” someone cried, suddenly, through the din.

“She has come!” yelled another.

“Come to save us!” cried a third.

Men who had been turning to run turned back. Men down on their knees in despair stood and took up their blades once more. They had just seen Calacan crash hard against the side of the volcano. They had just glimpsed the shadow of Eldur himself flying off his high mountain perch. It had set them to running, many of these last brave few. It had seemed that all was lost, but no. Men were lifting their blades now toward her. Lifting their weapons and screaming out her name. They raised them high and cried out, “For the heir!” as they rallied back into battle.

“And so the winds change again,” Lady Marian said, profoundly. They stood there together, watching their protege, their pupil, this girl that both of them had trained. “She has come a long way, has she not?”

The Whaleheart nodded his big head. A long way, yes, and far beyond them now. She belongs up there, with the titans and the gods. That is her battlefield. Ours remains down here.

“Well, look at you two. Don’t you make a sweet old sight.” Roark, Marian’s man, grey, gruff, came walking up toward them. The younger soldier, Lark, was with him. “Like a pair o’ parents, you are, gazing up at your dazzling daughter. Don’t they look a sight, eh, Warbler?”

“I’d say they do,” Lark said. “Both proud as punch.”

“Aye, that’s it. Proud as punch.” Roark made a lopsided grin. “Might be you’ll pluck a tune out o’ this, Warbler. The Flight o’ the Heir. The Teen and the Titan. Something like that. Eh?”

“Reckon I’d need to live first, Roark.”

“Aye, that’s true. Living comes first.”

Sir Ralston looked down at the two men, quite astonished that they were still alive. Most of the non-Bladeborn must surely have run by now, or been killed, but not these two. They’d been in and around it since the start, always near enough to Marian’s side and both remained amazingly un-killed. That was just battle, though, the King’s Wall knew. A lot of luck was involved in it, if a man was to see it through. He hoped their luck held fast to the end, and it seemed more likely now, with Saska here.

“Well, nice sweet moment though all this is, might I make a suggestion?” said Roark.

Marian waited. “Go ahead, then. Let’s hear it.”

“Well, you see those lads there?” Roark pointed across the fissured, cracked, bubbling earth to where Lord Horus Buckland was currently leading a renewed charge against the ramshackle enemy ranks.

“I see them, Roark.”

“Well, how about we join ‘em?” the soldier offered, with a shrug. “Or do you plan to stand about here being proud parents all day long?”

Marian gave that dry smile of hers. “As ever, Roark, you put forward a winning argument. Come, then,” and she pulled down her faceplate. “Let us join this turning tide.”

Sir Ralston Whaleheart followed behind them, rather distractedly and begrudgingly returning to the fighting. He wanted to watch Saska, see her soar up there against those raging skies, but couldn’t. Too many enemies to deal with, and too much smoke besides, and Saska and the Dread had swung off around the mountain now, anyway, far out of sight. So he committed himself back to battle instead, doing as he’d been doing all day, doing as he did best, chopping, hacking, hewing, slaying as northern voices swelled around him.

Within short order, he was back in the thick of it, the flashing blades, the swinging axes, spears thrusting, arrows occasionally flying through the smoky air. Grunts. Screams. Howls of pain. Cheers of triumph. All that sort of thing. An Agarathi spearman charged him, screaming, and the Whaleheart flicked a hand and broke his neck. A sunwolf leapt from over a rock and bit down on his arm. He ripped it out, tearing off teeth and half the wolf’s lower jaw, then cut its head off with a misting greatsword. Distantly, he spotted a moonbear thumping across the field, charging toward one of the few remaining fire giants. Then another white beast, much smaller, much closer, galloped past him, smashing enemies aside. It looked like Snowmane, the steed of Prince Elyon Daecar, racing hard as though returning to his master’s call.

Sir Ralston watched the horse go a moment, wondering if he might spot Prince Elyon away across the field, felt a blade tickling at his back, spun around and opened up a man from throat to groin, emptying him out of all internal organs in a steaming red splash. Sir Ralston Whaleheart has seen every sort of death in battle, but that was a particularly gruesome one. The soldier flopped and folded down to the ground and the Whaleheart resumed the slaughter, gutting, de-limbing, beheading one enemy and then the next. He heard a shout, turned his head, saw that King Robbert Lukar was fighting his way through the press toward him. “Sir Ralston, did you see her?” the young king cried out.

The king had with him his guardsmen, Sir Lothar Tunney, Sir Kevyn Bolt, the Dreyford brothers, the Grinning Knight, all of them still alive. They fanned out into a protective cordon. “I saw.”

“She’s come to save us,” the boy king said. He lifted his visor, showing his broad, handsome smile. “Do you feel it, Sir Ralston? That stirring in the air?” The king had something around his neck. It took the giant a moment to realise it was the piece of coral Saska had worn, the coral that had called to her that day on the reef. She had given it to the young king as a gift, the Whaleheart remembered. “It’s lucky after all,” Robbert said, seeing the giant looking at it. “It’s brought her back, Sir Ralston. It’s brought her back to save us.”

True or not, it was a nice sentiment. The Whaleheart was about to respond to that effect when something caught his eye. He turned his head, looking up. And his eyes narrowed to violent slits.

Somewhere in the back of his head, he heard the voice of Sotel Dar. Go with good fortune, Sir Ralston, the old scholar had said. And when you find yourself in the midst of a great battle…do be sure to look up.

The King’s Wall was looking up now. Looking up and his mouth was curling. He saw the flaming robes, the flaming hair, the red prong beard twisted and oiled. His mouth curled some more, tighter, tighter. His jailor. His tormenter. The man who’d pulled his strings.

He was looking at the High Priest of Fire.

“You know him?” King Robbert asked, watching the Whaleheart watch the priest.

“We’ve met.” Sir Ralston’s eyes moved over the men around him, saw that Sir Kevyn Bolt bore a spear. A heavy spear with a godsteel head. He reached out, hand open. “Your spear, Sir Kevyn.”

The Bull of Bolt hesitated. “But…”

“Give it to him,” Robbert said, and the knight acquiesced, stamping over, passing it on.

The Whaleheart took it, spun it around until the weight was right, pulled his arm back, back, back, eyes up. Men moved away to make space, voices murmuring. The noise of battle went soft in his ears, the grunting, shouting, screaming, wailing all smoothing off at the edges. He watched the High Priest sail across the sky, high up and out of range. Flaming light was coming out of his sceptre, cast down on the men below, the priest cackling as he did it. The Whaleheart focused only on his target. He heard that cackling clearly, heard the thump of wings, the buzzing sceptre. Everything else went blurred, slow. He could hear his own breath inside his head.

The High Priest was sailing across the sky, high up and out of range. But not to me. Back, back, back went the Whaleheart’s arm, waiting, waiting, waiting. All else blurred. One thing clear. Waiting, waiting, as he veered just closer, a little bit more, judging the speed, the timing, then a snap, like a bowstring, his arm firing forward, the spear flying out like a bolt from a ballista.

It arced through the air, sailing sweetly, the timing as pure and perfect as the laughter of a child. The dragon came from one way, the spear the other. They met in the middle in a glorious kiss.

A bloody kiss.

A deadly kiss.

From a distance of eighty metres, the speartip struck the eye. Struck it, slid in, vanishing at once into the brain. The dragon bucked, jerked, fell. Sir Ralston Whaleheart breathed again; the sounds of the world rushed in.

“Mother of gods,” someone murmured.

“An impossible throw,” said another.

The Whaleheart felt a hand clap against his massive arm. His throwing arm. His killing arm. “That’s done it for me, Sir Ralston. I can die happy now.” King Robbert was smiling up at him. “Wanted to see you fight all day. But that? A special moment.”

The dragon Draknarak was just now hitting the ground, striking the earth a short way across the field. A puff of ash went up, smoke swirling. The beast was dead, doubtless. But it was his rider the Whaleheart wanted.

He began marching away, the others following, more joining as they went, eager to see. By the time he reached the steaming corpse of the dragon, a crowd of soldiers had already gathered around it. Lord Wilson Gullimer was among them. He took one look at the Whaleheart and asked, “Your doing?”

“Killed him from a hundred yards,” said Lothar Tunney. “Right through the eye.”

“Truly?” asked the apple lord.

“Best throw I ever saw.”

Sir Ralston Whaleheart didn’t care for the praise. He went straight up to the dragon, clambered up its corpse, found what he was looking for mangled up within.

Somehow, the High Priest was still alive. He’d snapped an arm, torn open a shoulder, a shard of white bone was poking through the meat of his skinny thigh. Sundry other little wounds marred his ugly body. His red prong beard was all askew, his hair blood-matted, his flaming robes ripped halfway from his body, exposing the enfeebled form. Around his neck, the red diamond throbbed, as though beating with the fading thump of his heart. Slow, weak, dying. But not yet, Sir Ralston thought.

He grabbed a fistful of the man’s tattered robes and pulled him from the wreckage, dragging him to the ground. Much howling and heckling accompanied their coming as the men all pressed close around. The Whaleheart would make this quick. Not a man for speeches, Sir Ralston Whaleheart, but gestures he could do.

He plucked the red diamond from the High Priest’s neck, took the golden sceptre from his twisted hand. Raised them up, showing the men, then crushed them in his palms. It took an effort to do it, an effort perhaps only the Whaleheart could arrange, but he did it in the end. The diamond squeezed, cracked, exploded in a bloody light. The sceptre groaned, bent, snapped in two, a hissing sound coming out of it. The broken fragments were tossed to the ground for the men to come forward and spit on.

That was it, his gesture. The enemy cause, right there.

Then he knelt to the priest for a private word. “Remember me?” he rumbled.

The man was just barely conscious. Old eyes flickering, bloody lips murmuring. A slow, dull cognisance came into those eyes as they focused on the big scarred face. “You…” came a death-rattle whisper.

“Just wanted you to know who did it.”

That was good enough for Sir Ralston Whaleheart. No need to further twist the knife or spend any time torturing this creature. He stood up again to his massive height, lifted a boot, shared a final dark look with his jailer, his tormentor, then pressed his foot down on the old man’s head. The skull cracked, buckled, opening like an egg, pinky brains splatting out like yolk, oozing out through the fiery hair, into the red prong beard. Some ragged cheers went up from the watching men as Sir Ralston wiped the grime from his boot, gauntleted hands clapping and clattering against his shoulders and back.

“A famous kill,” said the Grinning Knight.

“Can’t believe I fought you, once,” put in Sir Lothar.

Sir Duncan Dreyford gave an incredulous laugh. “You? Then how are you not dead, you lanky bastard?”

“Bernie was with him,” Robbert said. “They just about held him off together.”

But Sir Ralston Whaleheart wasn’t listening. He was looking again, and up, searching the skies for Saska. Hard to see her, small as she was. But not so difficult to see the Dread. He was up there, in the east, an immense black shadow, wheeling around, about to go on the attack. The other men were still chattering on, but Robbert Lukar broke off. “You see her, Sir Ralston? My sight’s not what it was.”

He focused his eyes, drew a slow breath, and faintly, yes, he saw her. “She is waiting for him,” he murmured. “Preparing.”

“You want to watch?”

The Whaleheart looked down.

“I’d say you’ve earned a break, haven’t you?” The king smiled, visor up, had a glance around. His eyes stopped on the big dead dragon. “Reckon we’ll have a better view from up there. Shall we?”

And so it was that Sir Ralston Whaleheart and King Robbert Lukar sat on the corpse of the dragon of the High Priest of Fire, and watched Saska, the heir of Varin, do battle with Drulgar the Dread.
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Saska Varin floated high up in the smoking, flaming sky, taking a moment to catch her breath.

It had been frenetic since her arrival. Utter chaos of the most unbelievable kind. Beneath her, the scale of destruction was not within her abilities to process. There must be half a million dead. Hundreds of thousands fleeing. What few who remained were fighting in little patches. Fighting between the chugging fires and swirling smokes, between black rifts and red pits of lava.

She swung her eyes around, trying to spot someone she knew, but it wasn’t possible from way up here. Nor wise to think of them now. She must focus only on her task. On the reason for which she’d been born. She nodded to herself, once, twice. The Dread was swinging back around.

She braced herself, preparing to resume their duel, as that raging mass of black-red rock, that flying, roaring volcano thrashed its impossible bulk toward her. She had fretted over this battle for so long, assailed by all her doubts, overwhelmed by her fears, but now that she was here, it felt…right. Preordained, almost. Something that was always going to happen.

Saska tightened her grasp about the hilt of the Heart Remade, eyes narrow and watchful, waiting. Drulgar the Dread was nearing. Close, now, so close she could see the corpses in his jaws. See the bits of glinting metal, the twisted, misting armour, the chunks of rock in there, bits of grulok maybe. He opened the jaws wide and wider yet, preparing to snap them down on her. She waited, waited, waited a second more…then vanished in a breath of black smoke.

The air thrashed as the teeth smashed shut, the world trembling, flame fanning out in all directions. Saska shot away from it, swung up and over his back, through the black storm of those mighty wings, through the forest of spines, past the red-veined trunks, through the boiling, burning air.

The heat was almost unbearable. Even in her armour, she could only stay this close to him for so long. Her skin leaked with salty sweat, bubbling up out of her, raining down her forehead and into her eyes. She might try to call upon the power of the Frostblade, but it wasn’t always so easy as that. She was already flying, and invisible, and using all her focus on that. On the Windblade. The Nightblade. Hard to use all at once.

Her breath came in rasping pants as she burst past the back, past those surging dorsal spines, swung around to his right side, shot herself up along the neck. The head was there, that craggy mass as big as a warship, black fume pouring out on either side, choking and flaming. She pressed out wide away from it, into clearer air, saw the great right eye, the one that still worked, moving out across the world, searching. He had lost her again, but not for long. Even when invisible, he always seemed to find her, to know where she was, to sense her. The power in her grasp, no doubt, sent a signal, and not one she knew how to suppress. And Agarath was watching; she knew that too. That black storm above them, observing all, thundering as though in communication with the Dread, guiding him as Vandar was guiding her.

It is their battle, their duel, Saska thought. We are merely the tools of their power.

But she had a moment. A split second longer, perhaps, before he saw her. She pulsed toward him, blade pointed tip first, aiming at the eye, boosting herself faster, faster, with a flare of wind. Gritting her teeth against the heat, the searing heat, the killing heat, she surged for that searching eye.

And he saw her. There was a particular note of thunder above, a warning note, and the eye swivelled suddenly, at the last moment, the massive ball rotating in its socket to look at her. She snarled, flew faster, the pupil dilated, but it was too late. The lid slammed down like a double dragonsteel door, and the Dread turned his head, veering away in a whoosh of blinding smoke, the great pull of his movement creating a tumbling whirlwind that caused her to stutter, to lose ground, and slow.

Bastard. Saska spat out a frustrated breath as she decelerated, the Dread pulling quickly away, hovering once more above the battlefield in a protective bubble of swirling air. She’d cut him several times, slashing open the thick hide, drawing molten blood from his body in thin, steaming red falls, but they were nought but superficial wounds, kitten-scratches upon his boundless bulk. Not enough. Not nearly enough. A killing strike was proving elusive.

The eye, she knew, was one way in. If she could cut it, maybe, and blind him, that would go a long way to defanging the beast. If she could pulse right through, into the meat beyond, through vessels and sinew, past spine and bone, that would be ever better. Piercing the brain would surely kill the beast. And kill her too, maybe. If the very air around him was hard to bear, she did not imagine it would be especially pleasant being inside the titan.

Is that it, then? Must I sacrifice myself to kill him?

She floated there, high up, wondering how it had come to this. How she, a simple farm girl from Tukor, had found herself in this ungodly mess. Down below, far down west of the mountain, she could thinly see a demon dragon haunting the burning battlefield. See the beams of light cast down from what could only be the Soul of Agarath, flashing in the gloom, see a thin finger of black smoke rising from the top of it, rising and spreading to form the storm above.

It was him. Eldur. Her true enemy. How could she kill him if she died, killing the Dread? Should I go now? she wondered. Should I not confront the Father of Fire first? She felt trapped, despite being out there in the open air. The titan hunting her, evading her, duelling her. The demigod out there, wreaking havoc in the west. The god above, watching all. Frowning down with that ageless face.

She looked at it now, the face wreathed in red lightning, looked at it and snarled at it and pointed at it with the tip of the Heart Remade. The mists, the light, rose up and formed a face of their own, the face of Vandar, frowning right back. The gods glowered, glaring, frowning at one another in prehistoric hate as Saska just floated there letting them do it. And wondering…all the while wondering…

Just how had it come to this?

She snorted within her helm, a snort that was about to turn into a laugh from the utter absurdity of it all…before she looked down again and remembered all the dead, the dying, the catastrophic loss. Her snort turned into a twist of the mouth instead as she ran her eyes across the carnage. She had come here to save them, but hundreds were still dying. Every moment’s delay was another father who’d never hold his child, another husband who’d never kiss his wife, another son who’d never see his mother. She must kill them both, and kill them quick. But how? How? How?

She drew a deep, long, slow breath, closed her eyes a moment, stilled her mind. She could feel in the steel the past bearers, the past champions, the wielders of the five famous blades. All of them who’d borne one or the other, sometimes more than one, two or three, all coalescing into a nebulous presence. And out of that presence came a single voice. A warm voice, and comforting. The voice of her grandfather, King Lorin.

The heart, child, it must be the heart…One heart to pierce another.

She opened her eyes.

The Dread was surging toward her from the east, the gods still frowning in ancient contest. She could see the rips and tears all across Drulgar’s body, old wounds, new wounds, wounds from a thousand fights. The new ones were pink-black and ragged, savage cleaves torn open by the claws of Calacan. Saska had seen the great Eagle of Aramatia as she arrived, seen him lying down there by the lower mountain slopes amidst the crushed shelters of a canvas city. She knew Talasha must have succeeded in her task, but it hadn’t seemed to make a difference. For all the damage to the Dread’s flesh that Calacan had done, the wounds had simply closed, hardening, sealed up by the cooling magma. He is a volcanic force made flesh, Saska knew. And no flesh wound will ever kill him.

And yet…there was a way.

Only one way to reach the heart.

One way to get inside him.

One way to get in, and cut him, and out. To do it all without dying herself.

A long, slow breath, drawn into her lungs, preparing for what was to come. Hard to use all at once, yes, but she didn’t really have a choice. She drew that breath, blew it out, a grim smile curling on her lips.

Now or never, Saska thought.

One heart to pierce another.
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“Snowmane!” Elyon roared, seeing the white destrier charging toward him. He’d whistled for him earlier, but had little hope he’d heard. Seemed he had, though, and was racing for him fast, pounding out from a swell of fighting further off. Elyon turned his head as the horse neared, saw that Jonik had hunted down a mount of his own. Gerrin, too, was already saddled. Borrus as well. and Torvyn Blackshaw. The others weren’t having such luck. “Hurry up, all of you! They need our help!”

Snowmane arrived with a ringing neigh. Positively sodden in blood and gore, but that was hardly unexpected here. More red than white now, to be sure.

“Looks like you’ve killed more men than I have,” Elyon said, grabbing the reins and swinging up into the saddle. He gave a grimace from the throbbing pain in his shoulder. Not dislocated, thankfully, but sore as hell, and his head was still ringing like a bell. But could have been worse. Could have been dead. Somehow, he’d managed to slow himself at the last moment before he landed, just the same as he did in Ilithor. The gods were with him, or something like that.

“Hurry up!” he shouted. “Mooton, get a bloody mount! Butcher, stop buggering about and find a horse!”

Jonik rode up to him. “You sure you’re…”

“Stop fussing like a maid. I’m fine.”

Better than fine. Saska was back. Saska Varin, the girl in silver and blue. The girl of his dreams, flying up there through the sky somewhere. Duelling the Dread. Unbelievable, a part of him thought, but also entirely expected as well. A blade of many colours cutting open a fiery sky. Pretty clear what that vision meant now, and he’d had tears in his eyes when he’d first seen her. Tears of relief and disbelief, but that was done now, and back to business.

“We can’t wait any longer,” Elyon told his brother, staring away to the west. Eldur was out there, laying ruin to their father’s host. They had to get over there and help if they could; he wasn’t sure how, but they had to try. His eyes went around. Moot seemed to have tracked down a suitable horse now, the others still running about, trying to hail one. “That’s it. We’re going. Borrus!” Elyon shouted. The man was a good forty strides away. “We ride west for the king!”

The Lord of the Riverlands nodded, raised Red Wrath aloft, still dripping with the blood of Vargo Ven. “For the king!” he bellowed back.

“Let’s go,” Elyon said to Jonik. He gave Snowmane a good strike of his heel and started off at a brisk clip across the plains. Jonik came in beside him. Gerrin just a bit behind. Borrus was shouting for Mooton to join them. They couldn’t wait for them now.

The earth ahead was rutted, a deep trench torn out by the Dread, and those always came in threes. They navigated their way across, infuriatingly slow, up, down, through loose rubble and rock and puffing black smoke. Elyon looked up all the while, trusting Snowmane to choose the best course. Looked up, trying to see Saska through all the filth in the air, trying to watch her in her duel. They were up there, eastside of the mountain, the titan and the teen, doing battle. Even when he couldn’t see them, he could hear them well enough, the deep thwump of wings, the crashing rumble of those sky-ripping roars. Perhaps only Elyon knew what that was like to fight Drulgar the Dread in the skies, but never like this. In Ilithor, it was all he could do to get near him, cut that eye, and then he was done. Saska was engaged in a prolonged battle. A battle for the ages. A battle for the world.

“Elyon.” Jonik’s voice dragged his eyes back down.

“What?”

“It’s been an honour. Fighting with you. Whatever happens…” He trailed off. “It’s been an honour,” he said.

Elyon looked over at him. It wasn’t the time for this sort of talk. Or maybe it was. Maybe it was the only time. “Same,” he called over, sincerely. “It’s been a pleasure, brother.”

Brother. The name that Jonik always wanted to hear, and he gave it to him, reckoned he’d probably earned it by now. Even behind his faceplate, he could almost see Jonik smile. “Thank you, Elyon. That…means a lot.”

Elyon smiled back. “Just don’t die. How about that?”

“Same to you,” Jonik said.

They shared a nod, a brotherly nod, and rode on, reaching a wider plain, up near the slope of the mountain’s northern side, where the battle hadn’t reached. The air ahead was clearer, swept off on a strong southerly wind, long trails of smoke all dragged that way like grey streamers fluttering in the breeze. The earth was bulged and broken, scattered with large outcrops, cut with slitty orange rifts belching steam. They weaved through them, around them, over them, rode up a wedge of stone that climbed up a bit from the battlefield, just enough to give them a view of the plains ahead.

They paused a moment, searching forward. Elyon’s eyes worked hard in search of their father, creased and worried, moving across the breadth of the battlefield, the mad destruction. Dragons swooped and dove and plunged, fires chuffed and chugged and swirled, and in the heart of it all, Elyon saw him, Eldur, the Fire Father, out there on a nightmare dragon a few miles away, light flashing in crimson bursts, beams igniting in the ashen gloom. He could almost hear it from here, the wailing sound it made, as if all the men, the women, the children killed by Agarath were all crying out in a voice of woe.

A shiver went up his spine. There was a louder rumble above him, pulling Elyon’s eyes to the skies. There, high up, but getting lower, was the Dread, flying east to west. In the fume that wreathed him, Elyon glimpsed a silver spec, flying around the vastness of the body, moving as though looking for an opening. The Dread did not seem to be deviating in his course. All are converging on the west.

“Elyon, look.” Jonik raised a finger and pointed. Elyon peered through fume, through gloom, and saw it.

Miles away, Eldur was circling.

He was circling over Amron Daecar.
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“Well, you said you wanted something that could kill you,” Lythian said dryly, as the demigod circled above them.

Amron Daecar gave the barest hint of a grim smile. “I’d best choose my words more carefully in future.” The king pulled Vallath’s Ruin from the rock, grimacing in pain. “It’s time,” he said, as though it had been written. “Tell the others to hold back. No matter what.” He held Lythian’s gaze for a moment. “No matter what,” he repeated. “I need to hear you say it.”

Lythian Lindar swallowed in a dry throat. The moment had come, then. The moment when they parted. “I…”

“You’ve been a good captain, Lythian. The best a man could hope for. And an even better friend.” He lifted his hand and put it on his shoulder. All was noise about them, roaring, screaming, yet within it, they were a pocket of calm. “I won’t let anyone else die for me, Lyth. If it’s my time, then it’s my time.”

Lythian seemed unable to muster words. What words to convey what Amron meant to him? His friendship. The honour of serving him. It had been the pride of his life to have spent it beside him.

The great man, Amron Daecar.

But nothing was said of that. All he managed was a whisper. And that whisper was, “For Vandar.”

The king smiled. His last, perhaps, and if that were so, it was a good one. “For Vandar,” he agreed, with his hand still on Lythian’s shoulder. He held it there a moment longer, gave his friend a final look, a final nod, then drew that hand away. Away, for the very last time. And he turned to limp out across the field.

Lythian watched him go, battling against every urge within him to follow. Watched him shamble and stagger through the assault of his pain, this broken king, across broken earth, walking out to face a god, alone.

The great man, Amron Daecar.
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Be with me, Vandar. Guide me. Show me the way, Saska prayed.

She was flying alongside him, alongside the Dread, flying west along the north face of the mountain. The storm clung to him like a veil, a black cloak of burning fume, lightning flashing, crashing, with every thrash of his unearthly wings. The air cracked and trembled, pounding in her ears, bending from the terrible heat.

Below, Calacan lay in the ruin of the camp, cast against the mountain, the light of his power dimmed. Yet throbbing, lightly, Saska realised. Not dead, she thought. Not yet…

Ahead, still far, but swiftly nearing, she saw the Fire Father on his demon dragon. Her lips pulled back as she saw him, the shadowed form, the tall black staff, the god-storm rising above it. She remembered Eldur on that beach in his kindly form, remembered the soft poison of his avuncular voice. This was the truth, the devil unmasked. Twisted, tall, terrible.

And her mouth twisted too. Twisted as she thought of her grandmother, sitting on that bench. The sun sinking away in the west as the old woman shrivelled and died. As she thought of the night she’d let her go. The night she burned her on the pyre. As she stood on that cliff and imagined the newborn star in the sky. The star twinkling bright, silver-gold, above her.

She looked up now and imagined that she saw it; maybe she did see it. Maybe it was real. That star, piercing through the gloom of the storm. The indomitable light of her grandmother, Safina Nemati, watching over her now, always.

A strange peace settled upon her. This was her one chance now, and she must take it. The Eagle of Aramatia had torn the Dread’s flesh in many places, and Saska was looking at one now, glimpsed through the cloak of fume. A gash as wide as a farmtrack running beneath the wing hinge, behind the left shoulder. The molten blood had sealed it off, hardening with black ridges and broken with pink seams. It pulsed, steaming, venting heat with every beat. Every beat of the heart within.

And in that very moment, it seemed to Saska that the twinkling light of her grandmother’s star was shining upon that scar. A beam of radiance coming down through the black storm. A light to show the way…

Saska filled her lungs and felt all at peace. She remembered her grandfather’s training. On that beach, in her mind, he had taught her to master the Nightblade. Twins. She thought. Know one, and know the other. A soft mist of blue rippled around her, within her. Silver she flew. And blue.

The colours of Vandar, of Varin.

One heart to pierce another.
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“A braver man there never was,” said the cracked voice of old Bryce Coddington.

Lythian nodded, watching as the king walked away, as he limped away, shambled away, into an open space among the ruined plains. The battlefield was broken and sundered all around them, but that space made for a clearing in the chaos. Into it, the King of Vandar went, raising Vallath’s Ruin to challenge a god.

The great man, Amron Daecar.

Some others were coming up to watch with them. Rogen Whitebeard, Torus Stoutman, Sir Connor Crawfield, Sir Storos Pentar. Others were lying here and there, dead, wounded, dying, still fighting further off. The dragons had gathered about their master, plunging on men as they fled. The skies swarmed with them, shrieked with them. One, two, three flew across the path of the king, around the king, but he neither looked at them nor swiped at them, just stood there, ignoring them, waiting for his one true foe.

“He’s going to die,” murmured a voice. Jovyn, the Last Blade of Vandar, stood sadly at Lythian’s side. “We can’t just stand here and watch.”

Lythian put a hand on his shoulder, as Amron had put a hand on his. “He gave an order, Jovyn. We must obey our king.”

He felt sick as he stood there watching. Torn between his head and his heart, between love for his friend and his oath of duty. The nameless demon upon which the Fire Father rode came down now and landed amidst a cloud of ash, thrown up by the beating of the beast’s wide wings, concealing both dragon and demigod as they settled on the earth some thirty or so strides from the king. A hushed moment, and another to follow, a long quiet that seemed to last an age. And then a rippling in that shroud, the approach of a figure, and out from it, he emerged.

Lythian felt Jovyn tense beside him. Felt Storos Pentar take a short step back. He could feel the hair tingling on the nape of his neck, a queasy fist closing up in his gut. Eldur Eternal was yet taller than he’d been upon the plateau, a shadowed form soaring twice the king’s height, features glimpsed through that shifting mantle. The dragon-like visage. The red, red eyes. The corpse-white hair floating out behind his back, stirring against the scarlet robes.

The gaze of the Fire Father was empty of all feeling. Empty of hate, of anger, even disdain. It held nothing but a cold and distant promise; a promise of death, for Amron, for them all. In his left hand, he bore his staff, long fingers, abnormally long, black-clawed and curling about the haft. His right clutched loosely at the hilt of the Fireblade, burning in the shadows of his hip.

Ulrik, Lythian thought. So he is dead, then…

Amron was putting himself into Blockform. The barest shadow of a smile on Eldur’s lips, those lips cracked like ancient stone. He stood, doing nothing. Observing. Perfectly still. Lythian heard a shout call out, a rough bellow from the mouth of the king, and in that moment, he surged forward.

The demigod tapped his staff on the rocks. A red light expanded out from the orb. Amron was struck as though by a propulsive blast, his entire body leaving the ground, flying back across the broken plains, landing with a crack of steel on stone. A moment later, the force struck them all, that red screaming wave slaying all other sound. Lythian turned his shoulder, set his feet, his cloak tugging hard in the hissing wind. He heard a grunt as Storos toppled backwards, saw Connor Crawfield lose his footing and fall. The light blew on, screaming, on and on, until all of a sudden, it was gone.

A wake of ringing was left behind, a ringing of woe and despair. Lythian winced against it as he saw Amron struggle to his feet, pushing up from the rocks, moving forward. The demigod observed him, entirely detached. Slowly, he withdrew the Fireblade.

“My lord…” Jovyn pleaded. “We can’t just stand here. I won’t.” He took a pace forward.

Lythian grabbed his arm. “No,” and pulled the boy back.

The king was swinging Vallath’s Ruin. Eldur lazily parried the strike with a flare of flame. Amron roared, defiant, and unleashed a swift three-move attack. Eldur swiped the first, blocked the second, missed the third.

Hope.

Vallath’s Ruin came singing in a blistering downslash right for the Fire Father’s head. Eldur’s red eyes watched on, uncaring. The godsteel swung closer, closer…and bounced harmlessly away in a blinding flash. Lythian flinched against the glare, against the piercing scream that came with it, perceived a figure sailing back through the air, landing, smashing against a boulder the size of a haycart. It shattered as the king struck it, black rock fragmenting into a rain of skittering shards. The screaming endured, endured, the red air speckled with black dots as Lythian blinked, heard others groaning against the sound, holding their hands against their ears.

The flare of light faded, retreating, and there was the king, lying flat on his back, utterly still. For a cold moment Lythian wondered if he was dead, or unconscious, but then he saw him move. Saw him rolling onto his side, pushing himself up, struggling to a knee, all slow, like he was dazed. He stayed there for a short time, as though gathering his wits, taking deep breaths, shaking his head. Then up onto his feet, unsteady as he went, walking now, limping, to face Eldur once more.

A braver man there never was.

And the demigod stood, waiting. Holding his staff out to one side, enswirled in shadow and flame, a dark statue of divinity, of devilry, brought to life. A red light was glowing in the gloomy air, a power gathering, concentrating around the Bondstone. One blast, Lythian knew. It would only take one blast.

He stood, watching….and remembering Amara’s words.

You watch him, Lythian Lindar. You stay at his side, and you watch him. There might come a time when he’ll need you. He might need you before the end.

The end, Lythian thought. If this wasn’t the end, what was?

Lythian Lindar, the Knight of the Vale, had never betrayed an order from his king.

Never betrayed it, until now.

You stay at his side, and you watch him.

In that instant, he was running.
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The Dread pumped his wings as he saw her coming, trying to turn her back and fend her off. Thrashed the air into a storm of wild wind, wind that fizzed and crackled with crimson lightning, that licked and slobbered with tongues of flame. The air boiled, hissing, bubbling; it eddied like white water around rapids. He made the air death itself. An air that wanted to kill you. That ripped bodies apart and burned them, cooked them alive with electric charge.

No one could survive it. No one.

No one but me, Saska thought.

She was flying in vestments of silver light, a protective wind that spun around her. An arrowhead at the front, cutting through the tearing eddies, a feasting armour of spiralling air behind that consumed the red lightning and spat it out. The boiling, searing, killing heat tried to seep through the seal, but couldn’t. She coated herself with a soft film of white mist, a cool cocoon given power by the Frostblade.

Her form itself was a ripple of blue, gentle as waves lapping at a golden shore. It made her think of the beach. Where her grandfather had trained her. Where her father had lived. A smile was on her lips as she thought of all the little links, the connections. A beautiful tapestry, she thought…about to weave the final thread.

The scar made by Calacan was ahead, the door to the buried treasure within. Riches beyond counting, she thought. One heart to pierce another.

In her silver suit, rimmed white, her form blue as a summer sea, she cast herself toward that throbbing scar…and through it, passing within.

And now the world changed.

Now the mountain was gone, and the battlefield about it, and the men, the mounts, the dead, the dying. The sky was gone, and the storm within it, and the earth below it.

Everything changed.
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All the world was red.

A grisly red hue glowing out from the Bondstone.

It painted the rocks, the plains, in blood; it saturated the very air.

Amron was a shape within it. A shambling shape, limping forward, Vallath’s Ruin held weakly in his grasp. Eldur awaited him, his staff held to his side, the red light expanding, expanding. It coated everything, screaming out, a wailing woe, a keening despair. And the Soul of Agarath was darkening…

Lythian’s insides were aflame and squirming, twisting, he could taste hot bile rising up in his throat. Every part of him, every atom and molecule, wanted to drop to his knees and cover his ears, to close his eyes and curl up on the ground, to scream against that screaming sound and hope it all went away.

But he didn’t.

On he went, on he ran, thinking of Amara’s words. There might come a time when he’ll need you. He might need you before the end. And she’d put her hand on his chest when she said it…

The king buckled to his knees now, unable to go any further. Eldur loomed over him, a billowing shadow, the Soul of Agarath an orb of black-scarlet, much darker than the red around it. There was a sound, now, of that power coalescing, thickening, concentrating, into a single blast.

One blast, Lythian thought, running. It would only take one blast.

Ilith had made them all armour. He had made them all armour for a purpose. “No, it’s yours,” Amron had told him when he suggested the king wear the breastplate himself. “The Worldbuilder will have his reasons, Lythian. Go ahead, put it on.”

Lythian Lindar was wearing it now; he was wearing it, and he knew the reason. A breastplate hidden in blood, soot, gore, red-black in the grisly light. Through that light, he ran, as Eldur stood before the king. As the dark orb shimmered and buzzed with electricity, the power building, building, building…

Time slowed, or seemed to, as Lythian leapt a rock, as he sprang up and across the screaming air. Amron was on his knees, chin up high, facing his death with courage. Facing it as he’d lived. But Lythian would not allow it.

He sailed right over the head of Amron Daecar and landed before the king.

The beam of light burst out of the Bondstone in a fury of black-scarlet rage. It rushed, and surged, and screamed, slavering, hungry to kill a king. Yet a man stood before it. A man stood up, defiant. The beam struck Lythian Lindar in the heart of his breastplate, that breastplate made by Ilith, imbued with the impregnable power of the Sword of Varinar, and the blood, the gore, the sooty filth was vaporised in an instant, and in that same instant the steel was unveiled, brilliant, blinding, gold.

There was a crack, earth-shattering, as the beam connected. As it connected and rebounded, screaming back the other way.

A knight and a demigod flew backwards away from one another.

A king remained on his knees.
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Saska was inside the dragon, that red-black bulk, passing through it, undisturbed.

Veins as thick as corridors twisted and throbbed like immense feasting snakes, molten blood moving through them, pumping and surging in a killing flow. Walls of muscle wide as city towers clenched and flexed, powering the limbs, the wings. Curved bone loomed out of the meaty, wet darkness, flashing white in the light she made. She passed through it all without changing it, cutting it. Incorporeal, she went. Immaterial. A silver-blue ghost in a black-red space that no soul had ever seen.

The air, she knew, was poison. One breath and it would melt her insides. She flew, deeper, deeper, straight through the body of the beast, straight as an arrow, trusting her course.

And now…now she could feel it, the thick thumping just ahead. Feel that heavy pulse beyond those curves of white bone. Ribs, she knew, wide as the trunks of oak trees, a forest of them all pressed together. A protective cage that shielded the heart. A prison through which nothing could pierce.

But Saska rippled through it. Through the bone and into the dark sanctuary within, and there she saw it, the black heart pumping, the furnace, the dark core of this cataclysmic force. There was a shifting as the dragon swerved and moved, as though knowing she was in him, but all slow, smooth, as time compressed. It was all happening in this single instant. A lifetime in a breathless moment.

And here it was, the death of the Dread, as Saska flew into that thumping black mass. In she went, through the thick black meat and the world changed once again. A darkness closed in on her, blacker than black, squashing her, squeezing, unspeakable in its infinite hate. She sensed the early uttering of a boundless roar, a roar of rage, and panic, knowing where she was. Of fear, even, terror. Knowing his time had come…

A golden light flashed in that meaty darkness. For a fraction of an instant, Saska’s body took form, and within the black heart of the Dread appeared the bright one of Vandar. The muscle, in that instant, found itself occupying the same space as the steel. The heart of a god inside the heart of a titan.

There was only ever going to be one winner.

There was a rending, a ripping, flesh yawning open, black mass parting on unbreakable steel. There was a bucking, a trembling, like a mountain struck by lightning. There was a thundering in the distant places far away.

For a fraction of an instant, Saska’s body took form. And that was all it took.

One heart to pierce another.

And now time quickened and raced to catch up. A golden flash, quick as a wink, and she was formless again, rippling blue like those waves upon the shore. She shot out of the heart as it burst open behind her, passed through the ribs as thick as oak trunks, out through the meat, and the muscle, and the molten blood, the whole mass quivering, the great body stiffening, everything seeming to harden as she went.

And her lungs were burning. She felt a sizzling all around her. A fraction of an instant was all it took, but in that instant she’d been inside that immense dark heart, and she could feel it now on her, hot and wet…burning through her armour….eating through the godsteel…as she shot from the body of the Dread.

The world changed a final time. Back to clear air and hard stone and open sky. Back to the battlefield below, the mounts and the men, to the storm above thundering mad grief and fury. She hissed out into the world, trailing a stream of black-red blood, the plains close below her now, a blurred mass of colours and motion, rushing up quick…quicker…quicker…

She snatched a breath into her burning lungs, blinked and tried to focus. To her left, she glimpsed the body of the Dread falling, his great shadow plunging away toward the earth, veering like a listing ship. He wasn’t moving. The wings were fixed. The fires that wreathed him, the puffing fume, seemed to melt away like fog under a summer sun, the red veins of the spines, the flaming cracks hissing steam, all turning dull and grey...

She’d done it, he was dead, but she had no time to enjoy it. The earth was coming swiftly up to meet her, her vision was fading, her thoughts all muddy; she seemed unable to command the winds. She tried, failed, tried again, failed. Through dimming eyes, through desperate eyes, she saw a red light ahead, the plains soaked as if by blood, the very air filled with scarlet smoke. There was a fearsome crack down there, a burst of light, a pulse of power. A wave of air came rushing from below; it struck her, smashed her…she felt her grip loosen on the blade…

No…no…she tried to reach out and grab it, but it was gone, spearing away, away into that red-smeared sky. Flying, it seemed. It almost looked like it was flying.

Away into the red shroud went the Heart Remade.

And Saska fell behind it.

Down, down.
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“Hold on!” Jonik cried out beside him as the Dread came rushing toward the ground. “Elyon, hold on! He’s going to hit!”

And just as he said it, he hit.

The impact was earth-splitting, ear-splitting, head-splitting, a small volcano tumbling out of the skies to strike near the base of another one. The whole world rocked. Snowmane stumbled, fell, a whinny crying out from his lips. Elyon managed to vault from the saddle in time, landing, rolling, losing his footing with all that shaking, and crashing right down onto his chest, skidding along the stone. It felt altogether like the entire landmass was going to shake itself apart, that fissures would open wide and wider still, that molten magma would come pouring up from the chasms. It felt very much that way, but only for a few moments. Then the rocking, the shaking, the trembling settled down, a rain of grit falling from the ash-filled skies, a cloud of smoke spreading from the epicentre of the impact to shroud the field for many miles around.

Elyon got back up to his feet, the ground still trembling in little aftershocks. There was a frenzied, maddened, cataclysmically fearful bellowing coming from the storm above them. The sound of a father raging at the death of his favourite son.

Jonik, somehow, had remained ahorse. “She did it,” he murmured. “She…actually did it.”

Elyon nodded. She’d done it, that was true. The Dread was dead. She’s killed the unkillable thing. He ought to have felt overjoyed at that, but he didn’t. It was fear he felt.

“She’ll be fine, Elyon,” Jonik said, sensing his concern. “Her armour will have protected her. Same as it did you.”

His brother must have seen it as well, then. Seen that silver-blue spec come bursting from the side of the Dread, trailing a black-red mist, plummeting in an uncontrolled spin. Elyon had lost sight of her shortly after, but the speed she was going…the hard angle toward the ground…

“She can’t be far ahead,” Jonik added. “If we keep going this way, we’ll find her.”

Elyon breathed deep, gave a nod, supposed his brother had the right of it there. Just keep going. Maybe she’ll be fine. It was better to think that way until he knew otherwise.

Snowmane was back up on his feet, thankfully unhurt from his fall. As Elyon climbed back on, there was a noise behind them, and Gerrin, Borrus, Moot and Torvyn came cantering out through the gloom. They pulled right up, though Elyon wasn’t keen on stopping for a chat. He gave Snowmane a kick with his heel and drove him onward, Jonik going with him, the rest grinding back into motion behind, murmuring about what they’d seen, wondering if it could be real. All seemed suddenly stricken of all sound. Only the storm grumbling more quietly above them now. Only their voices, muttering, the drumming of their hooves on the rock, the occasional shout, coming out of the mist, the groan of a dying man nearby.

It was the sort of quiet that doesn’t belong. The sort that makes a man nervous. Elyon’s heart was thumping in his neck, his eyes scanning for any sign of Saska, looking for any little dustcloud kicked up from her landing, something denser than the thinner smog through which they rode. Eventually, a faint red light began to seep into the grey fog, growing stronger as they closed in on it. There was an afterglow of buzzing power hanging in the air out there, the thin echo of screaming ringing their way through the shroud…

“I see something,” Jonik said.

The voice tugged Elyon’s eyes over. His brother was pointing just a little ahead.

“There, Elyon…I think it’s…”

Her.

He was out of the saddle in an instant, running for her, running for Saska. She lay in a ditch of rock carven by the impact of her landing, bulged up against her back, almost making a sort of headboard. She might have looked peaceful lying there like that were it not for the fact that he left leg was twisting behind her, probably broken, her armour slick with a bubbling blackish ooze that ate at the godsteel, melting through the plate, a putrid steam, a twisted mist, rising from her head to heel.

“Saska…” His voice was fear-choked, ragged. He flew to his knees, hands hovering over her, unsure of what to do. Water, he realised, and he shouted it, “Water!” His neck twisted back. “Get me water! Water!”

Jonik was first to him, snatching a waterskin that happened to be hanging from his horse’s saddlebags, pulling off the top and thrusting it over. Elyon poured it over Saska’s faceplate, the black ooze clearing off a bit, but stubbornly, some still sticking, hissing, burning.

“More, I need more!”

The others rummaged in saddlebags and swung skins from hips if they had them, giving him whatever they could. By chance, Torvyn Blackshaw spotted a bucket not far away, wedged among some rocks, half on its side. Water no doubt used to douse the fire giant’s flames, and there were still a few inches of it sloshing at the bottom as Torvyn the Returned came back over, splashing it across Saska’s neck and chest at Elyon’s order. By then he was gingerly pulling up her faceplate, terrified of what he’d find beneath it, that the ooze had dripped and leaked inside to mar and destroy her perfect face. That it had burned right through and killed her.

But she was alive, unmarred, her faceplate protecting her. Alive, breathing, her pulse steady, but slow. Yet the ooze was still determined to kill her. Still bubbling through her armour. When they tried to wipe it off with their cloaks, it ate fiercely through the fabric, forcing them to tear it off.

“We have to get her out of that armour,” Gerrin said.

It was the only way. “Help me,” Elyon cried.

They gathered around, working her out of her plate, careful not to touch the black blood where they could. Then Mooton noticed something. “She’s not got the blade.”

Elyon paused, looked around. They all paused, looked around. The Beast of Blackshaw was right. “Where is it?” Borrus asked.

It was Jonik who gave answer. Jonik who stood, slowly, and stared. “There,” he said, and his voice was a whisper. “It’s…over there.”

There. And Elyon peered out through the thinning mists. Peered out and saw the glow of multicoloured light, shimmering within that bloody-red shroud. A bright light that cast in its glow the frame of a single figure.

And he knew the figure.

Father.
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It rested at his feet, no more than a single stride away. It rested where it came to settle.

It had landed point-first, sinking halfway into the ground, presenting itself with the hilt angled toward him.

The king stared at it, blinking, not quite sure if he was seeing it right, wondering if it was all some dream. Everything had gone quiet now, quiet and unusually calm. No more trembling from the crashing of the Dread. No more thundering of the storm far above him. It was just him, kneeling before the Heart Remade, come down like a bolt from the blue. And a voice somewhere, deep and urging, a voice that encouraged him to take it.

A memory came to him, then. A memory of a distant shore, and the fulfilling of a prophecy, a lonely strand and the roar of the ocean. A memory of a stone, and a sword plunged into it, a brilliant white light calling him forth.

“One great quest will fail,” he murmured, “but one greater will light the way…”

He reached forward with a tentative hand, a trembling hand. Just to touch the blade and feel its power. To take away his pain, perhaps, for a moment, but only for a moment…

And the voice again, urging him. He could hear it somewhere in the back of his head, a deep rumbling like a faraway storm, out there at the edge of the world. His breath seemed to grow very still in his lungs, very static in his throat, as the drifting mists that rose from the steel gathered into a face before him. Gold was the skin, the black forming shadow, the white softening into a flowing beard. The silver fell down in a cascade of hair and the blue lit the eyes, those all-powerful eyes, peering into the content of his soul.

“Great Vandar,” Amron whispered, still down on his knees before him. He sensed a familiar presence, a familiar power, the same as he’d felt in the holy chamber deep beneath the mountain of Vandar’s Tomb. The binding and the blessing...there is power enough for both. The final fragment had been given freely, used in the final forging, binding the five blades together. That same presence murmured forth from the steel, ancient and everlasting, the bottomless well of power depicted in the features of the godly face.

And the blessing…he thought of the blessing. A blessing he might have spoken for himself, but instead, he’d spoken it for another. For Saska. To help her. To be there for her when she needed him most. “I have helped her,” Amron had said to Elyon once. He just didn’t know how.

But now he did.

His eyes drew over to his left. Through the thinning mists, he saw a group standing and looking his way. A group standing over a figure, cast down against the rocks, a figure he knew to be Saska. A girl he’d never met, whom he’d sworn to help that day. A blessing spoken to the last ember of Vandar’s spirit. And granted now, Amron knew.

To be there for her when she needs me most.

Amron Daecar, the King of Vandar, drew a deep breath into his lungs. The face of the God King was staring. No words were spoken; no words were needed. Amron knew, now, what he must do. He knew who he was, at last.

You were right, Amara, he thought, reaching out. You were right about me, all along.

His fingers curled around the grip of the Heart Remade. At its lightest touch, its merest contact, his pains were gone, his aches and agonies, cast off like dust beneath a sudden gust of wind. A flood of untold might, of power, of purpose, coursed through him, every vessel within him, saturating every fibre and strand. The face of Vandar gave a nod, approving, and through the light, the coloured mists, through that face…Amron saw him come.

And he stood, now, to face him; he stood to resume their duel. The Crippler of Kings. The Hero of the North. Amron Daecar had had many names. Some earned, some not, some hard to live up to. And one above all had followed him. One above all, he had failed to meet.

Until now.

You were right, Amara, you were right, he thought…as he gave a gentle tug.

And from the stone it slid, weightless.

The heart of a god in his grasp.
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Lythian coughed, burbled, rubble-covered, dust-choked, head ringing. A throbbing sound was about all he heard, besides that ringing, the pump of his heart in his head, and some voices. They murmured as though shouting out at him through water, all dull and blurry, about as good as his sight right now. He couldn’t remember much of the last few minutes. Something about saving Amron’s life was in there. Then a strike like a hammerblow to the chest, a red-gold flash, and he was spinning back away across the rocks.

Now this. The coughing, the ringing, the voices that went unheard. And shapes, he saw, above him, pulling off rocks, clearing away rubble. The ringing slowly eased up, the voices suddenly grew clearer, and he felt himself dragged up to his feet by over half a dozen hands.

Then a bearded face appeared before him. “You all right, lad?” It was Torus Stoutman, smiling a bloody smile. “Took a proper blow there, eh? How’s your head?”

“Fine. I…think.”

“You can think. That’s a good start. Can you use your eyes as well?”

Lythian frowned, supposing he must be able to, seeing as he could see Stoutman standing right there. And Jovyn, too, and old Bryce Coddington, Storos, and so on, all the same ones as before, and a few more besides, all gathering around. But not for him. No one was looking at him except Stoutman.

“Good. Then best take a look. This isn’t something you’re going to want to miss.”

Lythian’s brows knitted tighter, hopelessly confused, as he submitted to looking the same way as everyone else. He blinked a couple of times to make sure he was seeing right. Because he’s seen this before. Or heard it, anyway.

He was looking at the final glimpse. The great shadow, fading, another before it, wreathed in darkness and flame. A multicoloured light, a figure within it. Saska Varin it must be, bearing the Heart Remade, only…only…

He blinked again, squeezed his eyes tight, opened them, pulled his faceplate all the way up. A great hush had filled the air all around them. All silence, but for the low muttering of the storm, a few breathy exhales from the men. He knew the figure, framed by that light, and it was far from a womanly form.

“It’s…that’s…”

“It was always going to be him.” The voice was the growl of Vilmar the Black, appearing now, at the end. Lythian gaped at him, saw the huntsman give a smile. “What’s that they call him, boy? That famous name on everyone’s tongue?”

Lythian was hardly able to speak. He saw Amron give the Heart Remade a swish, saw Eldur looming ahead of him, the immense body of Drulgar the Dread cast to the earth much further back. A great shadow, fading…The king was stepping forward now, in that pool of shimmering light, undaunted. Cloaked in power, dressed in purpose, garbed in the very spirit of the Steel Father himself.

An awed smile pulled at the lips of Lythian Lindar. And he whispered the name.

“Varin Reborn.”
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The blade felt weightless in his grasp. It felt like he’d been born with it fastened between his very fingers. He gave it a swish, gold mist trailing, swished it the other way with a crackling of white frost. Those were the two blades he’s mastered, the blades he knew. The only ones I need.

The demigod stood before him, cloaked in shadow, just as before. The Fireblade held at one side, as before, the staff topped with the Soul of Agarath at his other. Yet something was different now. Something had changed in his eyes. Cold before, empty, bored, as he lazily dismissed Amron’s strikes. Now something that looked like doubt was in them, something approaching fear.

“Varin Reborn,” came the voice. The first time he had spoken.

“So they call me.” Amron took a pace forward, at last owning the mantle, his head gradually tilting up, up, to the devil standing over twelve feet tall. He glimpsed in the sky movement; the rippling of shadows and wings, and lots of them. “The last of your dragons,” the king observed. “Did you ever expect her to do it?”

The cold red eyes narrowed. “It should not have been possible. She should not have been here.”

“Many things should not be possible.” Amron turned the blade a rotation on his wrist, holding into a loose Blockform stance, ready. “Impossible,” he murmured, seeing himself do it. “And yet…preordained.”

A rumbling snort of sorts came from the Fire Father’s slit nose. “Nothing is preordained. Only preseen. Prophecy is never certain.”

“No fate, then?” Amron asked.

The demigod shook his head. “Fate is an illusion.”

The king gave the sword another swish, began armouring himself in a layer of ice. Thick, dense, atop his godsteel, the air sparkling colourfully about him. The Fire Father straightened his ancient neck with a click, stretched his spine, crack crack, tapped the butt of his staff against the rock. The wave of power did not move the king, this time. It washed past him, around him, beaten off by the power in his grasp. No worse than a gentle wind.

“Not even Varin ever bore that weapon.”

“Can you imagine if he had?”

“I dread to. To think of what he would have become.” The voice of Eldur Eternal wrapped itself around him. It hissed and spread and closed in from all sides. Yet Amron did not cower to it. An ill voice, yes, terrible in its power, yet it had no effect upon Amron Daecar.

“A tyrant?” he offered.

“Undoubtedly,” Eldur said.

“Some say that of his grandson. I have his name.”

“Amron the Bold,” murmured the demigod. Something close to a smile on the lips. “Do you feel worthy of it yet? The name.”

Amron looked down the length of the steel, the bands of colour, the rising mists. The face of Vandar had retreated now, yet he could see it all the same, watching him as the storm of Agarath was watching, observing their chosen vessels in the duel. “I am told to ignore the comparison,” he finally said. “We are different men, he and I.”

“You are greater, do you think?”

“Greater,” Amron echoed, musing on the word. Greatness. That was the sort of thing Janilah Lukar aspired to. And Amron the Bold, certainly. But not him. It was said that some men strive for greatness, while others have it forced upon them. Amron Daecar was of the latter sort. “That is for others to decide.”

Eldur inclined his head, acknowledging the answer. From the top of the Soul of Agarath rose a thin line of black smoke, rising, rising, to spread into the storm above. It was silent now, almost. The silence of grief, perhaps, that comes after a period of wailing lament. All else was quiet as well, or so it seemed, though there was surely more fighting raging on beyond this shroud. Thousands, perhaps tens of thousands, were still writhing in the struggle to survive out there. Only one thing could end the madness, once and for all. Amron knew what must be done.

He was ice-armoured now, layers of it, layers, to combat the threat of the Fireblade. Ice and flame, he thought, finding some nice balance and poetry in that. A part of him wondered if he could fly. If he should shimmer through matter, and blink from sight, if he could access the power of the former bearers in the steel, deploy the power of the other blades…but only a small part of his thoughts veered that way. What he knew was enough. His own mastery. His own training.

He would not rely on borrowed skill. He would do this himself. On his own.

He shifted his stance into Rushform, preparing to take the first strike.

“Time, then?” Eldur murmured, seeing it. “Time to end it all?”

“Past time,” Amron said, thinking of Eldur’s eighth death. “Long past time, my lord.”

A smile curled back there in the shadows of the Fire Father’s form. The red eyes glanced up skyward. In the crimson shroud, the ashy air, the dragons were moving, circling. “Let us end it, then. You and I.”

And he tapped his staff, once more.
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Another torrent of crimson light came pouring from the orb, splashing over them in a screaming red wave. Lythian, still somewhat reeling from the impact of that concentrated beam, and the small matter of saving Amron’s life, flinched and turned his head against it, feeling like he might throw up. Others were. He could hear them retching. Hear them spewing. Hear them shouting out against the dreaded sound.

And then, amidst all that, a voice. “Dragons,” growled Rogen Whitebeard.

An observant man, the ranger, and rarely wrong. Lythian looked up, saw them spinning out of the skies, ghosts in the red darkness, many of them, still many. All plunging from the gloom like seabirds on a shoal of fish.

And they were the fish.

“Dragons!” someone else said, much louder. Sounded like Sir Quinn Sharp. “Eyes up! Dragons! Dragons!” he roared.

The warning call spread quickly as the screaming light died off. Lythian’s eyes flashed back to Amron and Eldur as their duel began in earnest, all light and movement, flashes of flame, swirls of ice, all contained within that reddish shroud. Lythian should dearly like to watch it all, but as with Amron’s fight with Dulian at the Burning Rock, he found himself regrettably distracted.

The dragons were coming thick, fast, spitting out of the skies, plunging on the scattered men. One swept down upon Jovyn, but Rogen Whitebeard and Vilmar the Black were there to drive it off. Another fell on Sir Penrose Brightwood, snatching him from the ground, men flashing with their blades as the knight was taken, dragged up into the sky. Lythian heard Connor Crawfield give a wild shout, heard someone cry, “Spears!”, saw them firing off into the air in pursuit. One must have struck the dragon and struck him well, because all of a sudden, Brightwood was crashing down again, smashing into the earth with a heavy crack, knocking into Storos and Quinn Sharp as he landed.

Then it was chaos. Spears flying. Blades whirling. Men being plucked up like buns from a basket by a horde of starving peasants. Some went up, up, up, and came tumbling down again to break legs, backs, necks. Other men in lesser armour were crushed or consumed. Fire swirled and shot out in long thin lances, men ducking behind rocks, lifting up shields, the flames crashing and roaring all around them. The great fog of fume thrown up by the death of the Dread was settling, and the battlefield was opening out. Lythian took a slow second to turn fully around. He didn’t much like what he saw.

“Too many!” someone screamed, more or less resembling Lythian’s thoughts. “There are too many! Too many! We’ll never be able to…”

A roar shut him up, a shattering roar. A roar Lythian Lindar felt quite certain he knew.

He swung his gaze to the maelstrom above him, saw silver-blue scales, a mighty dragon, the mightiest left, thumping imperiously across the sky. Garlath. And others with him, following behind. The last of the surviving rogues. Two, three of them, one of them Lendrathor with Pagaloth up there atop him, still alive.

Lythian’s lips burst into a smile to see the man, mind flashing with a hundred memories of their time together. Cheers were going up for Garlath. Already, some of the dragons were fleeing from him, scattering, but many remained, dozens of them, scores, all seeming to gather in this small patch of field.

Then Lythian heard a voice behind him. “Shame Marak’s not up there too,” and he swung all the way around to be confronted by the burly frame of Borrus Kanabar.

“Borrus?” He could scarcely believe it. “Where on earth did you…”

“Came over from the east. Didn’t want to miss the fun.”

Fun. Lythian almost barked out laughter. Fun. Trust Borrus Kanabar to call this fun. “Gods, it’s good to see you, Borrus.”

“Been a while, eh, Lyth? Half a lifetime or more.”

“More,” Lythian said, reflecting on the day of their parting, way back when in the wilds of the Western Neck. By the gods they’d been through a lot since then, both of them. Plenty to catch up on, but now was hardly the time.

Borrus seemed of the same mind. “We’ll talk later. If we’ve got the breath for it.”

A nod from Lythian. Survival was far from certain. As if to illustrate that point, a dragon swept down at that very moment, razing through the rocks just about ten strides away, battering through the men there, one of whom appeared to be Mooton Blackshaw. The big man was thumped back, though got a good swing of his axe in first, hacking a flap of meat open on the dragon’s flank as it scrambled away. In a handful of heartbeats, Moot was chasing it down, other men with him, one of them his cousin Sir Torvyn if Lythian’s eyes did not deceive him. Clearly, Borrus hadn’t come alone.

“Bugger,” said the Lord of Rivers.

Lythian swung to him. “What’s wrong?”

“What’s wrong? Everything. But specifically, that.” The big man pointed across the field.

Lythian followed the line of his finger. To his surprise, he saw Elyon out there, climbing up onto Snowmane’s saddle, saw Jonik with him, a girl in his arms, lifting her to lay across Elyon’s lap. A girl shorn of all armour, long brown hair matted to her head, underclothes stained and bloodied. Lythian didn’t need to ask who it was.

“Is she…”

“Alive,” Borrus said. “And she deserves to stay that way.” He frowned up at the sky. Several dragons were heading in Elyon’s direction. Up above, the storm of Agarath gave a deep, dark rumble.

A rumble, to Lythian, that sounded rather like vengeance.
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Elyon was up in the saddle, mounted on Snowmane, Saska folded across his lap. She was out cold, her leg badly broken, quickly bound up in a rudimentary splint, otherwise breathing, battered and bruised, but breathing. All her armour had been removed and discarded, burned right through in places, still sizzling and corroding almost everywhere else from the black feasting blood of the Dread. If they hadn’t gotten to her when they did, there mightn’t have been much of her remaining.

“I’ll get my horse,” Jonik said. “Which way do we go? Back east, or…”

“Your father’s camp will be closer.” Gerrin was vaulting up onto his saddle. “Best go now and quickly. These dragons…” He cut himself off, eyes swinging up. A dark rumble in the skies, something old and brooding in it, and several dragons broke off from the maelstrom further away and began thrashing in their direction.

“Shit,” Elyon hissed. He turned a full rotation on Snowmane, holding Saska steady with one arm, the other clutching the reins, probably wondering where to go. There was nowhere good that Jonik could see. Not much cover, and certainly not ahorse. If they tried to run they’d only make a good target, and unarmoured, insensate, Saska wouldn’t stand a chance.

“We’ll have to protect her from the ground,” Jonik said.

Elyon spat out in intense frustration. The plan had been to ride her away to safety, get her to one camp or another, get her some proper medical attention, a good drink of water, some new clothes, and all that, but clearly, it was no longer valid. They would be chased, hunted, killed, as sure as Agarath was an evil bastard. Elyon took a hard second to consider it, grunted and seemed to realise Jonik was right. “Fine. Get her down. Quickly.”

Jonik hurried in, sliding her carefully back off him, having only just planted her there. As soon as she was free, Elyon swung to the ground, both of them looking around for somewhere good to hide her. Damn their luck, but they just so happened to be in a flat, featureless tract of field, few cracks, few crevices, few boulders around. The best place, ironically, was just where Saska had crashlanded, gouging a rut into the rock that might give some cover.

The brothers looked at each other, nodded, rushed over. “Careful,” Elyon said, as Jonik placed her down, gently as he could manage, but quick as well. The dragons were coming and coming fast. He could hear them snapping, snorting, screaming, getting nearer. They shoved her up against the shallow ditch wall, very carefully, of course, placed some broken rocks beside her, and it would have to do.

“Snowmane, stay near her,” Elyon called. “Stand over her and don’t you move!”

The dragons were three, four in number, though that was only the first wave. Others were breaking off from the fighting now, drawn along by that rumbling command. To kill her, Jonik knew. To kill her for killing the Dread. Nothing but the petty vengeance of gods. He looked at Elyon, at Gerrin. Three. Just three of us and an armoured horse.

“Visors down,” Gerrin said.

They got in a line, facing the dragons, faceplates snapping shut. The first beast was nearing, coming at them with claws outstretched. A small one, quick, on them in a flash. They bit out with their blades as it came down to snatch at them, hacking and hewing as it screeched and flapped away. Another followed sharply behind, bigger, but not much, and got the same treatment. The third mistimed its swoop, crashed hard into the rock further back, staggered like a drunkard, got back to its feet and turned around. It started running at Saska from the other side. “Jonik, get that one,” Elyon shouted.

He sprang away, leaping the ditch with Saska in it, racing across the rock, swinging Mother’s Mercy as the dragon squawked and snapped out at him. Jonik ducked it and cut it, hacking a good gash along its neck that spat blood on him in a steaming spray, a deep cut but not deep enough, not a killing cut, and the dragon kept lurching onward, scrambling toward Saska, hidden in that ditch.

“Elyon!” Jonik shouted, swinging around, but his brother was busy, right there with Gerrin, swinging blades at passing dragons, and his cry went unheard. He dashed in pursuit, fearing he’d never make it, that it was happening again, like it had that night in the glade, that he was going to fail her once more.

Then, suddenly, a spear came flying out from nowhere, cracking into the dragon’s face with a shatter of cheekbone and sending the head snapping to one side. Jonik blinked as he saw the Tigress follow in behind it, leaping, her striped amber-black cloak fluttering, hacking down at the back of the beast’s skull with a longsword. Right behind came the Butcher, roaring out bloody murder as he charged, putting all his weight behind a greatsword thrust, his brother the Baker matching him stride for stride, roar for roar. The dragon squealed as all that steel sliced into its flesh, juddered as the Tigress’s blade hacked down through the back of its skull, slid to the ground, trembled, and died.

“Butcher!” Elyon’s eyes snapped back, seeing them, seeing the dead dragon, slid up close to Saska’s ditch, seemed to realise they’d saved her life. “Good damn timing! All of you, protect her!”

“Who?” the Butcher demanded, seeming to have no idea what was going on. “What is happening!”

“Saska. She’s right there in that…”

“Fire! Look out!” cried Gerrin.

It was coming from a bigger dragon, a lance of flame building, spewing out to where Saska lay. Jonik, Elyon, Gerrin all threw themselves in the way of it at once, Snowmane standing there too in his armour, the flame crashing and hissing off their godsteel plate as the dragon roared and went by.

Black smoke chugged, swirling, momentarily filling all the air with its stinking fume. Jonik coughed, swinging a hand to try to clear it, squinting, saw more shapes coming toward them, from across the stone, across the sky, more men racing to help, more dragons flying to kill. Jonik barely even had a moment to glance away, into the red shroud, where his father was fighting Eldur. He gave himself a slice of a second to listen to the cracks, the booms, the trembling blasts that told him the duel was ongoing, then returned his attention to his own affairs. Borrus Kanabar was running back to help, Mooton, Torvyn too, others with them, Lythian Lindar among them, Storos Pentar, Torus Stoutman, some others Jonik knew. They seemed to have realised the danger.

There was a lot of shouting, running, as the newcomers all crashed in, moving into space around the ditch, around the heir, protecting her. The dragons were still coming one after another after another. The storm was still muttering vengeance. “Shut up!” Elyon shrieked out at it. “Leave her alone! Call them off!”

But they would not be called off. They would not stop. Eventually, Jonik knew, one of them would get her. Crush her, tear her, burn her, kill her.

They could not hold them off forever.
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Amron paused to take a short breath, lending an ear to the chaos around him.

He could not see it well. Not from within this crimson shroud, this blood-red theatre within which they fought. But he could hear it well enough. Hear the dragons out there, the fog of shouting men, the screams, the cries, of the wounded, the dying.

Eldur stood before him, that sculpture of demonic power. “You are afraid,” he murmured. “Afraid for your friends. Your sons.”

Amron no longer cared to bandy words with the demigod. It was a distraction tactic to try to unhinge him. To move his mind to other matters, beyond the duel, but he wasn’t going to let him.

The comment was thus ignored, answered only with a surge of Rushform, a swinging cut of the Heart Remade, a golden flash of light as it struck at the rock, cleaving through it a clean, curved slice. A strike intended to connect with Eldur, but he’d moved, shivering off in his cloak of shadow. Speed, was it? Trickery? Illusion? Amron snarled, never knowing the answer, narrow eyes searching through his visor. A click of noise behind him, and he threw himself away just in time as the Fireblade came down, lashing a flaming whip across the rocks that left a black gash on the dark grey stone, shattering small boulders, sending fragments of stone pinging and skittering.

Amron rolled, spun about on a knee, flashed the blade across from right to left. A white net of ice sprayed across the same way, hissing and thawing off the Fire Father’s form. The demigod pointed the Fireblade forward, a quick rotation of his wrist. Flame swirled out in a widening helix, spinning too quickly for Amron to avoid. It tongued against his ice armour, melting it, feasting right down to the metal beneath, singeing it black. Steam breathed out to momentarily blind him and he heard a low warning in his head. No words. Just a warning. And he knew what it meant.

He sprang backwards a step, another, then dashed left. The Fireblade thrashed down, following the trail of his retreat, and a concentrated blast of the Bondstone came with it, crashing at close range to shatter the earth where Amron had stood, carving into it a long dark tunnel that went into the blackness of an unknown depth. Amron swerved around behind the demigod, his blade went from white to gold, and he swung. A diagonal arc, fearsome-quick, that sliced through shadow and fume and…

Blood. Something like blood, anyway, lacquered the edge of his blade. A blood that was closer to black than red, that fogged up from the edge of the misting steel. The shadow that was Eldur ghosted away with that unnerving speed. A tap tap tap on the stone behind him, and a trail of dark spots in his wake.

“Impressive.”

The voice came from ahead of him, behind him, from his left, his right, above him. Amron squeezed the grip of the Heart Remade, his focus tightening, the guiding presence of Vandar himself alerting him to the voice’s source. Right. Out there to his right and a little behind him, drifting closer in a billow of smoke. So the king’s eyes went the other way, turning left in a feint. Eldur, tricked, sensed an opening, closing, closing…but the opening was Amron Daecar’s.

He waited, waited. Eyes still left. Waited, waited. Felt the Fireblade swing down. The flare of amber light, the shadow behind it. Waited, waited, then moved.

The Fireblade swished down before his eyes. A short step back was all it took. Now Eldur stood there, right there in range, the spectral form in his mantle of smoke. Stood there in the posture of attack, body slightly bent as he swung, long limb bearing the blade outstretched. There was a moment where everything seemed still. A frozen moment of total clarity. Amron took in the devil in his truest form, face twisted, eyes wide, hungry, as he sought the killing blow, lips peeled back, split and broken, small rotted teeth huddled behind. The body seemed odd to him, thin and wasted and malformed, the black claws on the long fingers cracked and split, fragments of ash stirring from his fissured flesh. The hair was a wave of white grass, dead, brittle, strands of it floating from the scalp and scattered white across the blood-red robes.

He saw it all in that instant. The corrupted form. Distorted, deformed, dominated by Agarath, this was not the entity Eldur had once been. A strange sort of sadness inflicted itself upon Amron Daecar in that moment. To see one who had helped to build this world, shape this world, heal this world after the fall of the gods warped into the very thing that was now trying to destroy it. And all against his will, Amron knew.

Let me free you, he thought. Once and for all.

And then, the instant ended. Then everything rushed forward, the Heart Remade thrusting, Eldur’s pale face turning, the sword glowing gold. The tip pierced through smoke, through shadow, through crimson robes, pressing into the dead meat of the devil. There was a gasp, a ghostly shiver, and the creature rippled away, the gold steel of the Heart Remade black-red five inches from the tip.

Amron squeezed the hilt, gnashed his teeth, stamped on. Eldur was six strides distant, staggering back, eyes down at the wound in his gut. The red eyes swung up, saw him, narrowed. The Fireblade swung, throwing out a defensive net of flame, but the king cut through it, ice meeting fire, a colourful cloud bursting out from the impact. He pulled back his sword, thrust with a lance of ice. Eldur moved sideways at the last second, the speartip whistling past him, shattering into the rocks behind in a clatter of glass. Amron swung again, again, blades of ice flying off the edge of the steel, forcing the Fire Father to backtrack, to block, parry, fend. The king marched on. Kept swinging, swinging. The air was starting to whiten, frozen particles sparkling in that red, red shroud. He could feel the cold. Could see his breath. Could see Eldur’s movements growing slower, slower…

“Enough!”

The voice was a thunderclap.

The black staff struck the ground a fearsome blow, an explosion of power erupting from the Bondstone. Amron wasn’t ready for it. Too caught up in the hunt. The blast struck him before he could get his blade up, bashing him a good hit in the chest. Enough for him to stagger back, and back. Enough for him to trip and fall.

He landed on his side, twisting at the last moment, went to press himself up and found his hand pushing down into empty space. He was right by a smoking tunnel burned out by an earlier beam, his shoulder just lying on its edge. He spun the other way, but he’d lost a precious moment. And that was all it took.

Eldur Eternal was there.

The Fireblade drove forward, steam hissing as the tip cut through Amron’s ice armour, metal grinding, rending, shrieking as the point penetrated godsteel. It eased through it, into the muscle of Amron’s leg, through the meat, through the bone, the stink of cooking flesh, all the way through and out the other side.

The king screamed. Eldur tore the Fireblade loose, chin raised in triumph, mouth a rotten curl, blood spraying out from its edge like red water bubbling from a pot. He went to swing again, but Amron rolled, pressed up from the ground, threw himself wildly out of range with a powerful thrust off his unwounded leg.

The other was done. Cut right through. Blood leaking out from the breaches either side of his armour. A great surge of pain was just now coming to him from that leg, but he cast it away with a thought, froze the interior of the leg solid with the Frostblade, knitting the bone, the torn meat, closing the breaches with a layer of ice. It was the best he could do. It wouldn’t heal him of the wound, but it stopped it from being a bigger problem than it might be. Though temporary, Amron knew, in grim realisation. The healing power of the Frostblade was only ever temporary…

He turned to face the Fire Father, stalking forward in anticipatory triumph. Turned just in time and launched himself to one side. The Fireblade hissed in a snap of flame that flared out as it struck the ground. The inferno raged in all directions and engulfed him. Amron pulsed the Heart Remade, sent forth a wind of ice that met the flame, sizzling into a cloud of colour. Through that colour, he saw a blob of dark light growing darker…darker…

He threw himself aside.

The earth exploded as the beam crashed into the ground, great chunks and fragments of rock flying into him. A heavy cloud of blinding dust and grit blew out from the impact. The king scrambled to his feet, there was a tap tap behind him, a small sound hidden beneath the roaring din, but he heard it.

He spun, slashed, felt steel cut flesh. A yawning gash opened up across Eldur’s lower chest and abdomen, glimpsed through the flapping partition of his cut-open crimson robes. A deep gash, deep enough to kill another man, to have his insides all squirming out like steaming snakes, but if Eldur had any such insides, Amron didn’t see them. Just a void of smoke and dust, a creature long-dead, given life. Blood sprayed out, but it wasn’t blood at all, just a wet dusty soot that blew off the edge of his blade and fogged into the red, red shroud.

The dead are dead, they cannot die, Amron thought, taking a backward step. This creature was no more than a corpse, reanimated by Agarath’s might. There was only one way to kill him for good, and he wouldn’t do it by cutting his flesh.

He grimaced, roared, smashed a hand to his chest, drove forward off his stronger leg. Eldur whipped away, pulling his staff to one side as the Heart Remade came slashing down. The king landed, spun, swung, was met by a popping bubble of crimson light. It burst in his face, knocking him back half a stride. Amron blinked, just once, against the glare, but must have done it at just the wrong time. Because a blink was all it took for him to miss the Fireblade thrusting forward.

Funny how a blink could be fatal. A blink, nothing more. But such were the margins among gods.

The Fireblade plunged directly into the stomach of Amron Daecar. Punched in, and through, and out the other side, as Eldur’s pale face leaned in close. “Varin Reborn,” he hissed, in a voice of boundless mockery. A hand came out, clutching Amron’s neck, black claws crunching in through his godsteel gorget. He could feel them, scratching at his skin beneath, feel them digging into his flesh, feel the hot blood welling. He was lifted up and up, the Fireblade still lodged through his gut, feet dangling off the ground, everything inside him cooking. He had just enough strength left in him to raise a leg, kick out hard, pressing himself back off the blade, out of Eldur’s grasp, landing on the merciless ground with a smack.

The blood was boiling up out of him; he could feel it spreading out hot and sticky. He iced it, froze the wound, locked the flow in place, but his day was done, and he knew it. A part of him had always known it.

He managed to struggle up to a knee and found that Eldur was already there. “Throw aside the blade,” came the spreading voice. “Do it, and you’ll live.”

Amron bared a red grin, lifted his visor, spat blood. “Impossible,” he growled. But preordained, he thought.

The demigod looked down at him, nodding, knowing. “Die, then, Varin Reborn. Watch the world end from your Table.”

And the Fireblade lifted up, up, to strike the killing blow.
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Everything had gone suddenly quiet. Not for the first time today, that had happened, and it usually meant something important.

“They’re pulling back,” someone panted. “We did it. We drove them off.”

Lythian Lindar knew sadly otherwise. It was merely the short lull before the next great wave, the peace before the inevitable pain. That moment when the tide draws out before a tsunami comes ashore, as though needing every drop of water to make good on its promise of destruction. The tsunami here was in dragon form, an aerial tidal wave of wings and fangs. They had assaulted them relentlessly, but so far they’d held them off. Dozens of them now, dozens of brave men, all forming a protective circle around the heir.

Lythian took a moment to take a breath. To look around at the men about him. Jovyn, standing with Elyon now, squire and knight back together at last. Jonik standing with Gerrin, old master and apprentice, ready to die. He looked at Borrus, at Storos, at Stoutman, all dear friends among many others here, and supposed that if he was to die, this was a damn good bunch to die with.

He looked to the sky. Garlath was still up there, Lendrathor too. He’d seen Madarax and Hard Place, trying to beat away their twisted kin. Some dragons had fled in the face of Garlath the Grand; many had been killed by him, or others. Several of them were chopped up around this very ditch, around this circle of defending men, and others still lay defeated across the field, where more men were scattered about, fighting bravely on until the end.

But it wasn’t enough. There were still too many up there, all gathering themselves for the final assault. Lythian knew by instinct what would happen next. No more flying in one by one, no more half-hearted attempts to snatch Saska from the rocks. They would come in force. They would come at them, all at once. And when they did, Lythian knew that would be it. They could either stand here and die right alongside Saska…or flee, and let her be killed.

He knew what every man here would do. These last brave few, he thought.

Lythian saw it now, the dragons moving into formation, heard the rumble of the storm commanding them forth. He looked to the red shroud in which Amron was fighting Eldur, and realised it had gone quiet there too. A quiet he didn’t like. A quiet that unnerved him. This is it, then, a part of him thought. The Dread was dead, but it wasn’t enough. Time for them all to die.

The dragons were coming at them from all sides. Lined up, almost wingtip to wingtip, as if they were holding hands. Some looked set to throw all their weight upon them, to crush them, their own lives be damned. Others were preparing to drench them all in flame, to fill every inch of this circle of men with fire such that it couldn’t be blocked. It was a coordinated attack, the last roll of the dice, and the Fire God ran the show.

And all to kill a girl, Lythian thought.

Such was the bottomless spite of the gods.

He drew a breath and put a smile on his lips, for no other reason than to die as he had tried to live, with a look of good nature upon his face. Of late, there had been little to smile about, true, though even amid all the war and bloodshed, he’d enjoyed some happy times. And one person, above all, had given him joy, the woman with whom he’d fallen in love. He thought of her now, as the darkness closed in. He thought of Talasha Taan.

And then, just then, he caught a shape over by the mountain. A winged shape, coming out of the fog, soaring their way on a single wingbeat. Quickly it came, swift as starlight, growing brighter, brighter, brighter…

Then a thump of wings. A screeching cry.

And all the world went gold.
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The Fireblade flared down toward him.

Amron leaned back, pressing away off his boot, grinding across the rock. Cut, weakened, Eldur came in pursuit, moving slower than he had, swinging. Amron fended, backtracking, tripping, falling…

He saw the eyes of Eldur light up, those soulless red eyes. They widened, widened, the blade flashed down…

And at the same moment, the world flashed gold.

A blinding light overwhelmed them. Sparking alive within that shifting red shroud as the sudden rising of a newborn sun, leaping up above the horizon to drive off a bitter dream. And a wind came with it, a great surging wind of the sort thrown up by the wings of the Dread. There was a clap like a thousand snaps of thunder, like a hall of gods smashing their palms. A screech that filled up all the world, from top to bottom, stone to sky, from one distant shore to another. A piercing cry that was as a sweet music to Amron’s ears, yet a ballad out of hell to Eldur. The Fire Father writhed and twisted against it, billowing through the now-gold shroud, stumbling, crashing hard into a boulder that lay on the earth nearby.

And the boulder rose up from the ground.

Amron gaped as he saw it.

There was a grinding, a grumbling, an unfolding of limbs as Hruum stood up behind the Fire Father. Amron stared, breathless, seeing the twisted look of shock on the demigod’s face as a big rock arm swung around his body, trapping him tight and lifting him. Eldur shrieked in a voice of cataclysm, thrashing like a shark in a net. Violent, powerful, yet Hruum held on, holding him tight as a lover. A massive three-fingered hand closed around Eldur’s staff-wielding arm, tightening, tightening, the demigod crying out. There was a loud crack of dead bone, black-clawed fingers flared open, and the staff went toppling to the ground. It struck with a thump so weighty it was as if a god had stamped its own foot on the earth.

The world shook, rumbled, trembled to its very core. The storm above gave a panicking bellow. The fiery colours that swirled within the orb of Agarath’s Soul shifted and strained as if trying to flee the confines of their spherical prison. The thin line of smoke that spread into the storm was quivering like a frightened child.

“Lord,” rumbled a rockfall voice. Hruum was staring at Amron with those ice-chip eyes, Eldur squirming in his grasp, trying to break free. Tendrils of smoking power were lashing off the demigod’s body, slapping at Hruum’s face, his shoulders, his neck, burning him, cracking at his flesh, fragments of rock spinning out through the gold shroud, but the grulok captain held on. He dipped his stone chin into a nod, bowing at Amron as he might once have bowed at Varin. And Amron wondered, in the briefest of moments, if it was indeed Varin he was seeing now.

The golden light drew back all of a sudden, dispersing, and it took the red shroud with it. Amron looked up, saw the mighty shape of Calacan up there, saw the dragons screaming and fleeing from his bulk, helpless as children under the onslaught of a savage. All around him, the battlefield was opening up, the fog lifting and fading away. A group of men stood away in the distance, several dozen of them all in a circle. They were gathered in a manner to suggest they were protecting someone. Blades drawn, eyes up, all of them scorched, singed, their cloaks burned off, little fires flickering on the rocks around them. Every one of them wore godsteel armour. A wall of Vandar’s own body protecting Varin’s heir against the assault of Agarath’s children.

There was something very poetic in that.

His sons were out there, Amron saw. Jovyn was there, and Lythian. He could see Borrus among them, big and burly, Mooton just as big beside him. Rogen in his dark armour, Coddington the unkillable old man. Stoutman, already plucking his pipe from his belt, seeming to know that it was over.

The king stared out at them and smiled. Even from well over a hundred strides distant, he saw many of them notice him, begin to smile back. It was a nice way for him to go, he thought. To have all these brave men, young and old, beloved to him, loyal, friends, brothers, sons, all looking over in his final moments.

And the time had come, he knew. He knew he could not delay. Oh, how he wanted to. There were so many things he wanted to say. To tell Lythain again what a friend he’d been, and say the same to Borrus, too. To tell Jovyn to take care of his daughter and ask Connor Crawfield to look after Amara. He wanted to sit and drink with Stoutman and Coddington, to share stories of the olden times. He wanted to tell Rogen Whitebeard that he valued his service more than he’d ever know.

There was much and more he wanted to say, to them and many others. He looked at Jonik, standing there among them, and knew he would have to break that promise. That promise to sit and talk, when all this was done, to learn about the life of the son he never knew. He looked at the girl lying between them all, the girl he knew was there, but couldn’t see. He wanted to meet her, hug her, this brave and brilliant girl. He wanted to go down onto a knee before her and thank her for everything she’d done.

But mostly, he wanted to speak to Elyon. Elyon, his beautiful boy, who was detaching himself now from the group and coming forward. Looking up at the skies to make sure it was safe, calling an order for men to stay with Saska, beaming at his father as he strode toward him, some others following behind. Amron drew a shaky breath and smiled back, a sad smile, a tear running down his cheek. By the gods, how he would miss him. By the gods, how he wanted to hug him. But he couldn’t, he knew. His time had come. “Be good, my boy. Be happy,” he murmured. And he wrenched his eyes back to Eldur.

“It’s over,” Amron said. “It’s done.” He gave a deep sigh. It’s done.

The demigod hissed, wriggled, spat out ancient words, words only Hruum would know. Whips of black power scourged at the sentinel’s immense body, ripping off chunks, slapping at his face, but Hruum merely stood there, holding him, unflinching. A creature made by Vandar himself. Perhaps for this very purpose.

But he could not restrain him forever. It must be now, the king knew.

The Soul of Agarath lay among the rocks. Amron Daecar limped up to it, looked at the swirling colour, the trembling smoke, the storm quivering in the sky above him. Eldur’s eyes were red and wild.

“No,” he screeched, “you’ll die!”

The king nodded, knowing. He was on the last pavestone of this path; there was no more road ahead. Only up, he thought, glancing skyward, beyond the storm, excited to see Aleron again, and his father, and Rikkard, and Vesryn, and so many others. To see Kessia, most of all. To be with her again after all these years. He was leaving so much behind, leaving Elyon and Lillia, Amara and others, but he was gaining a great deal as well. It made it easier to think that way. To do what must be done.

“I’ll die,” he agreed. “But so will you.” He said it to the storm, to the orb, to Eldur. All three were one and the same. “Are you ready?”

The Fire Father spat, snarled at him, hissed, a poor way for a demigod to go. Amron had hoped to see some lost cognisance return at these last moments. For the Fire Father to break free from his bonds, perhaps, and glimpse the terror he’d been forced to inflict on this world. To come out of a dream and be glad it was over. To beg forgiveness for the things he’d done.

But none of that happened. He was truly lost, after all. No mercy, Elyon had said the last time they’d spoken, and the boy was right, as usual. “No mercy, son,” Amron murmured, looking over at him as he ran his way. A last lingering look, a final comforting smile, then he fixed his gaze on the Soul of Agarath.

And from the edge of the Heart Remade rose a mist, colours combining to form that face. The face of Vandar that looked down on the orb in triumph, knowing he had won. Amron held the blade high, waiting, waiting, until he saw the blue eyes turn to him. He needed permission to end it all. To lay the fatal strike on the War Eternal and rid this world of these gods forever.

A pause, and a long one, as though Vandar was considering it. Then at last the face dipped into the slightest of nods.

And Amron swung down with the Heart Remade.
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The crack was like the heavens themselves had shattered.

It sounded like the death of gods.

A strike of golden lightning seemed to come down from the sky, bursting from the black storm, right there where the king stood with Eldur, trapped in the grulok’s grasp. Jonik saw the thin trail of smoke that rose into the storm suddenly detach itself, sucked upward, wriggling like a serpent, inhumanly quick. The storm itself groaned, shook all across the sky, the sound of Agarath himself being struck a mortal blow. There was a pause as the black fume gave a final shudder, then a sudden breaking as it split into fragments and dispersed, collapsed in on itself, the spectre gone from this world for good.

And out in the west was unveiled a striking sunset. Bathing the battlefield in a glorious glow.

Jonik stood, staring up at the sky as the last of the black wisps faded, as the last of the snapping red lightning zapped and vanished. He felt the pestilence, the dreaded weight of the air drawn away in a sudden stroke, saw the remaining dragons wheeling away to the southwest, squawking and shrieking, like hounds drawn to their master’s call, flapping back to the far-flung Wings. Jonik saw glimpses of men still fighting, here and there, saw the Agarathi pull back their weapons and blink and look around as if a great binding spell had been lifted. Everywhere, all around, every soul had stopped. As though the very essence of the world had rooted them to the ground, forcing them to pause and observe its rebirth.

Then it passed; it was over. The storm was gone, the skies were silent, the dark shape of the mountain sat still to the east, a great monument to the dark power of Agarath, dormant now…dead.

All went still. Just the sound of the men breathing. A moment passed, another, another…Then away across the plains came a high ringing neigh as a great destrier came galloping across the field. A neigh of grief. A cry of pain. Wolfsbane, Jonik knew.

And he knew that his great father was dead.

They found the king slumped on his side, his armour scorched and blackened in many places, scarred and breached, blood leaking out of his leg and a fatal puncture wound that pierced through his gut. A last glitter of ice was melting off him, cold water sloughing from his silver plate, twinkling, dripping down into the parched black earth where it mingled with the streams of red blood. Even slumped like that, somehow, he looked grand. Even in death, he still looked heroic. And in his grasp was a broken blade, cracked and grey, its edge hacked into a colourless orb as though welded together, as one.

Jonik thought of the Hammer of Tukor, dull and broken. He thought of the Eye of Rasalan, which had shattered the very same night. That fateful night in Ilithor, during the final forging, when two great gifts of the gods said farewell. And now here, the last two, the heart and the soul, were dead.

The last embers of the all-powerful gods of war, lying as though run through on each other’s swords.

The men were gathering around the king’s body, silent, holding their hands at their navels. Nearby, the pale corpse of Eldur lay, cast down to the rocks in his torn crimson robes, the grulok captain Hruum standing over him. He seemed small now, little more than a frail old man, stripped of all might and magic, freed at last from Agarath’s corruptive power. Just a spent tool discarded by his master, Jonik thought, giving him a glance and nothing more.

For a long moment, no one spoke. All of them holding to the sanctuary of their private thoughts, heads bowed, tears cutting sooty tracks down cheeks, an occasional sniff here and there. Then Elyon Daecar stepped forward. Jonik saw the grief in his eyes, the pain, the pride, all mingled and merged as one. He knelt, placing a hand against his father’s chest, holding it there a long moment. A deep breath in. “Thank you, Father,” he whispered. He lowered his head. “Thank you.” And then rose and returned to the others.

Lythian Lindar stepped in after him, then Borrus Kanabar followed behind, then Jovyn, and Rogen Whitebeard, and the others took their turn, a solemn procession of war-weary men all paying their respects to the fallen king. They put their hands on his chest, murmuring private words, some sniffing, weeping, sometimes smiling, taking their moment. And all the while, Jonik held back, a part of him knowing it was not his place.

Then Elyon was there before him. “What are you doing standing here?”

“I’m…”

“His son.” Elyon met his eyes. “You’re his son as well. Go to him.”

Jonik swallowed, took a deep breath, nodded to his brother’s command. He moved through the crowd, knelt to the rocks, put a shivering hand against his father’s thick chest, wondering what to say, but not wondering at all, really, because he already knew what it must be. He cleared his throat, leaned in close so no one was likely to hear him. There was one thing he had wanted to tell him, all this time. One thing he hadn’t had the chance to say when they’d spoken back at Blademelt.

“I’m sorry....about Aleron. I wish…I wish it had gone another way.” He felt tears welling in his eyes, hot and quick, a lump swelling up in his throat. “I wanted to tell you…in life. But…” He felt a coward, saying it now, but what other choice did he have? “I’m sorry,” he finished, not knowing what else to say. “I’m sorry for…everything that happened.”

And that was all. Other men were waiting. More of them coming now, across the plains. Jonik stood, feeling a little lighter for having said it, the tears still glittering in his grey eyes, all blurred and hard to see through. He rejoined the circle, rejoined his brother, who gave him a fraternal smile. It seemed to Jonik that Elyon was being very stoic. Showing strength, such as it was, before all these great men. The strength of a king, he thought.

And so they stood, together, as the procession continued, as the sun came down, and the plains were bathed in gold, as men came from all over the field. Their dragon allies circled above them, the Eagle of Aramatia wheeled, the last of the gruloks stood with Hruum, the last of the moonbears appeared from the east. The sun fell away, the stars came out, glittering brilliantly in the now-clear sky. And still men came, into the long hours of the night, kings and greatlords and great knights all…

To see the great man, Amron Daecar.
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He found the Knight of the Vale sitting with Borrus Kanabar before a fire, just the two of them, murmuring together beneath the brilliant star-strewn sky as the flickering flames gave out a peaceful crackle.

Behind, some way off, a great murmur of noise and colour thrummed from the western camp, the heady thrill of victory intermingling in a blurred chorus of exultant voices. Men were singing back there, drinking, no doubt, celebrating the revival of this wounded world, even as they mourned their unutterable dead. Such as it was after a battle. To feel stricken by the death of so many friends and yet profoundly relieved that you had survived.

A strange feeling, to be certain. And a measure of guilt came with it, too, for some, and Pagaloth was one such man. Why had he survived, when so many others had not? Why him, and not Graz? Why him, and not Adelle Kazaan, or Angrar, or Bah’run? Why him, and not Ulrik Marak? It made him wonder if he was just lucky, or blessed, or whether he’d truly done enough. Perhaps he had shirked the fighting too much. Perhaps, in the end, he could have done more?

He put his misgivings aside. They were borne of simple tiredness, he knew, and the affliction of sorrow for all the dead; they were borne of his own deep-feeling character, his penchant for self-doubt and reflection. He approached the fire, imagining Lythian was feeling much the same. Knowing it, in fact. He and Lythian were alike, as men.

“My lords,” Pagaloth said, coming out of the silvery darkness. “I am sorry to intrude.”

“Pagaloth.” Borrus turned his head, saw him, stood up tall and stepped over, wrapped him tight in a brawny embrace. “You are never an intrusion, my friend. Never.” Borrus pushed him back, big hands on his shoulders, looked him up and down, a broad smile on his dirty lips. “Sit, join us.” He gestured to a spare stone that went unoccupied around the fire. Pagaloth planted himself down, resting his weary frame.

“Here.” Borrus pressed a bottle into Pagaloth’s hand. “You look like you could use a drink. It’s swill, but drinkable enough.” Pagaloth took it, had a swig. Swill was the right word, but drinkable. “Hardly skraik, eh, Pagaloth?” Borrus said, with a reminiscing grin on his face. “You remember that night with the skraik, out on the Drylands? You know, back when you wanted to kill me?”

He remembered it well, those long weeks travelling together across those plains, remembered the night they’d sat on stones around the fire and passed the skraik from man to man, seeing lost loved ones in the flames, their emotions unshackled, hard men crying in full view of the others in what was an old Agarathi tradition. Pagaloth, of course, had many loved ones to see, uncles, brothers, his mother and father all glimpsed in the flickers of fire, in the swirls of smoke. That Borrus Kanabar had been responsible for several of them was a hard thing for him to accept at the time. Though much and more had changed since then. The whole world, for one, Pagaloth thought.

“I never wanted to kill you,” he lied.

The big man gave a throaty laugh. “Could have fooled me, the way you used to look at me back then. How’d you call it, Lythian? Like a lion licking its chops at a lamb?”

The Knight of the Vale gave a faint, weary smile. “I do recall you wanting to murder him, Pagaloth.”

“Well…” the dragonknight murmured. The idea of Borrus Kanabar ever being considered a lamb was preposterous, but still…“You did slay several members of my family, Borrus.”

“In war,” the big man said, as though it still needed clarification. “Nothing personal about it, Pagaloth. And had I known they were related to you, maybe I’d have thought to stay my blade.”

“That would require clairvoyance of our future friendship.”

“Friendship, is it? So you’re admitting we are friends. Well, that’s a bloody relief to know!” Borrus took the bottle back, had a good swallow, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Funny how things come around full circle, isn’t it. The three of us here, sitting at a fire under the stars, handing around a bottle of something boozy. We’re just lacking Tomos. And all those surly men you kept about, Pagaloth. Whatever happened to them, anyway?”

He shook his head, damned if he knew. Dead, probably. Most men seemed to be dead these days.

Borrus nodded, seeming to understand. “So...” and he gulped another measure, “what’s next for you, then? Stay a dragonrider, will you? Seems to me you belong in the skies.”

“I…that will depend on Lendrathor,” he answered, uncertain. “He may prefer to return to the Wings with the rest of his kin.”

“His kin? You mean all the other dragons who tried to kill him?”

“They are free now, Borrus. Free, like the men are free. I think they deserve to live in peace. I think they want to live in peace.”

Borrus’s snort made it sound like he didn’t agree. “Well, guess we’ll see about that. Let’s just say I’ll be keeping Red Wrath nice and sharp, just in case.” He gave the hilt of his blade a rattle.

“Peace,” murmured Lythian, very quietly, like he was talking to himself. “What does a warrior do in a world of peace?” He gave a deep sigh and said nothing else, just stared out toward the mountain. There was something profound in what he was saying. What does a farmer do when his fields go to rot? What does a fisherman do when the seas run dry? Men like Borrus Kanabar were born for war; men like Mooton Blackshaw even more so. What to do with them when there are no more cities to siege, no more forts to defend, no more battlefields to sow with corpses? When there’s no more war, what comes of the warrior?

“Change,” Pagaloth said, after a silence. “The world has changed, and so must we.”

Lythian nodded sombrely. “Change will always take time, Pagaloth. We have walked a long road to reach this place, but another long road lies ahead. A world raised on the shoulders of warring cultures must now strive to find a new identity. I do wonder, now, what it will be. I wonder…”

“Enough,” said Borrus Kanabar. “You’re sinking, Lythian, and I won’t be taken down with you.” Borrus shoved the bottle into his hand. “Drink. And enough gloom, man. We won, didn’t we? Would it kill you to smile?”

“I find myself…not in the mood.” Lythian did not take the bottle.

Borrus gave a frown, pulled it back, glugged down until he reached the dregs. “Well, I am. I’m in the mood to sing and shout until my lungs shake loose, because this is a good day, Lythian, a damn good day, and important we don’t forget it. So we lost Amron, and we lost Ulrik, and we lost Ralf and Randall and Rodmond and Quinn and the gods know how many others, but damn it, the world is saved. It’s saved, Lythian, and we’re still here. Us and more men than I ever thought possible, so I’m going to go back there and celebrate. I want to find Killian, that whispery bastard and hug him until his eyes pop out. I want to throw my arms around Mooton and Torvyn and sing until my throat goes raw. I want to meet this wildman Stegra Snowfist and see if he’s as boastful as the Butcher, though I don’t see how that’s possible the way that scar-faced fool goes on. I want to laugh, Lythian, laugh! I want to howl to the moon and drink myself stupid because it’s what Amron would have wanted. He doesn’t want us moping out here all alone. He wants us right in the thick of it, getting on with our bloody lives. So that’s what I’m going to do, you hear! So are you coming with me or what?”

“Shortly, Borrus. I’ll…join you shortly.”

“Suit yourself, then.” Borrus got up to his feet. “You two stick to your glum philosophising. I’m going to get good and drunk.” He had a final swig of the bottle, found it empty, threw it down to shatter on the ground, and stamped away.

Lythian watched him go. “He always was one for speeches,” he said, the shadow of a smile on his lips. “Gave a rousing one before the battle, Elyon said. Something to get the blood pumping, as if that was needed.”

His eyes veered back to the darkened plains, the mountain a looming shadow in the distance. There were hundreds of twinkling lights out there, perhaps thousands of them, torches floating like fireflies on a forest floor. Men searching for the wounded, Pagaloth knew.

“I should be out there too,” Lythian murmured, a grim cast to his weary eyes. “The battle is only ever half of it, Pagaloth. The work that comes after…” He sighed again and shook his head, falling silent for a long moment. Then he looked over at Pagaloth and made himself smile. “I’m glad you survived, my friend. You’re like me…wondering if you deserve it…but you do. For everything you’ve done to help us, you deserve to live a full life.”

“We are alike,” Pagaloth agreed. “I believe you deserve the same.”

Lythian vented another long exhale, as though wondering if that was true. Wondering, as Pagaloth was wondering, if he could have done more, should have done more, though the dragonknight knew that wasn’t possible. With him, yes, but not the Knight of the Vale. Lythian would have exerted the full volume of his effort, his energy, from dawn to dusk, of that he was certain. And he looked like such a man who’d done so, sitting there, hunched forward a little, utterly exhausted beyond all common bounds.

“Is it just the three of you left?” he asked, glancing over. “I saw Sir Hahkesh up there, at the end. And Rhok.”

“Just three, Captain,” Pagaloth confirmed.

“The last of the dragonriders. And none of you soul-bonded. You have a responsibility, now, to pass down what you know, Pagaloth. To be the start of a new breed, lest that fire go out forever.”

It was not something he had considered as yet, the responsibility of passing the torch. Without the Bondstone, the days of the soul-bonding were over. Any new dragonriders, should any more ever exist, would need to bond to their dragons by natural means, as Pagaloth, Rhok, and Hahkesh had done. A bond not dissimilar to a man and his horse, a strong closeness, and friendship, a tethering based on love and loyalty. Or perhaps we are the last of them. Not the start of a new breed, but the end of one. The last flickers of flame in that dying fire, the cooling embers of a long-burning blaze. Perhaps that’s how it will be, he thought. A great light going out for good.

It was a dismal thought, and not one he wanted to dwell on at this time. He had come here not to mull on such matters. To see his friend, yes, and sit with him a moment, but something more pressing had drawn him here.

Something, he hoped, that would brighten Lythian’s mood. He was quite certain of it, in fact.

“There are four of us left, not three.”

The knight looked over, a little distantly, as though he hadn’t fully heard him. “You said three, Pagaloth.”

“Yes. Three of Lord Marak’s riders survived; this is true. But…there is another, Lythian. There is one soul-bonded dragonrider remaining.”

The knight looked at him tiredly, waiting. Not seeing what was right there before him. Not daring to, perhaps. Or simply too tired for it to click into place.

Pagaloth looked east and pointed at the mountain. “If you are willing, Captain, I will take you to her. She bid I come and find you.”

And now, he saw it, the pieces fixing into place. A growing light of hope came into the captain’s eyes and the early rising of a smile on his lips. “Her?” he asked, in a breathy whisper.

“Her,” Pagaloth said, smiling.
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She stood alone, with only Neyruu for company, some way up the Ashmount’s northern slopes. Far beneath her, twinkling like stars, torchlight glittered as though reflecting the sky, dotted and clustered all across the breadth of the battlefield as men picked through the rocks and rubble.

Searching for the living among the dead, Talasha knew, a mournful sight, there was no doubt, and yet she was happy beyond words that Saska was not among them. The girl had done it. She’d killed the Dread. Not Eldur, no, but she’d be forgiven for that. Trust a man like Amron Daecar to come in and steal her thunder. Not something that Talasha had anticipated, to be sure, but hardly a surprise to her either.

A cool wind was blowing across the dead mountain, pulling at the hem of her cloak, stirring her hair. She drew the cloak tighter around herself, casting her eyes upon the vast battlefield below. Night though it was, she could see much of it as clearly as if it were day, such was the silvery light flowing out of the unveiled skies. Skies that had been black-red and raging only hours ago, but no longer. Agarath was gone, his soul destroyed; the mountain that some men called his body was dead.

At last, she thought, and good damn riddance, too. Talasha Taan was not an uncouth sort, but she moved her mouth, gathering up a gob of spit, and let it fly down to spatter on the ground all the same. Spitting on the corpse of a god, fancy that? If there was indeed a celestial court…if Agarath indeed existed in other worlds…if he indeed had an original name, and form, up there with the rest of the gods and high spirits and divine beings and all that lot…Talasha Taan sincerely hoped that he was being mocked mercilessly for this failure. For his greatest weapon, the unkillable calamity, to have been undone by a teenage girl? An abject humiliation of quite timeless proportions. And it made her happy beyond words to imagine it.

And there it was, the lifeless carcass of the Dread, all sprawled out near the base of the mountain in an ungainly heap, the rocks all bulged and broken around him. Some of the little lights were floating around the body, men drawn to see the immensity up close. A fewscore even seemed to have climbed onto it to sing and celebrate, a faint sound coming up from there, little lights bobbing as though they were dancing. She pictured it, these northmen all capering about in that forest of spines as tall as trees, laughing and drinking and pissing up against the trunks.

It made her smile. “Shall we go and join them, Neyruu?” she offered. “I feel my bladder starting to get rather full…”

Silly, of course, she’d never do such a thing, and she must wait here on this stone platform anyway. Her eyes veered east, again, as they often did, searching for the shape of a dragon in the sky. She must admit to being a little nervous, and the longer she waited, the more nervous she became. Pagaloth had been gone a good while now. Pagaloth, who had been the one to see her flying from the east, the one to land with her here, the one to tell her what had happened, that Saska was alive and Ulrik dead, and Amron Daecar too, both in noble sacrifice. And that Lythian had survived. Her sweet captain, Lythian. Alive, just like Saska, and it was more than she could have hoped for.

But he was taking a while in returning. And it was not doing her anxiety much good. He doesn’t want to see me, a part of her thought. He’s busy telling stories of the dead. That was the tradition among the Knights of Varin. To drink, to sing, to tell triumphant tales of the fallen men of their order, and many had been lost today, so many. She felt foolish for asking Pagaloth to fetch him, wished she could take it back. I should have left it a day or two or ten. Let him come to me when he’s ready.

Then again, he might never be ready. It had been so long since she’d seen him now that what they had…it felt half a dream. He may not care for me anymore. And when he sees my face…my ruined face…

She swallowed, took another deep breath, began pacing back and forward across the broad stone platform, hoping to shift her thoughts with the motion. Not far beneath her, a quite enormous sprawl of tents, pavilions, lean-tos and shelters lay abandoned on the lower slopes, a large part of it crushed by where Calacan had been thrown down. He had fought the Dread valiantly, Pagaloth said, had even gotten the better of their earlier exchanges. “He wounded Drulgar in many places, my lady. Yet the Dread simply retreated to the storm. He was able to heal there and then return. Eventually, Calacan was overwhelmed.”

And yet, in the end, he had saved them. Saved Saska and Lythian both, when it seemed both of them would surely die, and aided the king in his duel against Eldur besides. Were it not for Calacan, Pagaloth said, all the world would likely be lost. Talasha took some pride in that, to be sure, to have been the one to engineer the great eagle’s revival. Just another pawn in a greater game, yes, with outcomes she couldn’t possibly foresee, but still, she’d played her part. Absent though she’d been from the battle itself, she’d had a significant bearing upon it.

“And what comes next?” she murmured to herself, pacing. “What will become of this world?”

She may not have been present to take part in this fight, to observe the clash of titans and the death of gods, but she’d play a meaty role in what was to follow. Queen, she thought, as she went. But of what? Agarath? Or something new? A change in name might be appropriate, she supposed, given the slightly questionable connotation of the current one, but then again…maybe not. Wise men said that to forget the past made one doomed to repeat it, so perhaps the name should stay?

She walked, pondering all that a great deal more, her mind already at work trying to think of what lay ahead. Work was indeed the word, because a good deal of it needed to be done. Hard work, there was no doubt, to pull together the frayed seams of this broken world and begin to build toward a brighter future. At last, several thousand years too late, the coals of the gods had gone cold. Coals that had burned for far too long, lingering down there at the bottom of the brazier, giving heat to the cycle of renewals, now stamped out for good and all.

She was mulling on that when she saw, at last, the shape coming out of the west. A handsome dragon, cut up and torn, but alive, flying against the starlit skies. She stiffened a bit, felt herself go tense, wondering if Pagaloth was returning alone. Almost hoping for it, to delay the confrontation, but also not hoping for it at all. Hoping for quite the opposite, in fact, and hoping for it fully in the depths of her heart. She stood, cringing, hoping, heart hammering, as the dragon came closer to the mountain. And soon enough, she had her answer.

Pagaloth was not alone.

She took a few steadying breaths, brushed down her cloak, pulled her hood up to shadow her face. She could not bear for Lythian to see it so soon. She must build into it, prepare him, and be prepared herself for whatever reaction he might give. Shock, disgust, revulsion were all most certainly on the table. He would, of course, try not to show it, but she felt strongly she would recognise the signs.

“You return, then,” Talasha called over, as they came down to land across the platform. “Took a while to find him, did you?”

“A little while, my lady,” called Pagaloth. “My apologies.”

“He isn’t too drunk, I hope?” Though perhaps it would be better if he were.

“No, my lady, only tired. Very tired.”

“Yes. That I can see.”

They were speaking in Agarathi, a language Lythian knew but barely, Pagaloth staying up in the saddle, Lythian climbing down, and rather slowly. She stared at him from under her hood, trying to get a good look at him in the silvery gloom. Tired was something of an understatement by the exhausted manner of his movement. And he was much cleaner than she had expected.

“Captain Lythian,” she said, voice clear in the quiet night air, speaking in the common tongue now. She sounded much more confident than she felt. “You look like you’ve barely seen battle at all.”

He came slowly toward her. Nervous himself? “I’ve seen more than my share, my lady.”

“Of course.” She realised it was a rather poor gag. “I only meant…”

“I took a few minutes to wash myself, Talasha. Do you think I would come to you covered in filth?”

She found herself smiling, a bit of the tension eased. “I am covered in filth myself. I have been covered in filth for weeks. Are you trying to outshine me, Lythian Lindar?”

“It is impossible to outshine a star.”

Her voice went dour. “A star dimmer than it was.” She thought it best to get right into it. “Hold off now, Captain Lythian, you must not get near the monster.” She held a hand up, palm out, bidding him pause some distance away.

“Talasha.” His voice was weary. “Monster, truly? I’ve seen enough of those today.”

“Then spare yourself the sight of another, and stay back, I tell you! Stay back!”

She was behaving like a child, and she knew it. Being absurd, and silly, because she was afraid. Afraid that what everyone else had told her was wrong, a lie, untrue. That they were all just being kind to her, never daring to tell her the truth. Leshie had claimed otherwise, that she said it how it was, and yes, that was how Talasha knew the girl, but still…still…

Only Lythian mattered. Only what he thought. Only him.

“I had a dream, did I tell you?” she said.

He frowned, at a loss, still ten strides back. “A dream, Talasha?”

“Of this.” She pointed up at the broken top of the mountain. “Not quite this, but almost. I was standing on my balcony at the palace in Eldurath, and I dreamed of the mountain exploding from afar. I dreamed of the fire spreading all around the world and engulfing the city. The children were screaming, Lythian, burning…”

“The world is saved, Talasha.” He took a pace forward. Nine. “It was just a dream.”

She swallowed, grasping for something else to say. To delay the inevitable. To give herself time. “I’m sorry about Amron Daecar,” she told him. “I know how much he meant to you.”

A pause, a nod, eyes down a moment. Then they lifted and the man gave a smile. “Vandar chose him to die for us. To take Saska’s place, as he’d have wanted.” He looked out across the plains to where a ring of torchlight glowed out in the darkness, a little northeast of the mountain. “That’s him,” he murmured. “Do you see the people, Talasha?”

She saw them, but faintly, not like Lythian could, men gathered around those flames, others coming from all sides, tiny as ants to her eyes.

“They’re still gathering to him, even now,” Lythian said. “To kneel to him, and thank him. To lay a hand upon his chest. Many thousands have come to pay their respects. That’s not a bad way to die.”

“No,” she whispered. She hadn’t known about that. “No, I don’t suppose it is.”

He took a pace toward her. Eight.

“Now, Lythian, I see you creeping.”

Another, another. Only six distant now. That handsome face of his coming into view, the golden eyes catching the silver starlight. “I was told you were dead, Talasha. That you flew out over the sea.”

“True,” she said. “The sea part, anyway. I am demonstrably living, so the other part is false.”

“Where did you go?”

“To find someone.”

“Saska?”

“Her grandmother.”

Another pace. Five.

“Her grandmother?” He didn’t understand.

“It’s a long story, Captain Lythian. You seem too tired to hear it.”

“I’ve never been too tired to listen to your voice.”

“Untrue. There was a time when you fell asleep in my arms, once, in the midst of a story, as I recall.” She smiled, nervous as a girl with a crush on a boy she wasn’t sure even liked her. “Do you remember the storm, Lythian? Do you remember the Western Neck?”

“As clearly as if it were yesterday.” He took another step, closing the gap to four. She could smell him now, the stink of blood and sulphur, but the warm scents of the man beneath. Scents she missed. Scents she loved. “I think of it often, Talasha. And you. Every day.”

Her heart was throbbing in her neck. “And yet you had your misgivings, once.” She drifted back a pace, holding the room. “You were afraid to abandon your vows. You said it was wrong, Lythian.”

“It wasn’t wrong. I was wrong. I’ve been wrong about many things.” Four, three, as he came toward her.

Four, five, as she drew away. She fished around for something else to say, something to hold him off. “I’m told Calacan saved you.”

“You saved us,” he said.

“Did…did he fly away?”

“Southwest,” Lythian told her. “To Aramatia, maybe, or across the sea. To seek out some other land.”

Back to the Everwood, she thought, wondering. Or the paradise. Perhaps Calacan was going there.

Lythian took another step toward her. She held her ground, but just a moment, then slid another pace away. “Pagaloth told me he carried Saska to the eastern camp. She is in King Sevrin’s care, I am told.”

“That’s right.”

“I really should go and visit her.”

“She is unconscious and well looked after.” He stepped closer, closer, four, three.

She drew away, away, four, five. “Elyon is there as well, I know. And Robbert Lukar. I would like to see them both. There is much that we all need to discuss.”

He kept coming for her, hunting her down, a good stride forward and another after that, and she kept on stepping back, so afraid she felt she might faint.

“Lythian Lindar, this is most inappropriate.”

He said not a word. Just kept on coming.

“Captain, please, have some decorum.” She was still moving back from him, in full retreat. “I am a queen, Captain Lythian, and I command that you…umph.” She had stepped into something solid behind her, halting her retreat with a thud. She glanced back, saw that Neyruu had lowered her head, blocking her from fleeing any further. “Neyruu! Whose side are you on!”

She felt the dragon nudge her, then, just gently, but enough to have her stumbling forward. “Gods!” she said, stumbling one step, two, as Lythian stepped in from the other side.

Until he was standing right before her. “She always was a clever dragon.” His voice was warm with amusement.

Talasha held her face down. “A traitor is what she is.” She heard Neyruu give a huff behind her that sounded rather too much like laughter. “She would never have done this with Kin’rar.”

“I didn’t love Kin’rar.”

Lythian reached up and took her hood; she felt it drawn back from her head, gather in rumples behind her neck. Her eyes were still down as a finger came out and touched at the bottom of her chin, pressing. She tried to resist, but only for a moment, then her face lifted up, up.

She met his smiling eyes. Eyes that never once disconnected from hers. A hand came up and cupped her cheek, a rough hand softly caressing. His thumb, his palm, moving over her scars, yet his eyes never gave a flinch. A long moment passed and another right after, before at last he drew back, his hand and eyes both, studying her face in its ravaged entirety. He gave a frown, as though confused by something.

“Monster,” he murmured, bemused. “You are prone to exaggeration, my dear.”

“I…” She was struggling to form words, a rare thing for her, it must be said. “I know what I look like, Lythian. You don’t need to be with me if you don’t…”

“I want nothing more in this world.”

And that was when he kissed her. A full kiss, desirous, passionate, long. An honest kiss, sincere, and Talasha knew the difference. She felt her knees go a little wobbly, her legs go weak, as she melted into his arms. So much for the honourable Knight of the Vale. There was something distinctly dishonourable in the way his tongue plunged into her mouth.

And on it went, on and on, the most intoxicating kiss of her life. When he’d had his way with her, he pulled back at last, and she opened her eyes and gazed up at him. His lips curled into a glorious smile. “Do you feel like a monster now, Talasha?”

She felt…well, giddy. Did monsters ever feel giddy? “I…I…” was all she could summon.

And Lythian laughed, pulling her in. “Seems you might need more convincing,” he said, as he went in for another go.
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The dying man gave a rattly groan, eyes flickering their last, as Emeric Manfrey held his hand. “Go in peace,” he said softly. “Know that you helped to renew this world.”

The young soldier’s lips vented a long hiss, his head lolling on his neck, eyes rolling into the back of his head as he drifted away to the Eternal Halls. Emeric held his hand just a moment longer, whispered a prayer of passing, then pulled the soldier’s eyelids shut and drew his filthy cloak across to cover his face. He wondered, briefly, where he’d come from, who he’d been, whether he had a wife and children, what he had planned to do after the war. But only briefly, because he’d never know. And there were far too many others just like him.

“Doesn’t get much easier, does it?” said Sir Tamber. “Especially with the young.

Emeric stood. “No, it doesn’t.”

“Reckon it should be me down there, not him.”

Emeric was glad it wasn’t him. If it were to be this young stranger or Sir Tamber Rickson lying dead in the dirt, he knew who he would choose. The same choice he’d make with most others, too. The old man was very dear to him. “Come,” and he put a hand on his shoulder. “Let’s keep on going, Tamber.”

They continued their long way across the battlefield, heading north with the mountain to their left, two men among many others, orbs of firelight floating in the soft mist that hung in the predawn gloom. Though the battle had ended many long hours before, Emeric and Tamber Rickson had not. Where hundreds of others, thousands of others, had drifted west as they learned what had come of the king, they had stayed here in the east. Helping with the wounded. Searching through the dead. Feeding water, whispering words, to dying men, holding their hands as they passed.

They had found no one they knew. Not Sir Karter. Not Buck Tannard. Not Sir Jancy Hasting or Blackhand Walton or the other men Emeric had travelled with. Tamber had said earlier that he thought Karter and Tannard were crushed, and it seemed likely the others were dead as well, them and many more. Unless they fled, which was possible. Emeric Manfrey took a dim view on desertion, but in this case, once the Dread had come, he could see how a man might break.

“We ought to make a monument of this land,” Tamber murmured, as they went. “There are thousands here that’ll never be found. Tens of thousands of them, Emeric. All down there,” and he tapped his boot on the rocks, “down there where we’ll never get them. A whole field of bones for miles around, with that mountain in the middle of it all.” He stopped for a moment to look at it, a great cone shadow looming over them still. “It’s like some giant headstone, and why not make it that way? Build a wall there down at the base, maybe, so men can scrawl the names of the lost, come here to remember them. Not just northmen, but southmen too. Everyone. All of us. A monument to the world.”

Emeric thought it a fine idea. To reframe this dreaded mountain into something more positive, to honour all the fallen men. He could see it, a glimpse of the future. See all the streams of people visiting this land, laying wreaths and flowers, weeping to the rocks. People from all across the world, the northern kingdoms and the nations of the south and Agarath, too, of course. Everyone coming to this shared tract of land where they’d all shed blood to save the world.

“So…what do you think?”

“It’s a noble notion, Tamber.”

“Aye, I thought so too.”

“We’d need the permission of the Agarathi, however. This is their land, after all.”

The old man gave a little huff. “Really? Reckon they’ll be lucky to keep it.”

“Is that how you would have it? Strip their lands bare? Take it for our own.” Emeric shook his head. “Most of the Agarathi are victims as well, as can be said about any sort of slave. We owe it to them to work with them, not against them. If we’re to heal this world, we must do it together.”

“Aye…suppose you might be right,” the old man muttered. “Will take a bit of time, though.”

“That is something we now have, Tamber. A resource that seemed in such short supply is suddenly abundant once more.”

They kept on going, passing other men like them. Men alone and men in pairs and men searching in little groups. Some were calm, nosing around somewhat idly, others frantic, faces twisted with concern, hurrying desperately from one corpse to the next. Fathers, maybe, looking for their sons. Brothers out searching for their siblings. One saw them and came hurrying up. “My lord, have you seen my father?” he cried. “Sir Hunnam. He was somewhere out here, the last I saw…”

“I’m sorry. I do not know him.”

“But…he, he served with you. I could have sworn he…”

“I know no Sir Hunnam, soldier.”

The man pulled back, bloodshot eyes swinging around, shouted out his father’s name, and kept going. A common occurrence out here, alas, most wretched and heart-wrenching to observe. Lots of weeping over bodies and crying out for the dead. Lots of wailing and ululating laments coming out from the darkness around them. “The worst time to walk a battlefield is after,” Emeric murmured, remembering something his own father had once said.

Sir Tamber, clearly, remembered it too. “A wise man, your father. Do you plan to return to Osworth after this?”

“Osworth is no longer mine, Tamber. The castle was given to Sir Dudley Reed.”

“That oaf? Oh, I know it. But I’m thinking you might have earned it back.”

Ahead, a pair of men were kneeling over a man in full plate armour, a dead friend, no doubt, by the frame of their posture. There were a couple of horses waiting nearby, both Bladeborn bearers Emeric saw. “Bit early to be gathering the dead, no?” called out Tamber Rickson. “Best prioritise the wounded, lads.”

“He’s a friend,” growled a gruff old voice. A voice Emeric was sure he recognised. “I told him I’d come back and fetch him. What’s it to you?”

“Sir Gerrin?” Emeric called over. “Is… is that you?”

The old face came up, squinting out at them. “Well gods, Emeric Manfrey. As I live and bloody breathe.”

“A close run thing, that living and breathing.” Emeric strode up as the second man stood, delighted beyond words to see that it was Jonik.

“Emeric,” he said, blinking at him. A broad smile on his face. “You made it.”

“Just about.”

They came together in a tight embrace, filthy armour crunching, arms holding tight around shoulders and backs. A long embrace that expressed what they meant to each other without resorting to the limited power of words. Then they detached.

“I heard about your father, Jonik. That he died a hero.”

“As he lived,” Jonik said quietly. He took a brief moment to gather himself, then murmured, “His death will save the world,” with a far-off look on his face. He glanced at his old mentor. “Something Gerrin said to me once, back at the Shadowfort. The day I went off to fulfil my contract. That his death would save the world, and I guess…I guess you were right, Gerrin.”

“Aye, I guess I was.” The old knight put a hand on Jonik’s shoulder. “Not in the way anyone thought back then, but aye. Seemed it was his destiny all along.”

A short silence, then, as they contemplated that, before Jonik filled his lungs and said, “So, you’ve been out here all this time?”

“From dawn till dusk and back to dawn again,” answered the sonorous voice of Tamber Rickson. He reached a hand out. “A pleasure, Jonik. Heard a good deal about you.”

“And you…um…”

“This is Sir Tamber Rickson,” Emeric said. “An old friend from my youth.”

“Mentor, he means. I was his mentor, lad.”

“Right. I…never knew Emeric had one.”

“Everyone’s got a mentor, don’t they? Else how will they ever be taught?”

Jonik chewed on that a moment. “I suppose that’s…true.”

“It isn’t,” Emeric dismissed. “A mentor presupposes a good deal of training or tutelage over an extended period. I’m not sure you match those conditions, Tamber.”

“I disagree. Taught you everything you know.”

“I say the same about Jonik,” Gerrin threw in. He and Tamber Rickson shook forearms. “Didn’t realise it was you, Rickson. To us mentors, eh? We who shape the future.”

“Damn right. And I reckon we did a fine job of it too, given what these two lads have achieved.”

Emeric had an inkling that those two old knights would get along. Quite possibly they’d crossed paths once or twice before, given the aeons they’d both been living. He was just recalling the last time he’d seen Sir Gerrin - back at the Shadowfort, unless he was mistaken - and preparing to remark upon it when a shape rippled by overhead, interrupting him. Then another, smaller, followed right after.

They all paused to look up.

“Two of ours, I take it?” Tamber asked. “Reckon I’m done fighting dragons today. Or ever.”

“They’re ours,” Jonik confirmed. “The bigger one. I think it’s Lendrathor.”

“And the smaller one?”

“I’m not sure. Madarax, probably. She’s smaller. Looks like they’re heading to the eastern camp.”

“Lots of folks heading over there,” put in Gerrin. “We’re about to go ourselves if you want to join us?”

It seemed to Emeric that it was time for them to call it a night. He and Tamber could continue on, searching for men to save, maybe, or simply be with as they died, but there were plenty of others for that. He felt, at last, that he’d earned his rest.

“We’d be glad to,” he said.

“Is there wine?” asked Sir Tamber.

“Plenty.” Gerrin smiled. “We brought wagons of it over from Blademelt.”

“Confident of victory, were we?” Rickson laughed. “Well, I ain’t much surprised. Any army led by Borrus Kanabar is going to have confidence to spare.”

Emeric was looking at the horses. “A shame you only have two. It’s over ten miles to the eastern camp.”

“We could ride double?” Tamber offered.

“Could…but can’t.” Gerrin gestured to the dead man. “That’s Sir Owen Armdall right there. Promised him I’d come out and fetch his body, as I said. So I’ll be carrying him on one of the horses.”

“Fair,” said Rickson. “One of Janilah’s Six, wasn’t he?”

“The last of them,” Jonik said, paraphrasing the line from the vision. It still amazed Emeric that Gerrin was the lantern man, that he and Owen Armdall had made it so far underground. One of a thousand things that amazed him, to tell it true. He wasn’t sure he’d ever get his head around everything that had happened. It felt too much for a single mind to process, and his, certainly, limited as it was.

“Did he die well?” Emeric asked.

“Arrow to the throat,” Gerrin said. “Caught him mid-word. So…not really.”

“An unlucky shot,” Jonik added. “Could have happened to anyone.”

They all nodded. All knew that fortune was a big part of any battle. Emeric, Tamber, both had been enough to live when the Dread came down. One of many occasions across the day for them, and the others, no doubt.

A short silence was observed, then Sir Tamber said, “So…who gets the other horse, then?” Fully expecting it to be him.

Jonik, being young and selfless, and clearly noting that Tamber was bearing a small limp, obliged him. “You take it. I’ll be happy to walk with Emeric.”

“Too kind, lad, too kind. Be damn nice to rest these tired old bones.”

“Let’s get him up, then,” said Gerrin, and together they lifted Owen Armdall’s body and laid it across the horse.

Gerrin got into the saddle behind him, Sir Tamber happily taking Jonik’s mount, and off they went across the broken battlefield, four men living and one man dead, two horses making their way gingerly along as Jonik and Emeric followed behind.

A short silence settled down between them. But a comfortable one, as was always the case.

“I heard about your victory at Blademelt,” Emeric said, breaking it eventually.

“I heard about yours at Breakback Pass.”

“Yours was the tougher assignment, I think.”

“You do? We only had to open a door.”

Emeric laughed. “A big door, Jonik. Not just any door. It was the door to Agarath that you opened.”

Jonik shrugged. Never a man to take praise well. More silence as they went along for a while, the other two clopping along ahead, two old voices muttering away. “Is Stafford still alive?”

“Wounded. We left him back at Blademelt.”

Emeric was glad to hear that. “The others? Bulmar? Mooton?”

“Bulmar twisted his knee. Probably won’t walk straight again, but he’s breathing. Mooton’s alive. And Torvyn. Borrus as well. We were all together, at the end.”

Together, as once before. All these men Jonik had once led. A part of Emeric wished he’d been with them.

“How about you? Anyone left from the men you took through the tunnels?”

Emeric told him about the probable deaths of Buck Tannard, Blackhand Walton, Diddums, and the rest. “Ranulf is fine, I hope. He went to the camp to observe the battle with King Sevrin. We’ll find him there when we arrive.”

Jonik nodded, seeming inordinately tired, as he was. “Elyon’s there as well. Pagaloth took him over with Saska.”

“She was wounded, I heard.”

“Broke her leg. Not the worst outcome after defeating the Dread.”

“Did you see it?”

“Some. We were racing west when it happened. Saw her shoot right out of him, Emeric. Saw him go stiff and crashland and everything.”

“Sounds like more than some.”

“I saw my father lift the Heart Remade as well. I didn’t even think that was possible. Felt like trying to lift a mountain when I tried, back in Ilithor. Wouldn’t shift even a fraction.” He paused. “And I saw Eldur. Just glimpses of him in the sky, then coming down to face my father. Heard their duel more than saw it, but it sounded…titanic.”

“A lot more than some,” Emeric said. “Is there anything you didn’t see?”

Jonik gave a smile. “And you? Anything I might have missed, Emeric?”

He had seen a thing or two, now that he reflected on it, so told Jonik as they walked along. About how he’d been lucky enough to survive when the Dread came crashing down. How he’d seen Tathranor, dead, and Agarosh and Jahendroth fight Beast Braccaro. He had later come across that hideous creature cast down and torn up, dead, and not a sign of the moonbears nearby, signalling to him that they’d won. Though of Elio Krator, nothing. It seemed he’d been taken away.

So they spoke, sharing their stories, as they walked the long way to the eastern camp. Tales of battle and triumph and woe, of the fallen men they knew. It was their own little version of what the Varin Knights did, only lacking in the singing and the wine. And as they went, the eastern skies began to change, a faint bit of colour emerging.

“It’ll be a pretty dawn,” Emeric said, seeing it.

“Bloody but beautiful,” Jonik agreed. He paused. “A bit like today.”

It was a funny way to put it, to call the battle today beautiful, but Emeric Manfrey understood. “Birth is always bloody and beautiful,” he said. “I suppose that goes for rebirth, too.”

Jonik nodded, and on they walked, into that bloody, beautiful dawn.

Heralding the first day of a brand new world.
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“Pretty,” Lothar said, as they sat together, drink in hand, watching the eastern skies come aglow with colour. “Reckon I get it now, Robb. Don’t you?”

Lank, as always, wasn’t making much sense. “Get what? I need some context, Lothar.”

“That.” And he pointed a long arm, absurdly long, out to the east, the sun not yet visible, the clouds long, thin, tattered and torn, like a bunch of bloody rags had been slapped across the sky. It conjured an image of blood-soaked bandages wrapped around the wounded world. A fitting image, Robbert thought, and he wondered if that’s what Lank was getting at.

“The world’s bleeding, you mean? But when the sun rises, the colours will brighten and turn gold, and it will be like the world has started to heal?”

Lothar gave him a long, strange look. “You banged your head or something, Robb? What on earth are you damn well talking about?”

“What are you talking about, more like! You can’t just point and say ‘that’ and expect me to read your mind.” Frankly, the idea of reading Lothar’s mind was appalling, the filth in there.

“I’m talking about you, Robb. Obviously.” Though it wasn’t obvious at all. “That name they all call you. The King of the Dawn. It’s right there staring you in the face.”

“Oh.” So that was it, the name. He had hoped for something deeper from the man, but that was a hope he’d had since he’d known him, and one that hadn’t paid off yet.

“Well, I can see you’re convinced,” Lothar said.

“Convinced by what? It’s a sunrise, Lank. I don’t control the names people give me.”

Lothar shrugged, growing bored with his own topic of discussion already. “It’s pretty, anyway.” He had a drink of wine. “How are you finding it?”

“Finding what?”

“The wine.”

“Reasonably unpleasant.”

“Want some more?”

“Does Robbert Lukar wear an eyepatch?”

Lank frowned. “That’s nowhere near as clever as you think it is.”

“I’m tired. Forgive me.” He agreed it wasn’t witty at all.

“Excuses, excuses, Robb. Your brother was always the smart one.” Lothar grinned, took Robbert’s wine cup off him, and strode away to refill it, clearly judging that enough time had passed since Raynald’s death to start getting into gags like that. Robbert wasn’t so sure, but supposed he must take the rough with the smooth with Sir Lothar Tunney, who did rather like to push at the edge.

The hill on which they were watching the sunrise had the best view around, which was why King Sevrin had chosen to deploy himself here, many miles back from the mountain, to watch the battle. Out there, in the west, the plains were still dark, many lights moving slowly about away into the far distance. Robbert had, of course, gone out there already to honour the great Amron Daecar. A very sombre experience it was, a lot of hard men crying. And somewhat awkward too, in its way, given that Elyon’s old squire, Sir Jovyn Colborn, was standing vigil over the king.

“You took my bride from me,” Robbert had said to him, in a failed attempt at humour. It was in extremely poor taste, he realised an instant after he’d said it. He’d only just knelt before the king, put his hand on his chest, said his thank yous. The king, who was Jovyn’s own good-father, extremely dear to him, and then Robbert stands and steps up to him, the Last Blade of Vandar, performing this solemn, silent duty of vigil, and says something as insensitive as that.

“Ah. Sorry,” he had muttered, immediately, after seeing the horror on Jovyn’s face. A handsome face, too, perhaps more handsome than his own. And taller now as well. “I really hold no grudge, Sir Jovyn. Lady Lillia was never meant to be my bride.”

The young man still seemed unable to speak.

“Well. Sorry again. For your loss. And the joke.” He made a very awkward smile and took his rapid leave.

Lothar had observed the whole thing. “You are a complete buffoon sometimes, you know.”

“That’s the crow calling the raven black, isn’t it?”

“Takes one to know one, one might say. And I’m saying it. You’re a buffoon. You’re not meant to talk to a man standing vigil.”

“Yes, I know that.”

“Then why did you?”

“Because,” Robbert said, unable to find a good answer. He thought it best to simply retreat from the embarrassment, so went straight to his horse, hopped up into the saddle, and rode back to the east at once.

Now here they were, atop this hill, and they’d been here for most of the night. There were two main pavilions just behind him, lined up more or less side by side. In one, Saska was convalescing, being attended by Sevrin’s finest physicians and watched over by Sir Ralston Whaleheart, Marian Payne, Ranulf Shackton, and others. Robbert, of course, had visited her himself, though given that she was currently unconscious, he supposed he would be of more use elsewhere.

That’s where the second pavilion came in, raised only recently to accommodate the coming of a number of very important figures. King Sevrin himself was in there, of course, as was Elyon Daecar, now a king himself. Not long ago, Lythian Lindar had also joined them, flying in with the surprise guest of Talasha Taan, now a queen. Robbert had met her only once, back near Eagle’s Perch before his return to the north, and found her to be possibly the most dazzlingly beautiful woman he’d ever had the pleasure to lay eyes on. The scars, regrettably, did lessen that dazzle a fraction, but she was still more than a little striking.

Lord Iziah Hasham was in attendance also, a man of quite formidable bearing and the slayer of the creature Beast Braccaro, with the support of Moonrider Risho Ranaartan. Risho’s father, Lord Rhanor, had also survived and was present in the pavilion with his son. So too a curious feather-cloaked old man who called himself the Second Elder. “A second Eldur?” Lothar had japed, in another desperately poor gag. “We’ve only just defeated the last one. Now we have to deal with another?”

He had smiled, looked around, hoping to win some laughter, but the joke went down with all the charm of a drunkard at a funeral. “Too soon?” he had asked, trying to claw some humour from the group. None had been forthcoming. “I guess it’s too soon.”

Lank’s buffoonery aside, the gathering of such an illustrious group meant that the principal leaders of the new world had all assembled in one place, all here on this hill overlooking the plains and the shadow of the dead mountain in the distance. There had, as such, been much discussion going on about how to steer the world forward, and they were still at it now, voices going back and forward, wine being drunk, toasts made, decisions along with them.

It was a lot. Plenty of high-level thinking from the likes of King Sevrin and Queen Talasha and Robbert found his own input to be limited. It was why he’d come out here with Lothar for a breath of fresh air, to watch the sunrise, share a quiet drink or two together, gather up a bit of energy before returning. Down below, in the camp proper, a great swell of noise was bubbling out in a steaming stew of celebration. And sadness, of course, much sadness at the tragic cost, but as with a wake, celebration came first, and what was this if not the wake for the old dead world…and the celebration of the birth of a new one?

There were footsteps behind him as Lank returned, two cups in one hand, a jug in the other. “Thought I’d save time going back and forth,” he said, pouring the wine and setting the jug on the ground.

“Smart, Lank. Though your brother was always smarter.”

“Oh ha ha, Robb. Very ha ha.” The two clinked cups and drank.

“How’s it going in there?” Robbert asked.

“Talking. Drinking. Maps. Notes. The same, basically.”

“Has Lord Hasham admitted to being emperor yet?”

“Not yet. Not until the old one’s dead, probably. They’ve got him strung up, you know, down in some other tent. He’s basically one big bruise, so I hear it.”

Robbert wondered if he might go and visit him. He had known Elio Krator a bit, after all, during that unholy alliance the sunlord made with his uncle, Cedrik. He always struck Robbert as remarkably cool and calculating, cruel, yes, but less odiously so than his uncle. “I guess we all should be careful what we wish for, Lank. Krator wanted power, and he paid a hefty price.”

“Like your grandfather, I guess.”

Robbert nodded. “Some men’s reach exceeds their grasp. Better to know your limits, I suppose, and let power come find you if it wants.”

“Like you,” said Lothar. “You’re plenty powerful now, Robb.”

He was, not much use in denying it. One of the most powerful men in the world, and young along with it. He’d spent all these long months, years even, just fighting through this war, but now that it was over, he guessed he’d have to look to the future too. “A lot of work to be done,” he said.

“And the understatement of the century goes to King Robbert Lukar!”

Robbert smiled. A better jape, that one. “This reminds me of Death’s Passage, you know.” He saw Lothar’s confused frown. “Back when the Five Followers gathered there for the peace parley, I mean. You know, when they agreed to change the world.”

“You mean the one where Varin was stabbed in the back by Eldur’s sons? That parley?”

“Well…without the stabbing. We’ve got all the kings and queens here on this hill, overlooking the mountain. And Hasham, Ranaartan, to represent the south. Really feels like we’ll become one world now. Don’t you think, Lank?”

“I do, Robb. I think.” He paused. “I also think that your cousin’s coming.”

Robbert found the remark perplexing until he saw that the lanky fool was right. From up the western side of the hill, Jonik was appearing over the crest of the rise, walking tiredly along with Emeric Manfrey.

Robbert chuckled. “As if this hill couldn’t get more stuffed with heroes.” He stood, drained the rest of his cup and plonked it down on his stool. “Cousin Jonik! Emeric! Delighted you could join us!”

“Your Majesty.” Emeric Manfrey gave a bow.

Robbert smiled at him. Just the man he wanted to see, actually, with all this talk about the future. “You’ve been out there all night?”

“All night,” he said.

“Well deserving of a rest, then.” Robbert shook his forearm, shook Jonik’s too. “Your brother’s in there,” he said to his cousin, gesturing to the pavilion. “Lank, why don’t you and Jonik go and join him. I want a quick word with Emeric alone.”

“As you say, Robb. You a drinker, Jonik?”

“I’m learning.”

“That’s good enough for me.” Lothar swung a long arm around Jonik’s shoulder, absurdly long, and strode away, nattering all the while.

Robbert watched them go. “I’m very happy that you’re both alive, Emeric.”

“And you, my lord.”

“Robbert, please. Did you come here just the two of you?”

“Sir Gerrin and Sir Tamber were with us. They remained below with the horses.”

“Tamber Rickson, you mean. How is the old devil?”

“Eager for a drink.”

Robbert laughed. “Well, there’s plenty of that to be had. The wine is flowing down there like a river after the rains, I am told.”

“Plenty of opportunity for drowning,” Emeric remarked.

“Quite. But of the best possible kind.”

Robbert had a good look at the man, studying the features of his face, the golden eyes, trim black beard, the square chin and masculine jaw. He was a very self-assured man, very measured, very calm, rather alike to Lythian Lindar, Robbert thought, similar build, both noble as anything, brilliant swordsmen, wise and clever. They both had those golden eyes as well, though Emeric’s were flecked with green. Quite fitting, he thought, given his roots.

“I like you, Emeric,” he said. “I like you rather a lot, in fact.”

The exile made an awkward face. “Well, I’m flattered, of course, but…”

Robbert chuckled. “A good bit of humour, too. Excellent! I do think we’ll get along well.”

“I…would hope so, yes. What is it you wanted to speak about, my lord?”

“You, Emeric. Me. That.” He pointed to the eastern skies, no longer quite so bloody and bruised, the clouds turning pinky-gold beneath a washed-out white-blue canopy. Already healing, Robbert thought, as he said, “Some call me The King of the Dawn, Emeric. Perhaps you’re already aware? According to Lothar, it’s this dawn specifically. As if I did anything to bring it about. I didn’t, really, it must be said. Yesterday I barely made a contribution at all.”

“You survived, Robbert,” said Emeric Manfrey. “That was your contribution. To survive so you can rebuild Tukor.”

Robbert gave a pensive nod, liking how he put that. Not entirely, but mostly. He’d have preferred it if he’d had his own heroic moment, perhaps slain a dragon in single combat, but supposed he’d have to satisfy himself with having helped kill several, and several fire giants, too, and watched others perform the heroics. Principally, watching Saska battle the Dread, right there alongside Sir Ralston Whaleheart, sitting on the carcass of the High Priest’s dragon. That was a special moment. The spear throw by the King’s Wall was also quite remarkable. A frankly impossible throw, as someone had said. He felt blessed simply to have observed it.

But mostly, yes, he liked how Emeric put that. “To rebuild Tukor,” he said, mulling it over. “Quite the task, you know.”

“A great task, to be sure.”

“Indeed. And I’ll need some help.”

The exile nodded seriously. “I’m sure there will be many eager to do so, Robbert. Lord Gullimer. Lord Marsh…”

“And you?” Robbert asked.

The exile blinked. “I…well…”

“You spent many years in the south, I know, unfairly exiled by my grandfather Modrik. You came to love it, I know that too, as you came to love the people. But I wonder, now, do you still love Tukor? Do you love the land from which you hail, Emeric?”

The exiled lord took a moment to answer. Then, “I do,” he said, sincerely. “I have never stopped loving Tukor.”

“Good. Good.” It was just what Robbert wanted to hear. “Then that’s decided, Emeric.” And he filled his lungs. “For your own contributions, critical and far-reaching, and rather more considerable than mine, and most others, I am returning to you your former lands and titles and all their attending incomes. Osworth Castle shall be yours again, and so too the true birthright of your house. Before House Kastor’s rise to prominence, House Manfrey was the greatest power in North Tukor, and so it shall be again! I am raising you to the title of Lord of Ethior, Emeric, to rule the city that my grandfather once ruled. To restore and rebuild all its former glories after the great rot over which he presided. You shall be a greatlord, High Protector of North Tukor, second only in power to me, a title to pass to your children, when they come, and their children after them, in perpetuity, for as long as your house shall reign.” He paused, smiled, gave him a moment to digest it. “So, what do you say, my friend?” And he threw his hand out to the east with a flourish. “Will you stride together with me into this dawn?”

The man seemed at a loss for words. Too humble, doubtless, to leap to accept such an honour and that was just why he was the man for the job. Honour, duty, exceptional character. Robbert felt with a sincere and profound conviction that there was no better man than Emeric Manfrey to help him relight the great forge of Tukor.

“I…my lord, I don’t know what to say.”

“Yes, Emeric. It really is quite simple.” Robbert gripped his arm and squeezed it. “Say yes.”

And just then, at that very moment, the sun crept up over the horizon. A great wash of light seemed to flood from the east, and it lit up Emeric Manfrey’s fine face. And it seemed, in that moment, that Robbert was looking at Emeric’s ancestor, Sir Oswald. A man in whose long shadow all the men of his line had lived, but not this one. Not Emeric. He was the one making the shadow now.

And eventually, after a long delay, he smiled and gave Robbert his answer. “It would be an honour, Your Majesty,” he told him. “A great honour. Of course, I accept.”

But Robbert suspected he had that backwards. In fact, he knew it.

The honour was his.
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She came around slowly, the darkness of her nightmares peeling back as she emerged into the sounds of the world. A nightmare, perhaps, or simple reality. Had she really been inside Drulgar the Dread, or had she only imagined all of that?

Her mind clicked clumsily into place, her last moments of recollection coming back to her. Unless she had the most vivid imagination - and she didn’t, history had proven - she had not imagined what she’d done.

She had killed Drulgar the Dread.

Shot through him, pierced his black heart, and shot out, and that was about all she knew. A vague memory of the Heart Remade abandoning her, the blurred black rock of the ground rushing up, a wave of red light, and that was all her mind could summon. Clearly, a lot had happened since then, because her current whereabouts were decidedly different.

She was in a pavilion, she knew not where, lying on what appeared to be a rather kingly bed, or at least a much grander one than she would usually expect to find in a temporary warcamp, assuming that’s where she was. She’d seen them from the sky, she now recalled, the camps erected far to the rear of the mountain in the east and west, long miles away, two camps from which they had launched their assaults, she assumed. It appeared she’d been brought to one such camp and placed in a grand pavilion.

She wasn’t alone in the pavilion. A man who looked like he was probably a physician was fiddling about at a table with tonics, balms, salves, and the like. Another man, more the look of a scribe, stood at a separate table, carefully folding maps, rolling parchments, to a quiet rustling sound. There was a deep but soft rumbling beside her, and she looked over to the source. She smiled immediately and very widely. The source was her old friend Rolly.

Then a voice, on her other side. “I see you’re awake, Saska.”

Her head snapped around, eyes blinking, quick tears flooding them. “Marian,” she whispered, her voice a craggy croak. She coughed to clear it. “You’re…” Then she stopped, blinked again, saw Ranulf standing at Marian’s shoulder, blinked again as Roark came up, grinning, and again as Lark followed behind. It was all too overwhelming, seeing them all gathered around her. She had to wonder again if she was still dreaming.

“How do you feel, child?” asked Ranulf. Smiling at her warmly, tears in his crinkly eyes. “You’ve had quite the ordeal, haven’t you? Not many people can say they’ve visited the dark heart of the Great Calamity, Drulgar the Dread.”

“How was it?” asked Lark, beaming at her. He had his lute in his hand and plucked a valiant string. “You’ll tell me, Saska? Won’t you? I’ll make a song of it, or two…”

“Or ten,” said Roark. “Maybe twenty? Will take a whole concert to tell the story of our Saska.”

Our Saska. And she was proud to be theirs. So many memories were flooding her head that she scarcely knew which one to focus on. She looked at Ranulf’s kindly smile and remembered the first time they’d met, in that prison wagon, when the ardent adventurer was all skin and bone. She looked at Marian, recalled their first meeting, too. Coming out of the trees to save them, moving like a whirl of killing grey wind. She looked at Roark and Lark and thought of their days travelling across North Tukor and sailing across Vandar’s Mercy. Then down from Thalan after, once she’d trained up at the university. She wondered where Quilter was, but then remembered he’d been killed, and supposed Braddin was no longer with them either. But to see the rest…all gathered here…

“I could do with a drink of water,” she croaked.

“Lark, see it done,” said Marian, and a cup of water was dispensed and brought to her. She gulped it greedily down, her throat sizzling as the liquid slid down it. Burned, probably, from that business with the Dread. It made her splutter a bit.

“Small sips, Saska,” Marian said, in that way she had, always teaching, guiding.

Ranulf leaned in and placed a warm hand on her arm. “How are you, child? Is your sight as expected? Any headaches? Ringing in the ears? Anything like that?”

She shook her head. “I…don’t think so.” No ringing, really, her head ached a bit, but not much, and probably from dehydration. Her sight also seemed to be good enough, except for the tears blurring her vision. She blinked them dry, looked down at her body, realised her right leg was raised and all wrapped up tight. She frowned down at it, under the covers.

“Your leg is broken, Saska,” Marian said. “You caught it under you as you landed.”

“You have some cuts, abrasions, minor burns as well,” added Ranulf, “but nothing that is close to life-threatening.”

“Not much when you think what she did,” said Roark.

Lark whistled. “I still don’t believe it.”

“Believe it,” rumbled a heavy voice on her other side. She turned her head as Rolly awoke, leaning up from his chair, almost spilling out of it he was so monstrously big. He, like the others, now she thought of it, was positively plastered in dried blood, smeared soot, black ash, and much else, his armour in a state of near total ruin. Clearly, none of them had taken time to wash, except their faces. “I saw it,” Rolly said, “from a long way away. I saw her kill him.” He smiled a proud smile.

Saska could count on one finger the number of times she’d seen Rolly smile. She wasn’t entirely sure it suited him, but maybe she could get used to it. The others were smiling too. All of them, in fact, the physician over with the tonics, the scribe with his scrolls, who was even whistling a happy tune. That suggested to Saska that the world hadn’t ended. People didn’t tend to whistle when the world had ended.

“Eldur’s dead?” she asked, needing to hear it.

“He is very much dead,” Ranulf answered. “Defeated by none other than Amron Daecar. The blight of Eldur and Agarath is cast off, dismissed, never again to return to this world! We have, in simple terms, won, Saska. The cycle of Renewals is over.”

Saska nodded, trying to process it all, found that she could hardly feel euphoric about it all right now. She only had to think of the scale of destruction, of death, the incomprehensible slaughter and bloodshed she’d seen from the skies. She only had to think of Ilithor, in ruin, of Thalan, in ruin, of Varinar, in ruin, of Aram, somewhat in ruin, of the Bane and King’s Point and a thousand other places torn down by this terrible war. The world was saved, but how much of it was left? And who? That was the main thing. Who?

She swallowed, feeling a slight constriction in her throat. She had to ask. She had to get it out of the way. “Elyon,” and she felt a hideous swell of fear. “Is…is he…”

“Elyon is the one who brought you here.”

And she breathed out all at once, all the air inside her whooshing free in an exhale of profound relief. She closed her eyes, letting that sink in for a moment. Elyon, alive. She took a long time to let her heart settle before she opened her eyes again, smiling. An exhausted but elated smile. Elyon…alive.

“Seems she might love him, Lark,” Roark grinned. “Reckon you’ll have to try your luck elsewhere.”

Lark nodded dourly, plucked a sad note on his lute.

Ranulf Shackon gave a mild chuckle. “Rather out of your league, no, Lark?”

“He’s a dreamer, Ranulf. All bards are dreamers.”

“In another life, Lark,” Marian said, getting in on the fun. “You’ll find someone eventually.”

“Someone who’s not queen o’ the whole world, maybe,” laughed Roark. “Reckon we save that lot next door a whole load o’ trouble and just let Saska rule us all instead, eh?”

Saska was only half listening, somewhat focused still on the fact that Elyon was alive, had brought her here, and could very well still be in the vicinity. Still, what she heard from Roark was preposterous and about as unappealing an end result to all this as she could conceivably imagine. The old soldier was joking, of course. She damn well hoped he was, anyway.

Her eyes drifted back around the pavilion, across the tables, chairs, trunks, braziers, wondering if Elyon was hiding behind some bit of furniture, some fold of curtain, about to come leaping out to surprise her. No sign of him, though, but she did realise that it was daytime. Plenty of light coming in through the canvas walls, the flaps gilded at the edges, a long spear of golden sunlight stretching along the floor. “I’ve been asleep all night?”

“Unconscious,” Ranulf corrected. “And under sedation, so they could work on your leg.”

“And…this pavilion?”

“King’s Sevrin’s. Or your first cousin, once-removed, if you prefer. Which explains the excellent furnishings, doesn’t it?” He smiled. “Elyon thought it prudent to bring you here, in part because Sevrin likes to keep several excellent physicians in his retinue, but also because he was blessed with sufficient foresight to know that you would want to awaken in friendly company. Which you have.”

True. Though of course, that would suppose Elyon knew they had all survived. So probably Ranulf was just being playful, as he liked to be. “And…he’s here now?”

“Elyon? Yes. Right next door.”

She felt a buzz of nerves go through her. Right next door. Mere metres away…“And…his father?” she asked, nerves doubling, or maybe tripling, even. “I’ve never actually met him.” No one spoke, and that was telling. The silence endured a bit, and she knew. “Is…he…”

“Perished,” said Marian, dipping her chin. “In his duel with Eldur.”

“A great sacrifice,” rumbled Rolly.

“Gave his life to save us all,” said Roark.

Saska felt her head lower, her eyes with it, a sudden stab of guilt prodding at her ribs. She shook her head, once, twice. A murmur from her lips. “It was meant to be me.”

She felt a hand squeeze her arm. A strong hand. Marian’s. “No, Saska. It wasn’t meant to be you. What happened, happened. The only way it could.”

Then another hand reached forward and squeezed her palm. A smaller hand, comforting. Ranulf’s. “It’s what he would have wanted, Saska. Elyon said it himself. His father would have been more than happy to sacrifice himself so that you could live. And as it happened, he sacrificed himself so we all could live, as Roark said. I should think he’d be content with that.”

She nodded slowly, appreciating their words of support, and remembered again how the Heart Remade had abandoned her. It had seemed to fly away, even, not just tumble from her grasp, all out of control, but straightened itself out and shot down into that red fog, as though choosing the king instead of her. A part of her felt a little undermined by that, but only an infinitesimal part. It was Amron Daecar, after all. Varin Reborn. And who better to kill Eldur than Varin?

It was a brighter thought, anyway, a better way to look at it. She looked at the golden sunlight coming in from outside, looked out at that brighter day, and supposed it had all just gone how it was meant to go, as Marian said, and she’d done the best she could. A funny thing to curse herself for being a failure when she’d slain the unkillable Drulgar the Dread. She imagined she was going to be quite famous now. For the rest of her life. For the rest of history, too.

“Better,” said Ranulf, seeing her expression change. “Now, I suppose we would be remiss not to inform the others that you are awake. There are several important people waiting to come and visit you, and though I’m sure we would all like to hog your company for a while longer...” nods from Roark and Lark, “…seeing as you’re currently bedbound, and with nowhere to run, we will all get our time with you later. So…” And he put his hands together. “Shall I go and tell them that you’re ready?”

She found herself unable to answer that question without knowing exactly who ‘they’ were. But then, she wasn’t sure it mattered. Elyon was out there, right next door, maybe only a dozen or so metres away. She could hear voices murmuring when she paused to listen, and supposed one of them could be his. She smiled nervously. Felt rather like she had when seeing Leshie again, after her time away. But excited, too.

“As…long as they’re not too busy,” she said. “I don’t mind waiting, if they…”

Ranulf, Roark, Lark…all three of them began to laugh out loud. Marian smiled, Rolly smiled too. There was even some sniggering from the scribe across the tent as though they were all in on some joke from which she’d been excluded.

“What?” Saska asked, perplexed and a little annoyed. “What are you all laughing about?”

“Oh, child, child,” Ranulf said, still chuckling. “You’re the heir of Varin and the slayer of Drulgar the Dread. There is not a soul on this earth who is too busy to see you.”
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Elyon Daecar was equal parts exhausted, bereaved, elated, battle-worn, numb, shaken, overjoyed, and a little drunk. A curious blend for one man to contend with, but he supposed many others were just the same.

“A monument to all the dead,” Robbert Lukar was saying, rubbing at his noble chin. “An excellent idea, Emeric. I like it.”

“I should admit, Robbert, it wasn’t mine. Sir Tamber came up with the notion.”

“That old devil again!” Robbert laughed. “I should think he’ll be drowning in that river of wine by now!” He raised his cup. “To Tamber Rickson. An old head full of bright ideas!”

A few others lifted their cups, Elyon among them, drank and plonked them down. There had been lots of toasts over these last few hours, and they didn’t seem to be abating. Toasts to the living. Toasts to the dead. Toasts over ideas and pacts and agreements, of which several had been broadly agreed if not signed into any formal contract. And by now, yes, with all those toasts and lack of sleep, a certain looseness had deployed itself upon the vaunted group. Lothar Tunney was slumped out drunk, Risho Ranaartan looked exceedingly bleary-eyed and soon to follow, his father, Lord Rhanor, was snoring quietly in a chair. King Sevrin and the Second Elder, having spent the entire day drinking rather freely as they watched proceedings from this very hill, had taken themselves off to rest. Talasha Taan was also showing the effects of mild intoxication, laughing often and loudly, half the time taking the lead on proceedings, the rest of it trying to steal a moment with Lythian like a pair of young lovers at a summer ball.

Needless to say, Elyon could not be happier for the pair. The way they smiled at one another, touched hands when they thought no one was looking, stepped aside for a private kiss. The scars that he’d inflicted on Talasha’s beautiful face were not nearly as bad as they might have been, and Lythian seemed to not care about them in the slightest. Right now, in fact, they were sitting together to the rear in privy conversation, Talasha speaking, Lythian listening intently, occasionally taking a sip of wine. Elyon wondered what they were talking about. Her journey to find Saska, maybe. He knew only a little of that right now, but it seemed Talasha had found Saska in a faraway land, and with the help of some mysterious god, no less.

“You think they’ll marry?” came a voice. Jonik’s. Interrupting his thoughts. He was looking at the happy couple as well.

Elyon bobbed his head. “I reckon so. Lythian swore off marriage after his first wife died, pledged himself to his duty only, but I guess that’s taken care of now.”

“It would make him a king, wouldn’t it?”

Elyon’s brows drew in as he thought about that for a moment. “I guess it would. A king consort, anyway.”

“Of Agarath,” Jonik said. “Imagine a Vandarian being King Consort of Agarath.”

It was hard to imagine, very hard from a historical standpoint, and not just any Vandarian but a Bladeborn and famous Varin Knight. But these were nothing if not unprecedented times, and they were making their own history now.

“And what about you?” Jonik was looking at him meaningfully.

“What about me?”

“Well…you know.” His brother’s eyes flicked to the canvas wall of the pavilion, beyond which lay a short tract of open ground, then another pavilion, even grander than this one, and certainly better furnished. This one was more or less empty, just a command table in the middle, another table along one side with plenty of jugs of ale, wine, plates of food, stools around the sides, and little else. Basically, a place for all these luminaries to gather, drink, and discuss the future. “I mean, talking about unions and everything,” Jonik said. “You think…”

“Friends!” cried a voice, as the flaps flew open with a flourish, and Jonik was summarily cut off. “She has awoken, the slayer of Drulgar!” Ranulf Shackton had a taste for the theatrics, apparently. The fact that Kamcho flew in right over his head, swung a few quick circuits above them, whistling elatedly, and flew out, only added to the drama. Ranulf paused there, at the door, seeming to find the picture before him rather amusing. Fair enough, with several figures slumped and sleeping, Talasha and Lythian off to one side, Iziah Hasham in rumbly conversation with Sir Pagaloth, frowning a lot, Robbert all wine-stained lips and constant toasts as he stood with the Lord of Ethior and High Protector of North Tukor, Emeric Manfrey, feverishly discussing the future. “Well…it seems to have rather…devolved in here. Is there anyone left who isn’t drunk?”

“Drunk is a spectrum, Ranulf, as well you know.” That came from Emeric Manfrey, getting a little tipsy now himself.

Iziah Hasham disengaged abruptly from his conversation with Pagaloth and stamped over, looking quite frightful in his blood-stained white-silver and once magnificent feathered cloak, much as if a fox had gotten into the henhouse and he was wearing the result. He still thrummed with the intense aftereffects of battle, even now. That was just Moonriders, Elyon knew. A thoroughly intense crowd, that lot.

“Is she taking visitors?” the mighty moonlord rumbled.

“She is. But only one at a time, please. I won’t have you all swamping her at once.”

“I’m coming as well,” came a voice from the back. Talasha was on her feet and striding over. “I only want to kiss her cheek and give her a good hug. I won’t take long.” She brushed a hand across Elyon’s cheek as she passed. “You had best go after us, Elyon. Save the very best until last,” she purred.

Robbert gulped down the remainder of his cup, shifted his eyepatch just so, and joined them. “I’ll take a moment as well, if that’s all right? I have a gift for her.”

“So do I,” rumbled Hasham, a hard look in his eye. “Same as you were offered, Ranulf. And you, Emeric.”

“And one she’ll decline,” Ranulf said. “As we did.”

“We’ll see. The girl has every reason to kill him herself.”

“And one reason not to,” Ranulf said, easily. He smiled and walked out, Hasham stamping in pursuit. Robbert and Talasha followed, the queen slipping her arm through that of the king as the flaps fell shut behind them.

Lythian came over and gave him a nudge. “Nervous?” He had a little grin on his lips.

“Finally unstuck yourself from Talasha’s lips, have you?”

The sally washed right over the man as if he hadn’t even heard it. “A cornered man does tend to lash out, Elyon. Doth the lady protest too much?”

Elyon sighed. The damnable man knew him far too well. Nervous? Absolutely, he was nervous. What man wasn’t nervous at a moment like this?

The wait, thankfully, was not so long. In no time at all, Talasha was returning, breezing back in, skirts fluttering. Or the hem of her dirty cloak, anyway. “How is she?” Elyon asked, very coolly. Or so he liked to think. He actually blurted it out.

“Oh, very well, very well. Stunning. Even sickly, the girl is utterly stunning.”

Elyon swallowed. Felt a twinge in his bad shoulder and rolled it. The conversation resumed, though he didn’t play much part; he could hardly concentrate on much else other than her, this stunning, sickly girl with whom he was desperately in love.

The others followed through shortly after. Lord Hasham first, face inscrutable, Robbert a little after, making a beeline for his drink. Ranulf was with the young king. “She’s ready to see you now,” he told Elyon, as if he’d been summoned by a superior. Which he supposed, in a way, he had.

He had a last gulp of wine to fortify himself, put the cup down on the table, and followed Ranulf out onto the hill. He lamented now that he hadn’t had the foresight to have changed his clothes or washed the stink of battle off, at the very least, but supposed it was too late for that now. It was warm outside the pavilion, blindingly bright, a big golden sun cruising smoothly through an azure sky. Away in the distance, the first of the dead were already being gathered, men milling about out there, loading them up onto stretchers, onto horses, into wagons. Overnight, many thousands had returned, having fled from Drulgar the Dread, swept back into the grim net of this unthinkable aftermath by riders sent out to gather them. It would be their penance to carry out the operation for their unfortunate and yet understandable desertion. An operation that would take weeks, Elyon knew, before they could even think about returning home.

Ranulf led him the short distance to the king’s pavilion, where they paused a moment for a quiet word. “Does she know about my father?” Elyon asked.

“She knows what happened,” the adventurer confirmed.

“She doesn’t…blame herself, I hope?”

“She’s Saska. Self-blame is part of her personality. But…she understands. She knows your father was chosen, Elyon. That it all happened by a higher design.”

Elyon nodded, took another moment to prepare himself. He saw that Lady Marian, Sir Ralston, Roark and Lark were all sitting nearby on stools, sharing a drink and looking over at him. Roark raised his cup. “You go get her, lad! For Vandar, eh!”

No, he thought. Not this time. This one was just for him.

He slid through the flaps and within.

She was in the king’s bed, broken leg raised, stunning in her sickness, staring right at him as he entered. Elyon had what he hoped was a casual look around and was happy to see that no one else was present, that they were all alone, no doctors lurking, as he’d wanted it. He walked toward her in what he hoped was a confident stride, but probably wasn’t. Had on his face what he hoped was an easy smile, but more likely it was a wet mask of nerves.

“So, you haven’t forgotten about me, then?” If she was nervous too, she didn’t sound it one bit. Perhaps killing the unkillable gave a person a shot of confidence. “I was starting to wonder.”

“Wonder no more, here I am!” Elyon groaned internally, even as he said it. Gods, that was pathetic. What was he, some jester in motley? “I was told to come last,” he added, far too serious, to try to compensate. It wasn’t much better, to be honest. “So…how are you?”

“Oh, great. You know, except the snapped leg.”

“Does it hurt?”

“With all this Rasal medication? I can’t feel a thing.”

He kept coming toward her, hoping to find his swagger at some point. He was a king now, wasn’t he? Not something he ever wanted, and he wished it wasn’t so, but he was, and a king should be confident.

“I’m so sorry about your father, Elyon. I really wish I could have met him.”

“He wanted to meet you, too.”

“Are you…okay?” Her voice had gone achingly soft.

He nodded, wordless. Nothing like softness to weaken a wall erected against a man’s grief, to have it all come flooding out. But despite his father’s death, Elyon didn’t feel like weeping. It hadn’t been like with Rikkard. Back then, there was still so much ahead. So much doubt and worry and fear, but now…now all that was gone. It had lifted, like a black fog. Or a red-black storm. Lifted and dispersed and the sun was shining.

He smiled. “I’m fine.” And that was the truth. “You’re alive. How could I not be?” And now he came forward and sat beside her, now he reached out and took her hand. “What you did,” he whispered. “I can’t…I can barely begin to imagine…”

“It wasn’t so hard,” Saska said. “I had help, Elyon. I didn’t do it alone.”

“From my father, you mean?”

“I mean from you, Elyon. And your father. And your brother and Lythian Lindar and all the rest. I could feel you all in the steel, the presence of all the former bearers. Vandar chose your father to defeat Eldur, but I was chosen to defeat the Dread. And he was with me, all the way.” She squeezed his hand. “You all were.”

She gave him a short moment to reflect on that, then said, “I dreamed about you, you know.”

“Oh?” He raised his eyes a little suggestively. “What sort of dream?”

She pulled her hand from his and slapped it playfully. “Not that, Elyon. Well…sometimes.” A lascivious smirk came and went from her face. “But this dream…it was real.”

“Real?”

“As real as a dream can be, anyway. This is going to sound strange, but…I was trained by my grandfather, King Lorin. On the beach, where my father grew up. I went there every night.” She made a cringing face. “You think I’m mad, don’t you?”

“I mean, I’ve always thought you were a bit mad, Saska. You’d have to be, the way we met.”

“And what does that mean?”

He laughed, easing up a bit now. “Well, you volunteered yourself to become one of Cecilia Blakewood’s breeders. You’d have to be a bit mad to do that.”

“I was an assassin, Elyon. An assassin. Not a breeder. I was there to kill Cedrik Kastor unless you’ve forgotten.”

He knew that, of course, but teasing her was much more fun. Getting her scowling at him, but with that laughter in her eyes. Gods, how he loved that expression. “You didn’t make an especially successful one, did you? What was your kill count, again?”

“Oh, I don’t know. How many does Drulgar the Dread count for?”

Touche, he thought, with a grin. “I meant as an assassin.”

“Zero. I got swept up into something a little bigger, in the end.”

He nodded at that, remembering back to those days in his tent in Harrowmoor, back when everything felt so complicated, but wasn’t really, given everything that had happened since, putting it all into full perspective. To think that they were back in a pavilion together, after all that, just the two of them all alone. Different conditions, a different world, they were different too, but still…something about it felt familiar all the same.

“I visited that island, you know. The one where your father grew up.”

She stared at him. “Truly?”

“Truly.”

“You mean the Lonely Isle.”

“And it was. Very lonely. Not a soul there except for me and Ulrik Marak. And Garlath, of course.”

“You went there with them? Why?”

“Well…we didn’t mean to be there. It was something of a happy accident. We came up from underground.” Her face suggested she was terribly confused by that, quite rightly. He decided not to explain. “I saw the beach as well. The one from your dreams. I wondered if I’d been brought there for a reason…whether Eldur might have taken you there, but…”

“Wait,” she said. “Wait…What night was this?”

He paused, thinking. “Er…not sure. Weeks ago, don’t know how many. I’ve hardly been keeping a calendar, Saska.”

“It was the same night,” she said. “The night I felt your presence. On the beach. In my dream.” She gave a breathy smile at the realisation. “I must have felt some echo of you…even from a world away.”

His lips pulled up at one corner. “I guess you must really care about me, Saska.”

Her eyes narrowed again. “No more than you do, Elyon Daecar!”

“True,” he admitted. “I am rather partial to you.” More than a bit. Try hopelessly in love. “So I see you got your coral necklace back? Robbert’s gift, I’m guessing?”

She reached up to the coral that had called to her, lying against her throat, took it in her fingers and began running her thumb along the grooves. “He did say he was only going to keep it warm for me. Said it must be lucky, after all, seeing as I came back, in the end.” She had a sad frown on her face. “He’s…really suffered, Elyon. Lost his brother and sister and mother…everyone. And yet…he seemed in good spirits. Is that just the intoxication of victory, or…”

“Wine,” Elyon said. “He’s been drinking a lot of wine as well.” But he knew what she meant. “Men are taught to push their grief aside during wartime,” he went on, voice more serious now. “To deal with it later, when there’s time, when there’s peace. When the quiet comes, the grief comes with it. So Robbert will have to process it all now. I guess…that’s the same for us all.”

He lapsed into a reflective silence, thinking about all the loved ones he’d lost and supposed Saska was doing the same. He found himself picturing his father’s face. Lying there on his side, the blood leaking out from him, mingling with the melting ice, the old corpse of Eldur thrown down nearby. It had all been a bit of a blur, then. Elyon moving forward, kneeling there beside him, whispering thank you, a hand on his chest, just trying his best to stay strong. He could scarcely even remember it now. Much and more was a blur, in fact, swirled up by exhaustion and elation and probably too much wine, relief and grief all bound up into one. But sharp images among it, and his father’s face was one. He looked at peace, Elyon thought. Almost like his father was already passing to the higher realms, to the Eternal Halls, a small smile on his lips like maybe he was seeing them all again, Aleron and Vesryn and Rikkard and the rest…like he was seeing Mother…out there waiting for him, a beautiful beaming smile on her face, arms opening out to hug him…

Elyon drew a slow breath and smiled at the image, and he felt at peace as well. He looked at Saska, lying there all sickly and stunning, the smooth skin and bright blue eyes, hair washed while she slept, lustrous and long, and he wondered how he could be so lucky. To be sitting here with her again. This girl he so loved. And who loved him, too.

She saw him looking. “What? Do I have something on my face…”

“Only beauty, Saska. Nothing to worry about.”

She laughed. “A little on the nose, Elyon, but sweet.”

“You do have a very sweet nose, I agree.” He gave what he hoped was a waggish grin, and supposed it probably was this time. “Actually, I was wondering about that.” He gestured to the second necklace she wore, a simple locket on a length of silver chain. “Another gift, is it? You don’t have a secret admirer, do you? A man could become jealous, you know.”

“I have many secret and not-so-secret admirers, Elyon.” She frowned at him, though playfully. “Are you the jealous type?”

“Why tell you and ruin the surprise? That’s something for you to find out on your own.”

“Oh yes, a jealous man, just the surprise every girl wants.” She gave a dramatic roll of the eyes and lifted the locket. “It’s Talasha’s,” she said. “I’ve just been wearing it for a while. A gift from the Blue Traveller.” She met his eyes. “Do you…know about him?”

He imagined it was this mysterious god who’d been helping them.

She confirmed with a nod.

“And the necklace? Does it…do anything?”

“It opens doors. Between worlds. It’s how Talasha was able to find me, and how we got back.” She turned it around in her fingers, thinking. “I was wondering about giving it to Ranulf. You know how he loves to explore. But…it probably doesn’t work anymore. Most likely, it was just a one-time deal. A ticket out and back. I don’t think mortals are meant to travel the worlds, Elyon.”

He gave her a long look. “You…really saw a lot, then?”

“Lots of water,” she said. “That was most of it. Flying over water.” She didn’t elaborate, didn’t seem to want to get into that now. Or ever. Maybe what she’d seen was not meant to be shared, and he wasn’t going to drag it out of her. “And you?” She let the locket fall back to her throat. “When you visited the Lonely Island. Did you find anything interesting there?”

He nodded, supposing it was time for his own gift now. A little anxious to see what she thought of it, as anyone was when giving a gift. “Yes. I found a village, actually.” He paused, just a moment. “Your father’s village, where he grew up. I even stayed the night there. In the cabin he used to sleep in.”

“My father’s cabin?” Her eyes were widening.

He smiled. That was a good start. “I found this there. Hidden in his mattress.” He reached down behind his breastplate, where he kept it, wrapped up in wool, in the hope it didn’t get too filthy. “I’ve been keeping it close to my heart. Seemed the safest place.” He handed it over to her. “With all these gifts going around, I thought it best that I bring one of my own.”

“It’s a book,” she said, seeing the shape. “An adventure book, or…?”

“Just open it.”

So she did, peeling away the wrapping, seeing the faded leather cover, the dry and crinkly paper, her eyes changing as she realised what it was. “A diary,” she whispered. “You…you found my father’s diary?” She looked up at him, eyes big and blue. A touched smile on her face. Just the reaction he was hoping for. “Have you read any of it?”

“I may have glanced at a passage or two.” He smiled back. In truth, he’d read it all. Twice. Certain passages multiple times. But she didn’t need to know that. “He was a very thoughtful young man, your father. Very deep-feeling as you are. Hard on himself. But…optimistic. Driven by something greater.”

There were tears in her eyes now, as she held the book in her hands, staring down at it, almost afraid to open it up. “He…didn’t take it? When he left the island?”

Elyon shook his head. “He wanted to leave a part of himself behind. He writes that, Saska. That he is going into the unknown and wants to leave something behind. He had a sort of…clairvoyance. Nothing clear, but fragments. Things that would come to be, though he couldn’t explain them, not properly.” He paused, realising he didn’t want to spoil it. Knowing that Saska deserved to uncover these secrets for herself, to learn who her father had been, and see certain reflections of herself within him, as Elyon did. “I hope you like it.”

“I do…I love it, Elyon.” She looked up, blue eyes glittering. “Thank you. Really. I can read it while I recover.”

“And while I’m away,” he said, wanting to get that bit over with.

Her face changed. “Away? You’re leaving me again.”

Again. A loaded word, that. True enough, he’d left the last time they saw one another, flying off to find the final fragment, but that was a different situation. “Not like last time,” he said. “And I might not go. I could send Connor in my place, or Jovyn, or both. Lillia would prefer to see her husband than me, I think.” He could see she wasn’t putting everything together. “My auntie and sister. They’re back in Varinar…”

“Oh,” she said, things clicking into place. “Of course. I understand. You should go, Elyon. They deserve to know. I’ll be right here waiting when you get back.”

He nodded, took a deep breath. “There’s…um…one other thing I wanted to talk about.” He took her hand in his and felt a great bubbling up of nerves now, felt his face go suddenly as white as a Snowskin, his palm as clammy as a Marshlander. His throat was all of a sudden exceedingly dry, and about a quarter of the size it had been a few seconds ago. She frowned at him, puzzled by the turn.

“Is everything all right, Elyon?”

“Fine. Oh, fine.” He attempted a swallow, felt like his apple had gotten lodged midway. “I was just thinking… about the future, and all that…”

“Right. What about it?”

“Well…you’re related to a lot of royalty, Saska. I was wondering…”

“No,” she said.

“No?” He felt his heart clench tight, like a fist was crushing it.

“I don’t want to be a queen, Elyon. Roark said something about me ruling. Maybe he was joking, but I’ve never wanted anything like that, to rule or lead or be any sort of figurehead. I just want a quiet life. A normal life. That’s all I want.”

“Right.” He performed a series of very small nods. “Right. Only…”

“What?” She was looking at him concernedly now. “What is it? Have you been making plans for me behind my back? In the other room? You and the others? I’ve done my part now, haven’t I? I don’t want to be used as some sort of…”

Elyon Daecar dropped off the chair and went down to one knee before her.

She blinked at him. “What’s this? Fealty? Oh gods, Elyon, I’m just a girl from North Tukor, that’s all, I don’t want to be…”

“My wife?” Elyon asked.

That stopped her dead in her tracks. “Your…”

“Wife?” he asked again, with an almost guilty smile. “That would, technically, make you a queen, but…it would be different. I’d be the king, and…”

“Yes.”

“Pardon me?”

“Yes, I said. Didn’t you hear me?”

“No, I…” He paused. “Yes?”

“Yes.”

“To…?” He was confused. Something had gone terribly wrong inside his head, and the pieces didn’t seem to be fitting together properly, for some reason. “Yes, to…?”

“Your proposal. Unless I have it wrong, you are attempting to propose to me, Elyon Daecar.”

“Yes,” he said.

“That’s my line, isn’t it?”

He blinked, gawped awkwardly, wondering if anyone in the history of the world, of this world of worlds, had ever botched a proposal quite like this. “I suppose it is.” He was still on his knee, holding her hand. No ring or anything. No gift at all except for the book. By the gods, he’d buggered this up. “So, that’s a yes, then? Are you sure?”

“Less sure than I was.”

“Right…fair enough.” He had, it wasn’t too much of a stretch to say, never felt like such an arse in his entire life. At this moment, of all moments, when he ought to be at the peak of his powers of confidence and charm, he’d instead decided to disintegrate into a bumbling buffoon. “Right. Maybe…um…maybe you’ll let me try again?”

“A do-over?” She all but patted him on the head. “I think that would be best.”

“Right. Good.” He filled his lungs, hoping - really hoping - that they’d laugh about all this one day. “So…here goes.” He met her eyes. She was waiting with overgenerous patience. “Saska. Will you do me the great honour of becoming my wife? And making me the happiest man in this world of worlds?”

“World of worlds. Nice touch, Elyon.” She smiled at him. “Yes. I would rather like that. It’s the only condition where I’ll agree to be queen.”

“Good. Then that’s settled.” Extremely stilted, still, utterly pathetic.

Saska laughed out loud. “You really are bloody awful at this, aren’t you?”

“It’s my first time.”

Her laugh went louder. “Elyon Daecar, you are a sweet godsdamned fool. Now, are you going to give me a kiss, or not?”

Now that he could do. He stood up from his knee, leaned carefully down over her, this stunning, sickly girl, wishing again that he’d had the foresight to wash. “I…maybe I should take a moment to…”

“Oh, Elyon, for Vandar’s sake, shut up.” She grabbed him, pulled him in, laughing all the while.

And as their lips met, he thought…only her.

The girl in his dreams and of his dreams.

It was always going to be her.
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He awoke to sickly sunlight and a sound of rattling iron. He awoke sweaty and stinking with a leather boot stuffed deep in his gut.

“Up, filth!”

Ooof. The air evaporated from the lungs of Elio Krator, every last bit of it spat out in a rusty cough. He wheezed, drawing in a thin, strangled gasp, blinked frantically against the sudden harsh light pouring through the flaps, a big shadowed figure looming over him.

“Up!” The boot swung again in another meaty impact. The thin bit of breath he’d just dragged in was snatched painfully away. Krator gasped, groaned, pulling his knees up to try to protect himself, chains clattering around the hard rock floor. He saw the man draw his leg back, ready to strike him, winced in preparation, but a heavy voice cut him off.

“That’ll do. He’s suitably awakened, I think.”

“You sure? Reckon one more might…”

“I’m sure. Leave us.”

The voice demanded compliance, the man drew away, and the speaker took his place. Elio Krator squinted up, struggling for breath, still coming out of his nightmares. He was being beaten in those as well, by Bruggo and Val’kor. Out of one nightmare and into another.

“Good morning, Elio. Did you rest well?” Iziah Hasham stood over him, seeming as tall as a colossus from his place on the floor, regal, grand, washed clean of the filth of battle. It had ended some days ago, Krator vaguely knew, from the snippets of things he’d heard between nightmares. Days in which he’d been chained in this supply tent as the world moved forward outside without him. Not a morsel of food. A few spoonfuls of water. Mostly forgotten, left to soil himself in the heat. And no better than he deserved.

“The highest always have the farthest to fall, Elio. Something I’ve always tried to remind myself of during my years. A man who attempts to climb too far and too fast risks falling, and so you have. You have fallen very low, Elio.”

“Please…” he croaked. “Water…”

“Water? Water is wasted on the dead.” Hasham’s voice had always had a hard thunder to it. “Do you recall the battle?”

“I…”

“Braccaro is dead. I’m sure you feel it. A sad thing, to sever the bond. I should know, having lost Hothror long years ago, so I understand your pain.” He raised his broad, white-bearded chin. “A part of me feels for you, Elio, despite what you may think. I knew your father well, don’t forget.”

“My father…?”

“Your father, yes. I know you wanted to be a Moonrider like him, and I know that he denied you. His only son and heir, you couldn’t be risked. And you have lived with that all your life, that desire for more. It’s what has driven your ambition, I know. It’s what carved that almighty chip on your shoulder, and yes, I feel some pity.”

A long pause.

“But it won’t save you. You have led the Patriots of Lumara for years. You have stirred trouble all across the empire. The hands holding the strings. The shadow behind the curtain. You attempted a coup against Lady Safina. You burned to death the empress herself.” He shook his head, high up there above him. “And I hear you killed your own cousin, Lady Asherah. Burned her as you did Valura, aboard a ship, when you promised her freedom. And with your own nephew inside her, no less.” He tutted. “Irredeemable crimes, Elio.”

“No…I…that wasn’t…it was Val…”

Hasham didn’t listen. “I want you to know that everything you did came to nought, Elio. That you and your master’s cause is defeated. You made some very poor decisions, you chose the wrong side, and a man must always reap what he sows. Today is the day of that reaping.” And as he said it, another figure came forward.

She emerged as if from the sun itself, hobbling through the blazing frame of light at the tent flaps using a single crutch as support. She had a broken leg, bound and set, wore plain clothing, her hair tied at the back, simple garb, humble, almost, yet she glowed with light all the same.

Elio Krator stared at her with tears in his eyes. “Saska…” he whispered.

“You don’t say her name.” Hasham flicked a hand and knocked him down. “Keep it off your tongue, Krator, or you’ll lose it.”

“Iziah.” Saska put a hand on Hasham’s arm. “No need for that.”

“My lady?”

“I would like to be alone with him. Please, wait outside.”

Lord Hasham frowned at her, hesitating. “He’s a feral beast. The men report he growls and screams in his sleep, scratching and biting at the ground. Says he screams the name Val’kor, this priest who tortured him. They think he killed him. Tore him apart. That he’s re-enacting…”

“Iziah. The man is chained and broken. There is nothing for me to fear.”

“He could spit at you. He…”

“If he does, I’ll be sure to let you know. Now please, leave us. And make sure nobody else comes in.”

Lord Hasham harrumphed but made no further protests, submitting to her and stepping out of the tent, barking orders to the men outside. Krator managed to struggle himself up so that he was on his knees before her, more or less genuflecting, skinny back curved in a low bow. He was a wasted form now, starved, thin, dressed only in a pair of shit-stained breeks, knees raw as they rubbed against the floor, ankles, wrists, tightly gripped in iron manacles. He held his eyes low, as though to even look directly at her would be a sin. Eyes low as she stood ahead of him, studying him slowly, detached.

Then she moved to one side, sat down on a crate, set her crutch aside. She drew into her cloak pocket and pulled out something, a little book it looked like, began flipping through the pages, gently, with reverence, ignoring him all the while.

He wanted to tell her so many things, to ask her so many things, but he couldn’t. It was almost like his voice was choked by her mere presence. He could only stare as the tears slid out from his eyes, the only water left in him, snaking down his dirty cheeks.

Eventually, she spoke. “I came to read to you, Elio. Just a short passage, and then we’ll be done.” She found the right passage at last, opened the book on her lap, cleared her throat. “Please, no interruptions. Can you do that, Elio?” She looked at him. He looked back, nodding like a child, feeling like one. “Good.” And she drew a breath and began…

“I have decided that I’m going to leave on the morning tide. I feel nervous and excited, but guilty. Guilty to leave behind everyone I love, Master Como and Miss Krista and all the others, but I have no choice. I think I’ve known for a while that I have no choice, but as I get closer…closer to the day I leave, it gets harder, and the guilt gets stronger. To have to leave without saying goodbye….Sometimes I can’t bear the idea, and I weaken, and get close to telling someone, but I know, deep down, I can’t. If I tell them, they’ll only stop me. So I guess I have no option. I’ll just have to live with that guilt instead.

“I’m afraid as well. More afraid than I’m willing to admit to myself, I think. I’ve been watching Deep Neet for years now, and I know how to sail the skiff, but that’s only a part of it. Getting through the shallows will be easy, but there are rocky shoals that ring the island further out, and the weather can turn quickly here. If I founder on the rocks, I’ll have no choice but to swim to shore, and then I’ll never get another chance. And even if I don’t…if I get past them and into the open sea…there are so many unknowns ahead. I doubt the skiff will get me far, so I’ll have to find a larger vessel to take me south, maybe work in exchange for passage, because I don’t have anything to trade. All I know is that I have to get there, one way or another…far to the south where the Lightborn live, the ones I’ve read about in Old Willow’s books….”

She paused to turn the page.

“Aram. That’s the name of the city I have to reach. I’ve seen a drawing of it, with the pyramid palace, and I saw it in my dreams as well. I think that’s where I’ll meet her. Not in the palace, probably, but in the city somewhere. The woman I’m going to fall in love with. The one who’ll bear me the daughter I dream about. The daughter I’m going to call Saska.”

Another pause, and then she went on.

“I’ve seen her again as I’ve gotten older, more and more she comes into my dreams. I feel her calling to me from somewhere I can’t see, and sometimes I even feel her presence too, down at the beach. It’s so strange. I feel like I can almost see her, moving down there, like a gust of wind is taking shape, or she’s there in a stirring of sand. It looks like she’s dancing. Or training with a sword, maybe. I imagine a determined smile on her face, her hair whipping around. I imagine her laughing sometimes, and getting frustrated, the same as I am when I train. I tried to tell Como about it, but he just frowned at me and said there are no such things as ghosts, but I don’t think that’s what it is. Because how can she be a ghost if she hasn’t even been born yet? Ghosts are from the dead. So I know it’s something else. It’s her essence, I think, fragments from the future. And that means she’s going to come here too, to this beach, she’s going to come here and train. So I’ve decided I’m going to leave this diary behind. In case I’m not with her. I’m going to hide it somewhere where I know she’ll find it. So she can know me. And who I was.”

Another pause. A small sniff now.

“Everything…is prepared. I’ve hidden supplies down near the beach and I’ve figured out the tides. I’m excited, but scared. A big part of me doesn’t want to go, but the rest of me knows I have to. For Saska. If I don’t leave, she won’t be born, and she’s going to be important. Somehow, I know it. There’s a feeling of dread in my heart, but also a great light, and I think it’s better when the light beats the dread. I think that’s a better way to live, to face your fears and not be a slave to them, to do what you know to be right. If you ever read this, Como, Krista, any of you, please know that I love you, I miss you, that I hope to see you again one day. Know that you gave me an amazing life, and I appreciated every moment of it. But every person is a puzzle, and there’s a piece in me you cannot fill. Maybe that’s all destiny means? To find that missing piece of the puzzle and fit it to your life? And if that’s the case, I know what piece I’m missing…

“And to her, I say…be happy. To Saska, my daughter, if you read this one day. Be happy. Live a full life. Laugh often and love fiercely. Be the light in every room you enter and let your smile help heal the world. Somehow, I feel, it’s going to need it…Your loving father, Thal.”

She stopped, and all went quiet.

Slowly, she shut the book.

Elio was kneeling there, neck slung low, eyes up, staring at her. The last of the tears had dried on his dirty cheeks. He stared, wordless. There was nothing he could say.

Saska wiped her eyes and put the book away. The murmur of the camp thrummed all around them, horses neighing, men grunting, wagons grinding, captains shouting. But in here all was quiet.

It went on, and on, and on. Agonisingly on, until at last, Saska broke it.

“They say it’s my right to kill you, Elio. For taking my father’s life.”

He looked at her, utterly cloaked in shame. Looked at her and wished he could take it back, take everything back, do everything differently. “I’m…sorry. I’m so…so…”

“Ranulf Shackon was given the same offer. Emeric Manfrey as well. To kill Pal Palek and Iru Zon, to make it slow, if they pleased.”

She dug into another pocket and pulled out something else, turning it in her grasp. A glint of metal caught the light. A sharp edge, plain, unmisting.

“Lord Hasham would prefer to give you a slow end. Lord Ranaartan and most others agree. But it looks to me that you’ve had a slow end already, Elio. You have suffered quite badly, haven’t you?”

Dry sobs racked through him as he slumped down into a bow. “I’m sorry…so sorry…”

“I believe you, Elio. But it’s a bit too late for that.”

She took up her crutch and hobbled toward him. So close he could smell the wonder of her scents, the perfect glory of her luminous presence right beside him. He looked up with haunted, bloodshot eyes into the face of the goddess that was Saska. Never in his life had he felt so insignificant. Never had he felt so entirely unworthy.

“You have suffered, that’s plain to see. I don’t see the need for you to suffer any further.” She held the blade out, as though to plunge it into his heart, and he closed his eyes and welcomed it. Welcomed the honour of dying by her hand.

“However…” And his eyes cracked open. “I am done with killing, Elio. I think, on reflection, I’ll end that career on a high. Drulgar the Dread is to be my last. Hard to top, I’m sure you’ll agree.”

Krator lowered his head, accepting. It would be a slow end, then. Slow and painful, as no less than he deserved.

“Common steel,” she murmured, “but sharp. Even in your current state, you should be able to lift it.” No hate in her voice, or anger, or disdain, even, just empty, as if he didn’t matter, she didn’t care. “I’m done with killing, Elio. But I’ve got a bit of mercy left.”

He heard the blade clatter down at his knees. Saw it come to settle right before him.

“Do it yourself,” she told him. “Your last chance at a noble deed.”

His head gave a small obsequious nod, yielding at once to her command, thin fingers scratching forward across the stone to take up the six-inch dagger. He lifted it in his manacled hands, chains rattling, turned the tip toward his heart. Saska stared down at him, and he met her eyes, praying for some last encouragement, some last shred of feeling, but there was nothing there. He was nothing to her, and he knew it. Nothing to her, and he’d earned it.

“Thank you,” he croaked.

Still nothing from her. Nothing. Just those brilliant blue eyes, staring flat, uncaring.

He nodded, lowered his gaze from her, drew in a final breath. A pause, one last moment to bask in her presence, then he summoned the last of his meagre strength, and pushed, hard, and the steel slid in. Through bruised skin and battered flesh and sore sinew, in, moving between his fractured ribs. And into the dark heart within.

He hissed, slid down to the floor, down into a spreading pool of hot blood. Her presence stood above him a moment longer, watching as the life drained out of him. Then she turned and moved away, never giving him a backward glance.

The last thing that Elio Krator saw before he died was Saska, walking away with her crutch, stepping back out through that door of light.


EPILOGUE


One Year Later

“She is getting bigger every day,” swooned Lillia, standing over the elaborately decorated and quite unnecessarily large crib. “Prettiest little ringbearer I ever laid eyes on.”

“She is passably attractive for her age,” countered Amara, deploying her slashing wit. A razor she’d always used to cut at friends and enemies alike, so why on earth should she spare her own baby daughter? A lie, of course. She thought little Alya Daecar to be the most beguilingly beautiful creature to have ever drawn a breath in this world, but she wasn’t the sort to admit it. It didn’t suit the brand of Amara Daecar to be all gooey over the girl.

The bells were pealing all across the city, making a merry and most cheerful music. Carly Flame Mane stood at the balcony door, her dazzling red hair fluttering in the gentle breeze, set quite wonderfully against the dazzling blue sky, through which a dazzling sun was making its merry way. Everything was dazzling and merry, Amara reflected, the weather warm but not too warm, not a single cloud threatening to blot out the sun, the waters of Lake Eshina twinkling gloriously, the bells tolling triumphantly, the city abuzz with a spreading excitement and unfettered feeling of festival joy. In short, a rather lovely day. And well earned after all they’d been through.

But Carly had a sour face on her. “Might have been me,” she said, with a deep, though clearly playful, sigh. “Imagine, Lil, we could have been sisters.”

“We are sisters, Carly. Blood sisters and battle sisters. That’s the best possible kind!”

Blood and battle sisters. A reference, of course, to that night the Wild Weepers attacked them in the castle. The night poor Daryl Blunt was killed, and noble Sir Hank Rothwell as well. The night Artibus had his jaw broken trying to defend her and the night Lillia had finally untethered the pent-up bloodlust from all her training and taken it all out on those hideous monsters, slaying a good many of them with Carly Flame Mane and saving Lady Saleen’s life in the bargain.

And, of course, it was the night that Alya came screaming into this world. The night the utterly wondrous Black Merryl appeared as if from nowhere, sending the Wild Weepers into a frenzy of friendly bloodshed, then proceeded to usher the baby out of her, whispering soothing incantations all the while. A feat of midwifery that only she could have achieved, woods witch and sorcerer that she was, given Alya’s premature arrival, not to mention the care she gave the child after, and a feat that she had, in fact, foreseen. Amara would thank the woman for the rest of her life and was sad she couldn’t be here today. Without Black Merryl, she would most certainly be dead. And her little darling Alya with her.

And yes. Yes. It was the same night that Amron died as well. When he proved himself to be Varin Reborn and, along with Saska, saved the world.

It happened at the very same time, Amara reflected, learning of that only later, when Elyon arrived by dragonback to bring her the news. Amron’s death, the world’s rebirth, Alya’s birth, all occurring simultaneously, as though synchronised by some higher power. While Amara was here, bringing new life into this world, so the life of Amron Daecar was ending. In a way, it was almost like he was giving his life for the child. For them all, yes, of course for them all, but for Alya as well, especially.

“Wine, I think,” she said. It was very much a day for wine.

Lillia frowned over at her from the crib, where Alya was thankfully sleeping at this time and not being a rotten nuisance. The most perfectly formed and adorable rotten nuisance in the world, of course, but it didn’t suit the brand of Amara Daecar to admit it. “Wine, Auntie, really? It’s still early. The wedding doesn’t start for hours.”

Ah, the wedding. The last little bit of news Elyon had brought home, and a deliciously happy note to end on. It was a year to the day since then. A year since Amron’s death and Alya’s birth, and here they were, set to add something special to that already very special date. Saska Varin, by certain rights queen already, was about to make it official. To join Elyon in matrimony, become queen to his king. And drop that lowly surname of Varin…and upgrade herself to a Daecar.

Amara grinned at her own thought. “Early, you say, Lillia? I say it’s getting late.” She sat in her chair by the dresser, still in her nightgown, fully expecting to enjoy every little moment of the day. If that meant having a cup of wine a little early, so be it. Maybe two…or a few… “Carly, please do the honours.”

Carly shrugged, not quite so reticent as Lillia, poured her a cup and handed it over. Amara tasted it, savoured it, smiled as Artibus entered the room.

He had one look at her and gave a disapproving shake of the head. “Drinking already, Amara? A new mother should…”

“I’m an old mother, Artibus. There’s not a single new thing about me.”

“In most cases, I would agree. But your status as a mother is self-evidently new.”

“Not so new anymore. It’s precisely a year old to this day, and I’m celebrating. It’s Alya’s birthday. Amron’s deathday. Elyon’s wedding day. That’s three reasons to raise a cup, Artibus.” Or two…or a few…

She took another swallow of wine and decided that, for all the horror of the war, they were exceedingly fortunate that the island nation of Solapia was largely unaffected, and in particular, certain well-known wine regions that Amara Daecar had always been quite partial to. The latest vintages had already been coming in by ship, and they were delicious. Seems the Last Renewal was a good year for wine. All that blood being spilt, maybe…

Artibus, sighing, continued into the room, Jovyn following behind, already dressed in his best and looking very dashing as always. He gave Lillia a kiss on the cheek, smiled down at Alya for a moment, perhaps wondering what their own child would look like, one day. Beautiful, doubtless. With those two, how could it not be?

“How is he?” Amara asked the Last Blade.

“Nervous.” Jovyn turned to her with a handsome and increasingly mature grin. “He’s trying to pretend not to be, but it’s obvious. I can see it in his eyes.”

“A common affliction on a man’s wedding day,” dismissed Artibus, fiddling with his tonics. “He’ll be fine once he sees her.”

“Vesryn was the same the day we married,” Amara agreed. “According to Amron, he could barely button his own clothes, he was so fidgety. But when he saw me…” She smiled, remembering how Vesryn had smiled that day, beamed even, when he saw her coming down the aisle, missing the man immensely. Both of them, in fact. Two holes in her heart that would never fully heal.

She had another sip of wine, lifting her eyes, taking a moment to remember them. Simple memories, really, nothing too exciting, not them fighting titans and gods, no, but smiling, laughing, sharing a story at the dinner table, those happy days of their youth in Keep Daecar when Kessia was still with them, a pair of young couples with their whole lives ahead of them, drinking nightly in the family feast hall.

And just me left now, Amara thought, with an unavoidable pang of sadness. Then she glanced around and knew it wasn’t true. Amron, Vesryn, Kessia might be gone, but she still had Lillia and Elyon, Jovyn and Carly, Artibus and Connor and some of her other dear knights too. And little Alya, of course, the bright shining light of her life. Though it would never suit the brand of Amara Daecar to admit it.

She was blessed, was the summary. Wholly blessed to be surrounded by such wonderful souls as these, and that, along with everything else, was cause for celebration.

“So,” she said, taking another sip of wine, “are they drinking over there as well, Jovyn? Elyon and all his chest-thumping baboons.” By that she meant Borrus, Mooton, Stoutman, Coddington, Borrington, and so forth. All men who rather liked a drink and, yes, a spot of chest-thumping manliness with it.

“There are a few ales being shared around,” Jovyn admitted, with a bit of a sly grin. “Everyone’s at it already, I’ve heard. Lord Buckland’s hosting a party in the east wing’s small hall for all the Rasalanians, and apparently Stegra Snowfist and the Butcher are having a game of boasts in one of the training yards. They say something outrageous, and the crowd decides which is better, and the other one has to drink.”

“No losers there, then,” Carly said.

“Quite,” Amara agreed. “You see, Lillia, it isn’t only me having a cup.” Or two…or a few…

“Is Jonik drinking?” Lillia asked.

Jovyn seemed slightly puzzled as to why she should ask that. “Um…not that I saw. He’s not much of a drinker, is he? He’ll have some later, but…”

“Is he still with Elyon?”

Jovyn frowned. “No, actually. He just left before I did. Jack of the Marsh came and took him away somewhere.”

“Good.” Lillia nodded, looked over at Amara, who looked back, a silent but very obvious glance that communicated that their little scheme was underway

Artibus did not miss that look. “What are you two up to? Is today really the day for scheming?”

“Oh, nothing, nothing,” Amara said with a wave. “Just a spot of matchmaking, is all.” She had another generous sip of wine, ignoring any further critical stares from the old man, wondering if she might mosey on down and observe this game of boasts at some point, or wander over to Horus Buckland’s get-together. Later, maybe. For now, she was happy where she was. “Well, I suppose we should start thinking about getting ready. Nice and slowly, of course, and with plenty of wine.”

“Auntie,” Lillia said, frowning at her, “don’t get too drunk. It’s unbecoming.”

“Drunk?” she scoffed. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

A lie, of course. Amara Daecar intended to get good and drunk.

It very much suited her brand to do so.
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“I’m going to get drunk today,” Jack said, smiling at the prospect. “Good and drunk. Find me a pretty girl.”

Jonik sighed as they walked along the broad, high-ceilinged corridors, through the big bulky halls and wide stone staircases that made up the hulking brute of a hilltop castle that was Keep Kanabar. With all the others still under reconstruction, it was the only one capable of housing them all and was utterly packed to the brim with luminaries. Kings, greatlords, greatladies, great knights, heroes from the north and south, all gathered here under the very same roof. The first time they’d all been together since the Ashmount. He supposed only Elyon and Saska had the power to pull together something like this.

“Should be lots of pretty girls today,” Jack went on, swaggering along beside him, cup of morning ale in hand. “Always something in the air at a wedding, isn’t there? Don’t you think?”

Jonik wouldn’t know. Weddings had hardly been a big part of his life up at the Shadowfort. “Leshie likes you, Saska says. Some might call her a pretty girl.”

“Some? Anyone with eyes, you mean.” Jack had a grin on his lips, as though he liked what he’d just heard. “Well, maybe I’ll ask her for a dance later. Under the moonlight. Very romantic.”

Jonik wasn’t sure Leshie was the romantic type, or the dancing type either. She was the being rude type, the mocking type, the protective type, when it came to Saska, and the man-eating type when it came to men. Jack knew all that too, no doubt, and seemed to be up to the challenge.

“Who knows, we may even find someone for you, Ghost. About time you experienced the wonders of a woman’s touch, isn’t it? Or do you plan to stay celibate all your life?”

“How do you know I haven’t been with a woman already?”

“Well, have you?” Jack asked.

Jonik’s answer was not forthcoming, which was obviously an answer in itself. “There’s been too much to do.”

“Oh yeah? Like what?”

Like what? Had he actually asked that question? How about helping clear the Ashmount of the dead, helping with the burnings and the burials, helping to lead the men back north, helping to begin the rebuild of Ilithor with his king cousin Robbert and Ethior with Emeric Manfrey and journeying to Varinar, too, to help Elyon where he could. Not a day went by, in fact, that Jonik didn’t collapse at night from exhaustion, there was so much to do. And it still felt like they were only just getting started. Like what, he thought, snorting. Jack was just being flippant, as usual.

“Where are you leading me, anyway? I don’t have time for your games today, Jack.”

The Marshlander didn’t yield an answer.

“Just tell me what you’re up to.”

“No,” Jack said.

“No?”

“No.”

Jonik stopped in the middle of the corridor. “If you don’t tell me, I’m heading back. There’s a lot to do and…”

“You do everything for everyone else, Jonik. About time you did something for yourself, eh?”

“And what does that mean? For myself?”

“It’s a surprise, you’ll see. They’re quite excited about it, too.”

“They? Who? What are you talking about?”

The Marshlander didn’t yield an answer. Just grinned and kept on walking and Jonik didn’t see much of an option but to follow. He was getting rather aggravated, a bit flustered as he went. Surprises? He hated them. And the way Jack was acting…

The Marshlander stopped suddenly outside a door. “Right, this is it.”

“What’s it? If you think I’m just going to walk in there without knowing…”

“She’s waiting for you, Ghost. Not my idea. It’s the doing of your sister and auntie, not me, I’m just a humble pawn in their games, and happy to be one, if I’m honest. For a boy who started out in the marshes, I’ve come a long way, don’t you think? We both have, haven’t we, Ghost? Come a long damn way together.”

“Yes, I guess we…” Jack was diverting him from the matter at hand. “We can reflect on all that later. Just tell me who’s behind this door?”

The Marshlander did not yield an answer. Only grinned, raised his knuckles, rapped, the sound of knocking clacking out through the corridor. Jonik winced at the sound. Jack only smiled the wider, had a gulp of ale, and turned. “Well, I’m off. Hear the lads are planning to go watch this game of boasts, so…good luck, Ghost. You’re a damned lucky bastard, you know.”

And he was gone, sauntering off, happy smile on his broad freckly face, whistling a tune.

Jonik stood at the door, trapped. He had a good idea of what was going on here, and if Lillia and Amara had arranged it, with all the efforts he’d made to build bridges, heal wounds…he had no choice but to see it through, lest he expose himself as both an ingrate and a coward. “Strength,” he whispered to himself, taking the door handle. “Courage.” Like he was going into battle, or something, though battle he understood. Women, less so. And there was a woman behind this door.

It was confirmed when he pushed it open and a great waft of womanly scents came surging up his nostrils. Not altogether unpleasant, he must admit, fragrant without being overpowering. He looked inside. A large room, well furnished, four-poster bed with a red curtain, dressing table heaped with makeup and perfumes, a high mirror, warm rugs, and so on. But no sign of a woman yet.

“Hello? Is anyone here? I…I was told to come, and…”

“Yes. Hello.” The young woman appeared from the balcony in a flutter of white and black silk, a shy smile on her pale face, dainty hands clasped a little nervously before her at the navel, the silk draped upon her in such a way as to fully exhibit the quite perfect curve of her body. Jonik blinked, swallowed. He had seen her before, of course, about the castle, several times, in fact, on previous visits, though never had the nerve to talk to her.

“Lady Saleen. It’s…a pleasure.” He stepped inside, let the door click shut behind him, managed to bend into a graceful enough bow.

She smiled demurely and gave a perfect curtsey. “Lord Jonik. The pleasure is mine. Please…” And she gestured to the balcony. “I have prepared breakfast for us. I thought, maybe…we could talk. Get to know one another a little bit.” She smiled another shy smile. “And maybe, if things go well…maybe I could accompany you…to the wedding today?”

Jonik found that he was smiling, and more confidently than he would have dared believe. He could not say how. Perhaps it was simply her shyness that did it. A sort of shyness that made his own seem lesser, somehow. He was very much endeared to her diffident charms. If intimidated by her staggering beauty.

“Yes, I would like that,” he said. Then paused, added, “Very much, my lady.”

She smiled, eyes glittering. “I am glad, my lord.”

“Please. Call me Jonik.”

“Only if you call me Saleen.”

They grinned at one another. Saleen all bashful, Jonik somehow managing not to avert his eyes, to hold them on her all the while. He walked toward her, closing the space, trying to imagine how Jack or Elyon would do it when alone with a beautiful woman, trying to channel them such as he could. When he reached her, he took her hand, and in a flourish of boldness, kissed the back of it. He wondered, even as he did it, if it was the right thing to do, but her giggle suggested it was, suggested she was enjoying it, that he might actually be doing this right. He felt a strong urge, a very compelling urge, then, to kiss more than the back of her palm.

“Saleen, may I say…I find you to be the most beguiling, the most beautiful…”

“I find you to be as well,” she said, fluttering those long black lashes. “I have seen you in the castle, sometimes. I want to talk to you, but…every time I build the courage, you leave, to go back to Tukor, and…”

“I’m here now, Saleen.”

He pulled her hand, just a gentle tug, something he imagined Jack or Elyon would do, just enough to urge her forward. Her nubile body closed the space, up against his, pressing softly, her head tilted up on a smooth white neck, deep blue-green eyes staring up at him in breathless allure. His breathing was slow, smooth. He thought, for just a moment, of the girl Sapphire from Lizard’s Laze, that beautiful girl with the golden skin who liked to dance sometimes into his dreams.

Now a woman stood before him, a real one, of even more astounding beauty. A woman who was opening her full lips, just a little, inviting him in, or so he imagined, because quite frankly, every bit of this was new. But instinct guided him along. It seemed he wasn’t so awful at this after all. He leaned in a little, paused to judge her reaction. His heart was positively clattering in his chest with more urgency than in any battle. Her lips parted just a little more, and her eyes were closing now. Unless he was reading this entirely wrong, she wanted him to kiss her, too.

Jonik, once a Shadowknight, brought up in the mountains, brought up in the cold, and the darkness, and the storm, had never yet kissed a girl. Ever fearless in war, ever fearful around women, but the war was done and won now, and a new one, rather more pleasant, lay ahead.

He swallowed, paused, doubt clutching at him for just a moment. If he waited another second or two, the magic might be lost. He firmed himself. Courage. Wondered what Jack would do.

But he didn’t have to wonder.

And in he went.
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The Butcher filled his lungs up, up. His scarred chest, visible behind his quite fine red silk shirt, unfortunately unbuttoned, swelled up to its full size. The crowd hushed, waiting. His brother, the Baker, white smile flashing, wearing a brand new pair of spectacles, a gift from Saska after the war, nodded his head in encouragement. The Tigress, great with child, the soon-to-be-born first recruit for their new sellsword company, the Scarredy Cats, looked on, entirely bored. Sir Stafford of the Bane, Sir Hadros the Homeless, proudly sporting a fine new Varin cloak bestowed upon him by Elyon for his service, were both also on the Butcher’s side. Naturally, of course. They were part of the Brotherhood Beneath Blademelt, after all.

Stegra Snowfist stood opposite his opponent, across the table, his son Svaldar, Wagga the White, other Snowskins and tribesmen at his back. The table was littered with empty ale cups, many of them tipped over, some having rolled off onto the floor during their duel. The Snowfist narrowed his eyes, waiting, waiting.

And at last the Butcher’s voice exploded. “I am the greatest in all the world at drinking a cup of ale quicker than any other man drinks a cup of ale!” he roared.

The crowd erupted in a mixture of thunderous approval and mocking jeers. The grounds of the training yard were packed full, the viewing galleries as well, scores of men having gathered over the course of the contest, drawn from all over the castle. An astonishing array of dignitaries for such a ridiculous spectacle. King Robbert was present down there, with Emeric Manfrey, Lothar Tunney, Wilson Gullimer, the Dreyfords, Sam Garrick, Kevyn Bolt, and others. King Sevrin and Prince Devrin were sitting in a gallery with Lords Paramor, Swiftwater, Merrymarsh, and Buckland, drawn away from Buckland’s own pre-ceremony gathering to observe. The Butcher and the Baker, it must be remembered, were Bucklands themselves. So they claimed, anyway. Though as far as Elyon knew, the true identity of their father had never been officially resolved.

Elyon Daecar, for his part, had arrived a short while ago to lend his kingly status to proceedings, bringing with him Borrus, Killian, Robert Borrington, Bryce Coddington, Torus Stoutman, and all the others who’d been making merry in his rooms. Or, as Borrus liked to remind him, his rooms. “It’s Keep Kanabar, after all,” he’d said, with a big grin. “But I’ll let you squat here a little longer.”

They were gathered on a private terrace opposite Sevrin’s, overlooking the contest, drinking, chattering, throwing down crude remarks, trading insults with other men on other balconies and down in the yard. Elyon sat in a throne-like chair, one leg folded over the other, nursing a cup of wine. Very slowly, of course. The others could drink - within reason - to their heart’s content, but not him. He must stay clearheaded until the ceremony was over. Only then, perhaps, could he let his royal hair down.

The roar of approval and jeering went on. Yet another silly boast from the Butcher, but that was the point. They’d gone back and forth with many of them, ranging from the moderately believable to the utterly absurd. This one about drinking a cup of ale quicker than anyone alive was one of the more reasonable brags, Elyon decided, though Mooton Blackshaw didn’t seem to think so, given the great mocking snort he vented. “I’d drink a whole keg quicker than that scarred fool quaffs a cup,” he grunted, probably feeling left out. He was something of a master-braggart himself, after all.

The Snowfist raised a hand and called for quiet. Gradually, the noise began to settle. Stegra was dressed in his fine snow-bear cloak, of course, even in the heat, all white against the Butcher’s all red.

Another brief pause, then he bellowed out his retort. “I am the greatest at drinking ale! The greatest, yes, and the fastest! But sickmilk is better, always sickmilk! Bring out the sickmilk! The sickmilk!” he roared.

His men echoed him, lots of them. Snowskins, Stone Men, Crowmen even, who Elyon understood to be firm rivals of the Snowskins, though seemed, through tribal solidarity, to be supporting their man today. “Sickmilk!” they bellowed. “Sickmilk! Sickmilk!”

The Butcher threw up an arm, his tattered red cloak fluttering like streamers at his back. “I am the greatest in all the world at drinking sickmilk! The Butcher! I have never drank sickmilk yet, but I am the greatest! The greatest!”

Now that seemed a boast too far. This sickmilk, it appeared, was rather sacred to the Snowskins, and Stegra Snowfist in particular. “No! No! You must take this back!”

The Butcher’s ruined face stretched out into a grin. “I am victorious! I win the game of boasts! The Snowhand is breaking the rules! I am the greatest in all the world at boasting, yes!”

A spot of trouble ensued, inevitably. Stegra, furious, gripped the side of the table between them, threw it aside, sending ale cups flying. The men who had been pouring the ale from the barrels were struck and soaked. Stegra marched forward, closing a fist, heaved it to throw, and threw it. The Butcher grinned, ducked, drove his shoulder into Stegra’s gut, folding him in half, driving him into the men behind him. Much uproar, then, as others joined in.

“Ah, the tribes,” came the voice of Walter Selleck. “They can always be counted on to lower the tone.”

It seemed the Butcher was quite happy to do the same, and that was no surprise to Elyon, knowing the man as he did. “Moot, do you mind trying to calm this all down?”

“Do I mind? Be bloody glad to!” Mooton Blackshaw did not take the stairs, but threw his almighty bulk over the balustrade, landing in the yard with an earth trembling thump, and proceeded to rush in, only really adding to the chaos. Elyon sighed. That could easily have been foreseen.

He decided just to let it play out naturally, knowing it was all in good humour and would soon run out of steam. He turned to Walter, who sat beside him with his great book of scribbles and sketches on his lap, filling out a sheet with an excellent depiction of the two boastful fools in their drinking game.

“That’s good, Walter. You really capture the scene.”

He shrugged humbly. “I do try.”

“I’m surprised you’re still working on that book, though. I thought you only planned to document the war. It finished a year ago, you know. Or did that escape your attention?”

“Quite untrue, kingling. A war never ends with the final swing of the blade. There is always an aftermath and a seminal event to tie it off. A parley, say, as with the Five Followers, or in this case…a royal wedding.” He grinned through his scraggly beard.

“So this is the final day you’ll document, is it?”

“Oh yes, the final day. The end of it all. Come this evening, I will close this book for good. I had, of course, intended to give it to your father, but now it shall pass to you. A wedding gift, call it. But with an important proviso.”

Elyon raised one brow. “Gifts don’t typically come with conditions, Walter. But come on then, let’s hear it.”

“To place the book in a position of prominence in the palace, once it is rebuilt. Upon a sculptured lectern, perhaps, something grand and elaborate, with a shaft of light beaming down upon it. I would also ask that you have it guarded, night as day, as the Book of Thala was once guarded. It is a work of supreme importance, after all, and as luck would have it, I know the author.”

Elyon had to smile. For all the man’s astonishing presumptuousness, he considered that it was about the least that he could do for him to put the book on display. “I suppose you’ve earned that right, Walter. We can discuss where to place it later. A shaft of light, you say?”

“Oh, of course. As if from Vandar himself. A light to shine upon a compendium of his greatest glory, compiled by me, chief among his earthly vessels.”

Elyon rolled his eyes a bit. “You ought to be down there, Walter, rather than up here with me. I daresay you’d show them both a thing or two about boasting.”

The man chuckled. “Oh no, I keep my boasts only for my closest friends. Ah! And here comes my best friend now!”

Rogen Whitebeard appeared from the corridor behind them and leaned down to Elyon’s shoulder. Dressed in black and grey, lank hair, throwing at Walter a lupine glare. “Sire. Lythian Lindar has arrived.”

“Ah, at last,” Elyon said, smiling. “That is excellent. Thank you, Rogen.”

“That’s Lord Strand, isn’t it?” Walter was grinning annoyingly up at the ranger. “You ever going to admit it, Whitebeard? Come now, it’s a great honour.”

The ranger’s upturned amber eyes did not change. A great honour, yes, but one he refused to accept, and Elyon had decided to stop asking him. From what he’d heard, Rogen’s father, Lord Styron the Strong, had been killed during the battle, and by none other than his wobbly son, Sir Gerald. A few eyewitness reports claimed Styron had been condemning Gerald as a coward for the thousandth time, and Gerald, maddened by fear and his father’s relentless bullying, stabbed him through the eye with a dagger. In that moment, he became Lord of House Strand, but his rule only lasted about thirty seconds. The Dread flew by, lava flew down, and that was it. Rogen Whitebeard was Lord Strand instead.

But, of course, he didn’t want it. Not even in the slightest bit. That was his choice, and fair enough. Not everyone was made to rule.

“Well,” Elyon said, standing. “I think I’m done with all this noise.”

The brawling was still going on below, and to his surprise, but also his complete lack of it, he could see King Robbert Lukar down there, stirring the pot. It made him smile, remembering Robbert and Raynald causing trouble at banquets and balls back when they were all so young and innocent, a lifetime ago.

“It seems the King of Tukor has relapsed somewhat,” he said, remembering simpler days. Then he smiled to himself, turned, and strode out from the terrace. “Lead on then, Rogen. We mustn’t keep the King of Agarath waiting.”
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They met on the steps of Keep Kanabar, in full view of a great gathering below. Lythian wore silver and blue - he was still Vandarian, after all - though with a flash of gold here, a bit of red there, to help ingratiate himself into the hearts of his new people.

“You look positively Agarathi, Lythian,” was Elyon’s first remark, as he strode out, looking more than a little magnificent himself, all ermine, blue sable, cloth-of-silver and scrollwork, more or less a vision of what a King of Vandar should be. “Face some fierce headwinds, did you, old friend? You’re cutting it terribly late.”

“We always planned to arrive the morning of your wedding, Elyon. So very much to do back in Eldurath, you know.”

“Truly? But the city wasn’t touched by the war.”

“Ah, but what is a country if not its people, young king? A people most ravaged by you beastly northerners.”

Elyon’s laughter sounded much like Amron’s used to at the same age, and they looked more than a little alike as well. Lythian smiled at him and remembered his dear old friend. Gone, but never forgotten.

“You’re alone, I see, Lythian. Has Talasha gotten bored of you already?”

“I’m a boring fellow, of course she has.”

Elyon laughed again. “Where is she?”

“She rushed briskly off to see the bride. Do not feel hurt, Elyon. She wants to see you, too, but Saska is far more important.”

“Isn’t a wife always more important than a husband?” Elyon asked, philosophically.

Lythian chuckled. “Always. I see Amara’s taught you well.”

They were having this conversation before the murmuring of the crowd, cordoned off at the bottom of the steps by a troop of Varinar city guards. A lot of jostling down there as people tried to get a better look at them, no doubt seeing up there a pair of gleaming heroes, but in truth, what was happening was simply a pair of old friends trading quips.

“We should give them a wave,” said Elyon.

“Agreed.”

And the two turned, in unison, waved their hands to the adoring crowd. Lots of calls came out from the bustle, from the banners and the bunting, mostly for Elyon, as far as Lythian’s ears could perceive, though a few for him as well. Some were calling for Saska also. “Where is she?” one big voice bellowed. “Drulgar’s Bane!”

“The heir of Varin!” shrieked a woman’s voice. “We want to see her!”

“So do I,” Elyon murmured, still waving, smiling, as a king should smile. “I haven’t seen her since last night, Lythian. I say it’s driving me crazy.”

“Tradition, Elyon. All to build the anticipation.”

They waved a little more, smiled a little more, then decided that was plenty enough and began walking toward the doors of the keep. The disappointment in the crowd was palpable, though they’d soon get a good look at them again, and others, when the guests began filling up the carriages to be ferried over to the Steelforge. That, as Lythian understood it, was where both ceremony and reception were to be staged.

Elyon nodded as he asked him. “In the council chambers for the ceremony, then outside on the courtyard and bridge for the reception. I’m told it’s going to be a glorious evening. An excellent sunset is expected when a few clouds come in. You know how sunsets are always better with some clouds to paint.”

“Oh, certainly,” Lythian agreed.

“Then the clouds will clear just as the stars come out,” Elyon added. “A blessing from Vandar, Amara says, to deliver us the perfect weather.”

“She has taken the lead in planning everything, I take it?” Lythian asked as they entered the castle.

“Of course. Who else would dare?”

“Saska, perhaps?”

Elyon laughed that off. “She may have been born to kill the Dread, but Amara was born for days like these. Lillia has, of course, been helping.”

“Not you, Elyon?”

“Oh, gods no. I’m barely allowed into the room, Lyth. Anytime I get near it’s like I bring some pestilence with me.”

Lythian’s chuckle, now in the capacious confines of the entrance hall, echoed off the stone floor, the stone walls, the stone stairs. Keep Kanabar, where everything was big. There was a lot of noise coming out from different directions, laughter, shouting, plenty of drinking, no doubt. “I thought the reception was typically held after the ceremony,” Lythian observed. “Seems you’ve got everything the wrong way around.”

Elyon bobbed his head as they stopped at the heart of the hall. “It’s been building for days, weeks, even. Not everyone came as late as you, Lythian. Borrus has been here for a fortnight already.”

Lythian smiled. “Killian?”

“Came down from Elinar a few days ago. Storos, too. He came with his brother Alrus. I’m sure you remember him fondly.”

Lythian made something of a scowl. Alrus Pentar, who had tried to have Pagaloth hanged before Elyon himself had flown in and intervened. “Poor Storos,” is all he said. “Having to travel from Redhelm with him.”

“He’s been very eager to see you. Stoutman too, Borrington, Coddington. Even Vilmar’s here, would you believe it?”

“If it were anyone else, no. But you? I can believe it.”

Elyon waved that modestly away. “He’ll leave by tonight, I’ll wager. Still a good few things to hunt out there, he tells me. Creatures stirred up by the Ever-War. He’s working through his checklist, says it ought to keep him busy till he dies. Pagaloth just arrived as well.”

“Did he indeed?”

“With Ranulf. Earlier this morning. And a couple of special guests.”

“Oh?”

“No one you’d know. A surprise, for Saska.” Elyon drew what seemed like a moderately nervous intake of air, blew it out. It was his wedding day, after all. Typical for a man to be a little apprehensive. “So…” And his eyes dipped down to Lythian’s hip. A knowing little smile on his lips, “A successful expedition, then?”

Lythian was impressed that he’d noticed. He had mostly kept his scabbard well hidden behind his cloak, the swordhilt as well, though Elyon had clearly caught a peek. He drew back his cloak now, took that hilt, and pulled Starslayer out with a sweet ring of steel. The mists puffed out like a man coming up for air, and small wonder, given the time it spent in the darkness.

“It reacts like that every time,” Lythian said. “Like an excited child, seeing all the wonders of the world again.”

Elyon smiled at the way he put that. “Was it hard to find?”

“Not especially. Talasha has quite an extraordinary sense of direction. She recalled the way down easily enough.”

“Must have been strange, going back.”

“Strange,” Lythian agreed. “Though also…cathartic. The air, Elyon. It is different there now. That weight, the nagging fear in it…all gone. The climb down was no different to clambering through any system of tunnels and caves, and Eldur’s tomb itself…just a very large cavern, quiet and empty.”

He still recalled, with pristine clarity, the moment he’d first found it, with Talasha. How the two had become separated from Tethian, Marak, Kin’rar and Sotel Dar, how Talasha had felt compelled onwards by some power, where Lythian was only subdued by it, overwhelmed by it, his every fibre tightening up with terror. And finding him. Eldur. And the vast shape of Drulgar, sleeping. He had collapsed, Starslayer slipping from his grasp, and awoken back in the Western Neck to be told it had been left down there in hell. Ever since then, it had been a weight on his mind. To imagine his ancestral blade trapped, tortured. Never knowing if he’d ever get it back.

But he had, now, he had. And he felt half a man lighter for it.

“I’m glad for you, Lythian.” Elyon was studying the look on his face. “I know how much it’s wounded you these last years.”

“A closed wound at last,” Lythian said. Healing, like this world.

There was more to say, of course, much more for them to discuss, but not now. Some of the guests were beginning to gather in the hall, ready to head over to the Steelforge. Lythian saw Storos arrive, beaming over at him, saw Vilmar stalk right out after him. His travelling companions. Saviours of the Sword of Varinar. He smiled over at them, very eager to catch up with them and many others besides. A good day was in prospect, he suspected, full of mirth, music, and much drinking. He slid Starslayer away and put a hand on Elyon’s shoulder.

“Well, that’s enough talk for now. I suppose we’d best go and get you wed.”
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Saska stood alone in her wedding dress, white all over, every last bit of it, though with a dab of blue mascara to bring out her eyes, a necklace of sapphires sparkling about her throat on a glittering white-gold chain. All silver and blue, with a rough little bit of rock among it. Her coral, of course. The coral that had called to her.

The city of Varinar spread out beneath her. A far cry from Willow’s Rise, to be sure. Down below, the ancient streets were awash with colour, flags flying, banners pulling on the breeze, kites swishing and stirring in blue and silver. Her eyes ran over the distant faces of the people. Hundreds of them. Thousands. All blurring into one. Rivers of slow-moving bodies shifting and celebrating under the sun. Out in the east, all the clattering and clanging, the ring of the work being done, was silent for today. It was the anniversary of the new dawn, one year since the world had changed. And today, Saska’s world was going to change, just a little more…

There was a noise behind her as Leshie came out, Joy walking with her, and Dog as well. The starcat and mastiff were rarely to be seen apart these days, best friends, some might call them, though as far as Saska could figure it, Joy was Dog’s best friend, but Joy wasn’t so sure of the arrangement. That was just cats and dogs, though. She smiled as Joy came up and nuzzled her, already purring.

“She feels your stress,” Leshie said. The Red Blade was dressed, quite naturally, all in red, though silks and satins this time rather than leather and steel. She looked very pretty, white face dusted in freckles, red hair brought out all rich and radiant by the sun. Red lips too, which would get the men going. She would have the pick of them tonight, Saska did not doubt. Though it was Jack she was after, she knew. “Everything all right?”

Saska had another long look over the crowd. Thousands. Tens of thousands. All survivors from the terrible war. She’d been queen to them for almost a year already, ever since she came here, but today…well, it would be official. “Just wondering if I’m up to it, I guess.”

Leshie scoffed. “You’ve proven you’re up to it already. You’re always out there with the people, Sask. All the builders and carpenters and stonemasons. I’ve seen it. They love you. But if you’re getting cold feet…”

“I’m not.” She loved Elyon more than ever. A little more every day. It was all she wanted, to marry him. Nothing would make her happier. And yet…

“You miss your old life sometimes,” Leshie said. “The farm. The fields. The woods.”

“Sometimes,” Saska admitted. She looked over at her. “Is that wrong?”

“Of course it isn’t wrong. I miss Tukor too. But that’s in the past now, and this is the present and the future. I know it’s taking a bit of time to adapt, but you’re doing an amazing job, you really are.”

“Thanks, Lesh. You always know the right thing to say.”

“Guess I learned that from Marian. And Ranulf, maybe. They’re good with words.”

“We had good teachers,” Saska agreed, hearing them all inside now, Marian, Ranulf, Rolly, Talasha, who’d arrived a while earlier, all tutors, mentors, guides to both of them, in their way. Saska knew she wouldn’t be where she was without them. They’d all added a little to her along the way.

“Speaking of Ranulf, he wants a word,” Leshie said. “Then we need to get going. Shall I send him out?”

She could see the last carriages rattling off down Maple Way, supposed she couldn’t wait any longer. It would be rude to miss her own wedding, after all. She nodded, silent. And Leshie left.

A moment later, Ranulf came to join her. “It needn’t be said, but I’ll say it anyway. You look very beautiful, Saska.”

She smiled. “Thanks, Ranulf. It’s always nice to hear.” She gave Joy’s head a little stroke. “You wanted to talk to me about something?”

“Three things, actually. The first I’ve just completed. That was simply to make that colossal understatement, and tell you how beautiful you look. Beauty hardly covers it, Saska, truly. It is not a stretch to say you look divine.” He smiled. “Now, with you sufficiently buttered up, the second thing. I’m planning to leave, Saska. Not right away. I will be here for a few more days, at least, but there remains much of the world I wish to explore, and I feel the call of adventure back upon me. The Unseen Isles. Many of the Isles of Tellesh. The Lonely Isle, of course. On that one, perhaps you’ll want to come with me? See where your father grew up.”

She had seen it already, many times, in her dreams, the beach where she had trained. The beach where her father had felt her presence, long before she was even born. Still, to this day, it saddened her greatly to read that final passage he’d written into his diary, kept safe, now, in a drawer by her bed, along with a certain dagger, and locket.

She didn’t have an answer for him now. Ranulf went right on.

“The Icewilds,” he said. “Not quite so icy or wild as they were, but still harbouring many secrets. I plan to bend the ear of Stegra tonight, and some of the other tribesmen. Learn what mysteries I might unearth.” He paused. “Of course, exploration…further afield remains of great interest to me. But you maintain that this isn’t possible?”

She didn’t believe it was. “I think we’re meant to stick to our own worlds, Ranulf. To meddle outside our bounds…”

“I understand,” he said, and he put a hand on hers. “There is more than enough to satisfy my urges here. The Wings is another. A most fascinating…”

“I thought you went there already,” Saska said. “With Lythian and Talasha? Weren’t you…”

“Ah…that was a ruse, child. I wanted a good excuse to explain my absence to better conceal the surprise. No, I was not with them, though Pagaloth promises to fly me there soon. I was, in fact, in the east. Tukor. And Ethior, to be precise. I have been working with Emeric and Jonik on something. And that brings me to my third reason, child.” He paused and his face went very serious. “I cannot walk you down the aisle.”

She didn’t understand. “Why not? You and Rolly agreed it would be you.”

“I know. We did. But we have agreed now that it will be neither of us.” He smiled at the look of cold confusion on her face. “Come, child. Come. It will all make sense in a moment.”

She followed him inside, where Rolly, Marian, Leshie, Del, Cevi, Talasha, Roark and Lark were waiting. They were gathered in a little group, talking to two new arrivals, rather blocked by Sir Ralston’s enormous body. The group parted as she appeared, and Rolly moved aside.

And Saska’s mouth dropped open.

A middle-aged man stood before her. Crinkly eyes shining with tears. His weight on one side, an old limp in his right leg from a farming accident years before. At his side was a girl, once plump, now much leaner. A girl who always liked to do her hair and wear a pretty dress. Harder now, though dressed up prettily. The old man inched forward, pressing on a walking stick. Saska had never seen him so finely attired.

“Saska,” croaked Master Orryn. His thinning hair had gone grey, face sagging with haggard flesh. The war years had not been kind to him. “You have…changed so very much.”

“Hey, Sask.” And Llana came forward, timid. “You…remember me?”

Saska was already crying. “How…could I ever forget you?” She blinked, wiped her eyes, trying not to spoil her makeup too much but knowing she was doing a damn poor job of it. “I thought…I thought…” She had thought them both dead. Ever since she’d gone on the run, after killing Lord Quintan in Orryn’s room. Hanged for that crime, paying on her behalf. Or killed during the war. By beasts or bandits or cold. “I can’t…I can’t believe you’re here. Where…”

“Ethior,” Ranulf came in. “It took a long time to track them down, but we found them eventually in Ethior.”

Emeric’s city. The city where Saska had spent all those years in the dark cells of Keep Kastor.

“We went there to escape the war,” Orryn said. “I found work as a baker, for a time. Llana a seamstress. We…had to change our names, Saska. We feared, after Lord Quintan…”

“I’m so sorry. I never meant…”

“Oh child, child, I know.” Orryn came forward and took her hands. She remembered the last she’d seen of him, packing her that bag of food, telling her to run. That all would be well. “We made it, Saska. All of us…” He looked at Del, who came forward, tears running down his horsey face. “We’re all of us together again…at last.”

And they came together, Orryn and Llana, Saska and Del, the found family from Willow’s Rise. They stood in a circle, hugging, holding one another, and Saska wasn’t missing home so much anymore. They’d brought it here. Ranulf had brought it. With Emeric and Jonik’s help. She would never, she didn’t think, be able to thank them. And now, it wasn’t hard to see what Ranulf had been getting at.

She looked into Master Orryn’s weepy old eyes. Her adoptive father. The kindest man she’d ever known. “Will you…” she whispered. “Will you walk me down the aisle?”

He looked very nervous, but more than that, very proud. He smiled right back at her. “It would be my honour,” he croaked.
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Elyon stood at the very centre of the Steelforge council chambers, where the senior Varin Knights would meet, strategise, where the First Blade of Vandar would make his addresses, where wars were contemplated, considered, arranged, sometimes won. Though the central seat of power in Vandar was officially the palace, in truth it was this holy chamber that had spearheaded the course of history.

Circular in shape and with a high domed ceiling, there was nowhere to hide. Around a circle of flat floor rose stands of tiered seating, giving it the aspect of a theatre, and Elyon was standing at the heart of the stage. Forgemaster Merilore was with him, preparing to preside. So too Jonik and Lythian, keeping him company for now, while Amara and Lillia hissed and ushered the guests into position, hushing anyone who was being too loud, making sure everything went silky smooth.

Jonik was looking around a little awkwardly. Part of that was being on show like this, not something he ever much liked. Another part was probably the fact that he’d once sat in this very room, posing as Fitzroy Ludlum, as the participants and groups of the Song of the First Blade were called out, several years ago now. A lot had changed since then, of course, but it was the first time, as far as Elyon knew, that Jonik had been back.

“So, how was your date?” he asked. To distract him. And himself.

“Oh…good.” Jonik’s head bobbed. “Not bad, actually.” There was a smile on his face.

Elyon knew that smile. He searched around the stands and found Lady Saleen in the crowd, gazing in their direction with a coy little smile. “Did anything happen?”

“Like what?” Too quick, that response. If the smile wasn’t enough, that made it clear.

Elyon laughed. “I’m happy for you, brother. She’s not bad to look at, you know.” He gave him a nudge. “It’ll be you up here next.”

“You’ll have to dance with her now,” Lythian said, getting in on the act. “That’s what she’ll be expecting, Jonik. And I hear she’s been taking training from Amara, too.”

Elyon nodded, taking it up. “Two hours a day for weeks, brother, weeks. I’ll have the first dance with Saska, then I’m fully expecting to see you up there.”

Jonik had gone milky pale. “You’re not serious.”

“Deadly serious. Right, Lyth?”

“Oh, most deadly. A killing sort of seriousness.”

Merilore gave a chuckle, an old hand at this presiding stuff these days, having crowned Elyon’s father, married his sister to Jovyn, and crowned Elyon as well, shortly after their return. He was about to collect the full set right here. “Right, you kings, maybe enough with the banter now. Lythian, Jonik, off you go. We’ll want Elyon up here all alone for this.”

A quick good luck from them both, and off they went, taking seats at one side, leaving Elyon Daecar feeling more than a little exposed. Curse Amara for choosing this particular hall. Typically, during a wedding, you’d have your back to all the guests, but not here. They were all around him, the faces, some smiling, some frowning, some leering from too much drink, hundreds of the most influential, significant, and powerful men and women in the world.

And that was why she chose it, he thought. All the world gathered here, and Elyon and Saska at its heart. Nice symbolism, sure, but he could do without the symbolism today. In truth, he’d have preferred something much simpler and knew Saska would as well.

But not on Amara’s watch. And here she came, now, striding up to join him. “Right, it’s time. You look a bit peaky, Elyon. Anything wrong?”

“I’ve been standing here for what seems like half a day. I feel like a prize exhibit in a zoo.”

“Prize? You? Believe me, the prize is coming.” She grinned, gave him a gentle tap-tap on the cheek with her hand. A bit of snickering here and there from those who saw it. Elyon suspected he’d get some ribbing for that later.

“I’m a king, Amara. Please.”

“But still my sweet little nephew.” She grinned again. Elyon might be king, Saska queen, but a part of him had a feeling that Amara was the real power in this city. “Alya hasn’t misplaced the rings, you’ll be glad to know.”

“Is that a joke? Have you been drinking, Auntie?”

“Of course. The whole city’s been drinking. Why should I be left out?” She flashed a look back to the main doors as Leshie came striding through them, diminutive, determined, a fierce red figure marching up the aisle. “Problem, Leshie?” Amara asked. “The bride isn’t…”

“She’s run off, my lady. Gods, I don’t know what to do! All this pressure, I don’t think she can bear it!”

No one was convinced. “Leshie. This isn’t the time for jokes.”

Elyon scoffed. “Says you, Amara. You just made one.”

“Jokes, I said, plural. I made one. That is singular, Elyon, keep up.”

Godsdamn the woman, she had him on semantics.

“So, Leshie. Why are you really here?”

“Fine,” Leshie said, disappointed her gag didn’t land. “I just came to say something to Elyon.”

“Well, go right ahead.”

“You…” And she narrowed her eyes on him. “Just…be good to her. That’s all I want to say. Don’t screw this up, or…well, I don’t want to get into anything like regicide, not in this holy chamber, but…well, you know what I’m saying.”

“You’ll kill me if I treat her poorly?”

“Yes. I will very much murder you.”

“Fine. I accept. Feel free to murder me if I treat her poorly.”

“Godsteel oath?”

“Is there any other?”

And the bizarre spectacle ensued. Elyon Daecar, King of Vandar, swearing a godsteel oath before the great and good of the world that he would permit his own murder by a former maidservant from Tukor should he treat her friend, his soon-to-be wife, poorly. Whatever on earth that actually meant.

“Satisfied?”

“For now. But I’m watching you, Daecar.” She gave him a narrow glare as she backed away toward the door.

Amara put her hands on Elyon’s shoulders as Leshie left, eyes roving across him, making sure everything was in order. “Good. You look acceptable. And here it is, Elyon, your big moment. So stand up straight, shoulders back, look kingly. And remember, they’re not only watching from this room.” She gave a last smile, glanced up at the domed roof, and strode out to join the impending procession.

Elyon drew a deep breath, looking up. Not only from this room. So that was another reason why she’d wanted to host it here. This most holy of chambers in this most holy of buildings, where it was said the power of Vandar glowed brightest. And through that glow, they would all be watching. All the loved and the lost up there in the Eternal Halls.

He nodded; now, he understood. Nodded and then closed his eyes, taking a quiet moment to himself. He breathed in, in. Imagined them all watching, Rikkard, Vesryn, Aleron, his mother and his father, all of them together. He thought again of his father’s face, smiling in death, and he remembered what he’d done for them. He thought of the crypts, right beneath his feet, where his father’s bones now lay at rest. He had gone down there earlier, laid a hand on his tomb, said thank you, as he had the day he died. His little ritual on the anniversary of his father’s death. On the anniversary of the world’s renewal.

That word. Renewal. A word associated with war, and yet now it had taken on a new meaning. There had been twenty-five Renewals of the War Eternal, yet the War Eternal was over, and that word would come to mean remembrance now, and revival, it would come to mean restoration and rebirth.

And now came the hush, as the hall went deathly quiet.

Now the long pause, as everyone looked to the door.

Now the slow stirring of the music, the soft strings and haunting pipes.

And the door groaned open. And here they came.

Elyon stood as Amara had bidden him, tall, kingly, shoulders back, though for this short moment at least, the eyes were not on him. They were all on Lady Marian Payne and Sir Ralston Whaleheart. On Princess Lillia and Sir Jovyn Colborn. They were on Cevi and Del, a lowly pair raised high, and on Leshie, Saska’s rock, walking along with Joy. Amara came behind with baby Alya in her arms, the ringbearer eliciting a great deal of cooing from the ladies. Then Ranulf and Llana, Saska’s sister, last of all, before the bride herself stepped into the light.

There was a collective intake of air as she entered. Every eye in the room was on her, and her alone. She walked, radiant, seeming to carry a light of her own, that warm olive skin, those striking blue eyes. At her side was Master Orryn, her long-lost adoptive father, glancing around, shoulders drawn tight. Just a humble farmer from the wilds of Tukor thrown suddenly into this hall of power.

But Saska coaxed him, led him, drew him smoothly along, raised humbly herself, though you’d never know it now. She was an utter vision in every conceivable way. Magical. Mesmeric. This girl in silver and blue.

The pairs spread out to take their seats, peeling away, until only Saska and Orryn remained. With practised grace, she led him to his chair, smiled as he settled down, accepted from him a kiss on the cheek. A heartwarming noise from the audience then, women dabbing at eyes, and not a few men too. Saska stood, turned, continued her way forward and came to join Elyon on the dais.

A deep, deep hush. Just the sound of shifting bodies. The rustle of settling cloth. A cough. A single sneeze. But otherwise all was silent.

Elyon took Saska’s hands in his, heard the faintest scratching sound, glanced up into the tiers and saw that Walter was up there, book on his lap, taking their sketch, filling out the last page. Today, the book closes, Elyon thought. He looked at his beloved and smiled. “You look beautiful, Saska.”

“You scrub up well yourself.”

“Been a long day, hasn’t it?”

“Oh, never-ending.”

They smiled.

“Nervous?” he asked her.

“Not now I’m with you. And you, Elyon?”

“Never when we’re together.”

It seemed almost like the whole hall had darkened. It seemed almost like it was only them. As if they stood alone, in a soft beam of light, all the world watching on, both the living and the dead, hidden behind an unseen veil.

“So,” Elyon said, “shall we get married, then?”

“Be a shame not to, now that we’re here.”

He smiled, wanting to kiss her right now, but supposed they’d best get the formalities out of the way first. Merilore stood by, patiently waiting. Elyon gave him a nod. Begin.

And so it was that they were joined in union.

Elyon Daecar and Saska Varin. Right there at the heart of the world.

The End


AFTERWORD


Well, that’s that.

Been a rather long journey, hasn’t it?

To anyone reading these words—and I think it’s safe to assume you’re doing so because you’ve read the entire saga—let me simply say: thank you. From the very bottom of my heart, thank you.

This series has been my life for six years, and to have had so many of you come along for the ride has been both humbling and heartwarming in equal measure.

This final book naturally took a lot. The longest in the saga by a considerable margin, it demanded every ounce of creative energy I had to pull together all the threads of this tapestry into a finale I hope felt worthy of the journey. With so many characters, central and secondary alike, I’m sure some slipped through the cracks, but I hope most of them—and especially the main cast—were done justice.

We all have our favourites, of course, and I’m sure some of you will be disappointed by how certain storylines resolved, but that is unavoidable. I would have loved to keep everyone alive and well, but a war of this scale demands sacrifice. I did my best to make every loss matter. You may or may not agree—and that’s fine. If it matters enough for you to care, then I reckon I did my job.

One question I get asked constantly is: “What’s next?”

Many people have suggested prequels—stories set during the age of the demigods, or the War of the Continents, when figures like Amron, Lythian and Borrus still walked the world in their youth. And while those stories certainly interest me—and I may yet write novellas exploring them—I find myself increasingly drawn elsewhere.

To another world.

As Talasha and Saska discovered during their travels in this book, there are many worlds beyond this one. Many stories yet untold. And the truth is… as I write this note, the first book in a brand-new saga is already deep in development.

It is ancient, messy, brutal, epic, and ambitious beyond anything I attempted in Bladeborn.

Some of you may already suspect where threads are leading. In Of Ancients Unbound we met a mysterious figure—first as a hag in Lakeheart, later in the Everwood with Talasha—and we encountered him again in The Last Renewal.

Yes. I am talking about the Blue Traveller.

But I’ll say no more than that.

The new series is intended to be a completely fresh starting point for new readers, while still rewarding longtime fans with certain connective threads woven beneath the surface.

And yes—there will be swearing. Quite a lot of it, actually.

I’ve restrained myself somewhat in Bladeborn, but in this new saga I’ve decided to fully embrace how I actually speak in real life, so consider yourselves warned.

But that’s for the future.

Right now, this is about Bladeborn. About the ending of a saga that has meant more to me than I can properly express. Thank you for investing your time, your passion, and your emotions into this world. Thank you for the messages, the support, the theories, the artwork, the reviews, and for sharing in the victories, heartbreaks, laughs, tears, and fist-pumping moments along the way.

“For Vandar!”

It has been the single most fulfilling creative experience of my life bringing this story into the world, and I truly hope you’ll continue the journey with me as I venture into the next.

So, for one final time⁠—

Thank you.

And, of course…

For Vandar!

—Toby

P.S. If you'd like to follow along with updates on future books and the next saga, you can find me here:

Instagram

Facebook
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