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      Altogether, a score or so of the Free, and three hundred awaiting them in the valley below. It would be brutal, Yulan knew. But they should win. If his people were better than Callotec’s – and they were – they would win. If Kerig was strong – and he was – they would win.

      He reached down and freed his knife from its sheath on his calf. He held the tip of the blade poised above the ball of his thumb and watched Hamdan. He felt his heartbeat, marking off the moments. Pacing out this last little stretch of quiet. It paced, and paced. Slowly.

      Hamdan, without looking round, raised one hand and gave a casual, almost dainty, beckoning flutter of his fingers. Yulan sank the point of his knife into his thumb. Blood swelled out, a delicate red orb. He returned the knife to its place; sucked away the blood. Then kicked his heels into his horse’s flank.

      Yulan and the riders crested the skyline in the same moment that the archers’ first arrows took to the air. The fifteen horsemen plunged down the slope, loosing screams to sharpen the pounding of hoofs. It was like falling, Yulan thought; plummeting like a stooping hawk.

      They came so fast, so sudden, that heads were still turning, weapons still being drawn, alarms still being cried, as the fifteen crashed into the side of the long three hundred.
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      For Chieftain, Dave, Dougie and Alan 

       

      Partners in pretending, many years ago. 

      Maybe this is one result of all that pretending. 

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      
        Every man is condemned to freedom.

        
          Jean-Paul Sartre
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              When Drann Was Seven
            

          

        

      

      When Drann was seven, his grandmother Emmin – they called her, out of her earshot, Old Emmin to distinguish her from Drann’s similarly named sister – sat him down and told him a story. He liked it when she did that. She had more learning, and better words, than the rest of them. The family had come upon thinner times since Old Emmin’s youth, and none of them had matched her schooling. She often whispered to him that he was smarter than the rest of them, which naturally pleased the young him no end.

      The story she told him was, more or less, this:

      
         

        When I was young (Old Emmin said) the Empire, those makers and keepers and lovers of orphans, thought they might have for themselves the Tormond Valley, that’s just three hills over from here. It was as green a stretch of land as you could imagine, back then. Full of fat cattle and fat folk. And gold to be panned from some of the hillside streams, too, which made it a place any lord’d like to call his own.

        So the Emperor thought he’d have it, since our Regent Queen, Amyllis, was young and this Hommetic Kingdom she ruled even younger. Perhaps a bit soft, a bit weak. That’s the way emperors and their like think. They’d have come sooner, if they’d not been busy with a thirty-year war a thousand miles away. A lucky thirty years for us.

        Anyhap, the Emperor sent two hundred Orphanidons – all feathers and plate and lances, those fierce boys – and an army, and called the valley a part of his landright. Done, and done, you might think. But not.

        The Regent Queen came to the top of Haut Law, to a place where a stream sprang and ran on down into the Tormond. She brought with her a thing that nobody knew then, but which we call the Bereaved now. A Permanence. A terrible thing. It sat in the grass, at the very spot where the brook was born from the ground. The Queen bade a Schoolman whisper into its ear, and he did.

        The Bereaved wept. Black tears. Stinking tears. They trickled down its face and fell, one by one, into the water. That done, Amyllis took the Bereaved back to the palace by the lake and had the School hide it away in their keep, where it hides still.

        And the Bereaved’s tears flowed down from the Haut Law into the valley, and plague took all the lands of the Tormond. The grass withered, the trees broke, the soil sickened. The people died, with their guts bleeding and their skin boiling and the nails rotting out of their fingers. When they tried to flee into our lands, they found the Queen’s men barring their way with arrow and sword.

        So they ran, instead, alongside the Emperor’s proud army back whence it had come, and carried the plague with them into the lands of the Orphans. Thousands upon thousands died. More folk than you’ve ever seen, or ever will see. They went down like scythed grain. You could smell their dying and their burning even here, for weeks. Made me ill, like I’d not been before.

        When the dying was done, the Regent Queen sent word to the Emperor, and said: “I have done this thing that you might know, and remember: set but one finger upon us, or that which is now ours, and we shall have away your entire arm, unto the very gristle of your shoulder joint.”

        And that’s why, little Drann, even now it’s those thieving, shit-hearted Hommetic bastards who rule over the Tormond – wasteland that it is – and over us, and not the mad Empire of Orphans.

      

      Drann always enjoyed the stories Old Emmin told him. They were much more interesting than anything his parents let him hear. They fed his dreams and his fancies.
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      Seventeen-year-old Drann blinked. At first his vision was messy, as if water was running over his open eyes. He blinked again and it cleared. He found he was looking at an ant, clambering on the stem of a drooping flower, only a finger or two from his face. It was brandishing its hair-thin front legs in search of something else to climb. To hold on to. A tiny black ant. Drann watched it, and wondered why he was lying here with his face resting on grass, down with the ants and the flowers. It felt a good place to be – comfortable – but also strange.

      There were indistinct sounds coming to him, he could not tell whether through the air or from the soft ground beneath his ear. Thumps and bumps; voices that though oddly dulled and muffled carried alarm and anger. He frowned at that, still watching the ant. And the frown set loose heavy pulses of pain in his head, and cleared his hearing.

      “Get up, you dung-bred shirker!’ someone was shouting at him.

      Drann rolled on to his shoulder, struggling to lift his lead-heavy head. He was in a wood. There was a man standing over him, shouting at him. A man flushed with fury, spittle at his lips. Stocky, pepper-haired, pepper-bearded. Older than Drann’s father.

      “Take up your spear and fight or I’ll gut you myself.”

      The man had a sword in hand, a shield on his arm. He flourished the blade in the direction of Drann’s stomach. This was Creel of Mondoon, Drann thought dreamily as he stared at the dancing point of the sword. Why would a lord – a famed, fierce lord at that – be talking to him? That was a thing that had no place in the world.

      “Wipe the blood from your brow and get on your feet, farm boy,” Creel snarled and swept away, stamping amongst the trees, shouting over his shoulder. “They’ll be on us again, and if I’m dying today it’ll not be because you’re too bone-frit to stand up.”

      Blood? Drann thought numbly. He touched a fingertip to his forehead. It came away wet. Sticky. Blood, right enough. And the sight of it snapped him back to his senses, to his memories. To the awareness that he, and Creel, and all of them, were indeed well set to die today.

      “I’m not afraid,” Drann muttered as he staggered up, though the lord of Mondoon was already gone. “I hit my head, that’s all. I’m not afraid.”

      Drann had come late to the war, and thought he would have no great part in it because of that. He found himself upon the winning side, yet he had killed no one, fought in no battles. He could not decide whether he should regret that or not. It felt a cowardly kind of vengeance to have exacted upon the tyrant and his legions of taxers, usurers, confiscators. By the time Drann finally took up his father’s spear, and walked away from the village in search of an army to join, others had – it turned out – already bought his revenge for him with their lives, and all but won his freedom from the Hommetic yoke. He had paid no price save bruises and blisters.

      Creel of Mondoon was not Drann’s lord, but his motley army had been the closest to hand when Drann finally went in search of the war, and amidst the chaos few people cared about such niceties as fealties and duties. Certainly Drann did not. He cared only that someone – anyone – gave him the chance to let loose some part of the angers that had gathered themselves in him. If they were not given some channel to flow down, he felt they might burst him.

      So he had marched south, one more insignificant pair of feet amongst the many following Creel, and realised that the war was melting away even as he thought himself walking into it. The armies of the King crumbled, their vigour spent in battles fought before Drann had even left his home. The rebels – Creel’s great column and all the others – roamed freely, widely, and found nothing to oppose them save a few stubborn towns with desperate garrisons, a hundred little bands of warriors-turned-bandits. And not once had Drann needed his father’s spear for anything other than leaning on, or rapping against his feet to knock mud or manure from his boots.

      Until today. Until he had the misfortune to be one of the two dozen levymen sent out from the camp with Creel and his guards to climb a hill a quarter-day’s march away. At the time, it had seemed like a piece of good luck, not ill. He had spent the previous half a day and half a night pounding stakes around Creel of Mondoon’s camp – to guard against an attack that no one actually believed would come – and had nothing to look forward to but more of the same hand-blistering work. Anything was more appealing than that prospect.

      Why that particular hill needed climbing, Drann had no idea, of course, though one of the other levies said that on a clear day you might see Armadell-on-Lake from there. Perhaps Creel just wanted to see the King’s city, and know there was no longer any King within its walls. All Drann cared about was that, as far as he knew, no one in his village had ever set eyes upon Armadell-on-Lake. It would give him a small tale to tell upon his return, though not quite of the glorious sort he had imagined himself recounting.

      Not to be, it seemed. Not even that small tale, of climbing a hill.

      Back on his feet, Drann found his legs soft and loose. He had to press one hand against a tree trunk to avoid a prompt return to the grass and the company of ants. He had been running, he remembered. They all had. Even Creel and those of his household warriors still alive, since their horses had been watering along the stream when the attack began and were all dead or taken or scattered. Running up through the sparse, dry woodlands fringing the valley.

      There had been a scream, back down the slope, and Drann had turned his head to look. Seen nothing but the silent trees, and turned back just in time to run into a low branch. A thick, solid branch gnarled with knots and burrs. He remembered the blow, and then the ant climbing the flower right there in front of his blinking eyes.

      Drann did not know who the attackers were. One of those thousand little bands of bandits, most likely, except that there was nothing little about this band. They had come flooding down the hillside, churning and splashing their way across the stream, howling like dogs. Some of Creel’s stern warriors had stood and fought, cutting down the first ten, dozen, of the raiders as they breasted the near bank of the watercourse, but there were too many.

      It had been the lord of Mondoon himself who roared: “Into the woods, into the woods!”

      And in the woods, it had been worse. Creel and his trained men – those still alive – stayed close together, climbing up and away from the killing ground by the stream. Drann’s fellow levymen scattered. He saw some of them casting aside their weapons to unburden their flight. He saw others, not far behind him, overrun by their ragged pursuers, pulled down and speared or beaten. His heart punched hard and fast against his ribs. He heard the scream, turned to look, and ran into the branch.

      Now, he staggered after Creel’s disappearing form. With legs enfeebled, and a dizzying throb in his head, the slope seemed steeper than ever. There was, at least, not much undergrowth. Just thin open woodland stretching up towards the higher ground. He had lied to Creel, Drann realised: he was afraid. He must be, for there was nothing in his mind but the anticipation of a hard, sharp blow to his back. He did not know quite what it would feel like, to be speared, but he knew he would fall, and that was what he expected, and imagined, as he laboured up towards the end of the woods. The vision of that fall, with a spear point in his back, crowded everything else out from his thoughts. That must be fear.

      When the trees at last gave way and Drann came blundering out into brighter light and open ground, he dared for a moment to pause and to look around him. Creel and his guards were pounding on and up over the thin grass, making for a rocky knoll at the summit. Over to Drann’s left another couple of levymen – not much older than him – spilled out of the trees. One of them fell; the second stopped and made to help him to his feet but then thought better of it and turned away again. Too late, for their pursuers came rushing up, yelping and hollering, and hacked them both down.

      Drann felt sick, from exhaustion, from horror or terror; he did not know which. There was shouting close behind him, in the woods. He fled from it, making for the lord of Mondoon and that jagged, ragged hump of bare rock upon which he was arraying his last ten or so defenders. It was the only place that looked even remotely like sanctuary, for a farm boy who knew he could not run much further.

      “Set your feet to these rocks and yield not a pace,” Creel was growling as Drann fell amongst the grim-faced warriors of the lord’s household. “Running’ll not save you now. Only thing that might is finding some iron in your heart.”

      The last remnants of Creel’s former escort company were emerging from the trees, scattered in ones and twos all along the edge. Dying in those ones and twos, many of them, as they were shot down with arrows or impaled on hungry spears. The bandits, or king’s loyalists or whatever they were, streamed out on to the high ground. They came without order or rank, a chaotic flock of carrion birds jostling and calling in their haste. More and more of them, until Drann realised that it was not sanctuary he had found but the place where he would die.

      He scrambled to get to his feet once more, but one of Creel’s men pushed past him and knocked him on to his backside. He was the only one of the levies to have reached the lord’s side, and the warriors seemed entirely uninterested in his presence. Contemptuous of it, he thought.

      “I’m not running,” he heard himself shouting as he stood up.

      He had no idea why he would say such a thing, or think it wise. But then wisdom had never been his greatest attribute, to hear his mother talk.

      “I can see that,” Creel muttered at his side, startling him. “You want some sort of reward, boy?”

      “No,” Drann stammered. “No, sire.”

      “Good. There’s none coming here today. Fight and perhaps you get to live. That’ll have to be enough for you.”

      Drann tightened his hands about his spear. He realised with surprise that his heartbeat was slowing. His mouth was dry, but he did not feel sick any more. He looked out between Creel’s warriors and saw a great crowd of men rushing up the hillside, meaning to kill him and strip his corpse, and he was not afraid. It seemed too late for fear.

      He glanced up. The sky was blue, flecked with delicate white strands of high cloud that drifted slowly westward. It looked peaceful up there.

      Arrows came first, clattering and pattering down on rocks and into the grass all around. They were poorly aimed. Creel’s warriors hunched behind their shields in any case. Drann heard the dull thunk of arrow striking wood once or twice. He had no shield himself, so folded down into the shadow of one of those big men as best he could.

      The knoll was too rugged and too boulder-strewn to allow for the sort of shield line Drann had seen Creel’s well-trained men practising since he joined the army. All they could do was to each find a piece of ground that gave them a sure footing and fight upon it. Their attackers were too impatient, or too short of arrows, to hold back. They surged on, and Drann and the rest rose to meet them.

      It was not as he had imagined fighting to be. It was faster, and more confused. More desperate. A mass of flailing, lurching figures. Gasps and grunts and the rattle of spears, of swords. It was hard to tell who was friend and who foe, and his body acted before he had time to sort one from another. He lunged with his spear, felt it hit something – perhaps flesh – once or twice, the impacts shivering up the shaft and jarring his hands.

      His feet slipped over slick rock; he stumbled. A wild-eyed man with a thick black beard loomed over him, an axe raised above his head. Drann’s spear was tangled in his legs. He started to close his eyes, but a dark blur of movement swept across in front of him and his assailant was down, knocked from his feet by two men reeling around, locked together in violent embrace. Drann hauled his spear free and thrust it at the axeman’s face. It was only a glancing blow, carving open the man’s cheek, but it was enough. The man rolled away, bloodied, and first crawled then staggered back down the slope.

      They all did. Drann watched them go in disbelief, his chest heaving, that feeling of sickness back in his throat. It all seemed too easy, too fast, and so it was. The retreat did not last. As Creel himself dragged a wounded man back over the rocks, and propped him up against a boulder, Drann watched their enemies gathering, bickering, and then spreading themselves out, thinning and reaching to encompass half the knoll with their ragged line. He could have wept then, at the brief flowering and instant withering of hope. It would have been better never to have caught its scent. All the weakness, that he had thought gone, was back in his legs.

      It began again, the surge up towards the few men atop the rocks, the reaching for their blood and lives. This time, to Drann’s puzzlement, it seemed that in amongst the footfalls and the cries of fury, there was the pounding of hoofs too. That could not be right, he thought. For a moment, it seemed it must be his heart, thudding inside him, but then as blade met shield once more and the struggle was renewed, a horse came bursting across the shoulder of the knoll, and atop it a great and terrible rider.

      He was tall and his skin brown-tinted, this newcomer, with a scalp clean-shaven and smooth as polished stone, save for a single thick length of black hair folded and pinned into a knot atop his head. A heavy leather waistcoat, with plates of metal, encased his chest. A long sword was in his hand, and it moved as fast and free as swirling water. The horse cast men aside as it ploughed through the throng. The blade carved them away from its flanks.

      So sudden and so fierce was the charge, like an eagle plunging through a flock of lambs, that horse and rider burst through and out on to open ground, and there they wheeled, the horse rearing up and gouging the air with its forelegs. Already, their arrival had spread enough alarm to scatter some of the bandits, who were tumbling and bounding back down towards the edge of the woods. And there amongst them Drann saw another horseman. Another southerner, to judge by the hue of his skin, whose horse danced and jinked around as he flicked arrow after arrow, absurdly fast, in amongst the fleeing men. The reins hung loose and limp across the animal’s shoulders, yet the archer barely swayed and it seemed that almost every arrow found its intended home.

      Only then did Drann realise that there were those amongst their attackers who did not know, or did not care, what was happening behind them, and had not yet had their fill of slaughter. They pressed in against the last of Creel’s guardians, and clambered over the rocks that kept them from the lord. Creel himself fought like a wounded boar, crying out in incoherent rage as he slashed at those who tried to reach him. Drann pushed away a corpse that had fallen across his legs, pinning him against a boulder. It was far heavier than he ever would have imagined. He took a few steps closer to Creel, trying to keep his spear up, not knowing what else to do. He was near when Creel went down, thrown backwards by a man who rushed him with only a shield, punching the metal boss into the lord’s chest.

      Drann acted without thought. He thrust his spear at a flash of exposed skin, and it drove into the man’s neck, knocking him sideways. In the urgent moment, it seemed a small, unremarkable thing. Then the blood came, as Drann was dragged forward, falling across Creel himself, and his spear tore free of flesh. He kept hold of it somehow, but could not easily rise as Creel struggled beneath him. He managed to twist on to his side, in time to see a lean, hard-featured man clad in tattered hides rushing towards him and the lord of Mondoon, vaulting over a hump of rock, a knife almost as long as Drann’s forearm ready for the fatal blow. Leaping at them, to put all the weight and force the world could offer into the blade.

      And there was a flash, and a strange sound unlike anything Drann had heard before, and the man’s head was apart from his body, springing away as if on a string. Making a dull noise as it landed and rolled. The decapitated corpse crumpled and curled and fell at Drann’s feet, spitting blood out across his boots. He looked up, into the face of a woman, who stood between him and the sun so that he had to narrow his eyes to make out her features. They might have been cut from stone, so impassive were they. She stared at him with cold eyes, much as if she was regarding some entirely unremarkable hummock in the ground. Her fair hair was tied back. Her sword, clad in the dead man’s blood, came slowly down. Drann suddenly realised that she might, in those moments, have been deciding whether or not she should kill him. He probably did not look much like the defender of a landed lord.

      Apparently satisfied, though nothing in her expression gave so much as a whisper of her thoughts, that blade descended to her side. She shook the notched shield on her other arm and resettled her hold upon it. She looked away.

      Drann rolled off Creel of Mondoon, and found that the fighting was done. Dead and wounded littered the ground around the rocky knoll, and stretched back towards the silent, still trees below. Here and there, a few survivors were limping, or running, or staggering back towards the safety of those woods. The two southerners, swordsman and archer, had dismounted and came striding up to stand beside the woman, all three of them staring down at Creel, who was grunting and muttering but did not seem injured. They paid no heed to Drann, sitting there in a state of amazement at the way his heart kept beating, the air kept easing in and out of his chest, and he kept living.

      The tallest of these three, the first to have come, leaned and extended a big hand to Creel.

      “Can I help you to your feet, lord of Mondoon?” he asked, with just the faintest hint of mirth in his voice.

      Creel glowered at him, but reached to clasp hands. Drann glimpsed a fleck of movement in the sky, over the southerner’s shoulder. A dark scratch against the blue, skimming down towards them.

      “Arrow…” he started to say, hoarsely, but he need not have spoken.

      The woman was already glancing up and casually lifting her shield arm. No other part of her moved. She simply caught the arrow upon the wooden circle. The loud, sharp crack of it smacking in made Drann blink. No one else gave the smallest sign of surprise or alarm.

      The archer sniffed, and took an arrow from his own quiver.

      “You want me to do something about that?” he asked, staring back along the path of the offending shaft, at some target Drann could not see from where he sat.

      “Is he going to try again?” the swordsman asked, still bent over and holding Creel’s hand in his.

      “Not likely,” the archer reported. “Running like a hare now.”

      “Let him go, then,” the swordsman said, and hauled Creel, one-handed, to his feet.

      “You’re a sight-boon,” Creel grunted as he wiped the flat of his sword across his breeches.

      “I imagine so.”

      “Where’re the rest of you?”

      “Coming along. We three thought it best to hurry when we caught the sound of the hunt.”

      “Well and good,” Creel muttered. “You can follow us back. Make your own camp. Outside, mind. Keep a little ground between us, yes?” He shot a sharp, meaningful glance at the southerner, who said nothing. “Come and find me in my tent tomorrow morning.”

      “I will.”

      The lord of Mondoon sheathed his sword, flexed his wrist and rolled his hand around.

      “I’m not dying today, then,” he mused. “That’s something of a surprise.”

      “Of course you’re not dying,” the bald-headed warrior smiled. “You’ve not paid us yet.”

      And with those words Drann belatedly understood what, and who, these people were. And realised that he would, after all, have a story worth the telling if he ever got back to his village.
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      In the early morning Drann stood watch, perhaps two hundred paces from the Free’s camp. He should have been asleep, but he had traded the duty with one of the other levies. The man had looked at him as if he was an idiot of the most ridiculous kind when he proposed it, and wandered off to find his bedroll shaking his head and murmuring about the rank stupidity of youth. Drann did not mind. His bloody adventure in the company of Creel of Mondoon had rendered him too agitated, too distracted, to easily sleep on the lump-rucked ground, and he had not yet had his fill of the Free.

      From his perch atop a rock he could see them well enough, camped there a little further, and a little lower, along a ridge overlooking Creel’s army. It felt almost unreal. He was watching the inheritors of a name out of old tales, a fragment of Old Emmin’s histories come to life. He had fought alongside them yesterday – if you could call his efforts fighting – and that was a thing he doubted anyone back in his home village would believe, when he reported it. The Free: last and greatest by far of the mercenary companies. Makers and breakers of lords and kings and legends.

      As he sat there on his hard seat he had counted them over and again, marked every detail of their manner and appearance. The three who had proved saviours at Creel’s knoll yesterday were there, archer, swordsman and ice-faced woman. Drann knew who the swordsman was now. Yulan, Captain of the Free. With them in their makeshift camp were another six archers, not southerners these, but drawn from every part of the land to judge from their faces and hair. They were dressed alike, though, in hides and tanned leathers.

      And then two more, who did not fit the mould of warrior quite as the rest did. A man and a woman of early middle age, who wore no armour and carried no shields. From the way they regarded one another, exchanged whispers, touched hands now and again as they went about the morning tasks of any camp, Drann deduced that they were lovers. He was handsome, she close to beauty; they were well matched. All these people, as best he could tell, had slept under blankets in a circle round a fire that now guttered and glowed. They had a dozen horses, more than were needed to carry them all, tethered just beyond that circle.

      None of this was what set its hooks most deeply into Drann’s attention, and sent thrills of wonder, of trepidation, through him. No, the thing from which he could barely avert his eyes was a huge, heavy flat-bedded wagon that stood not far from the horses. It had massive iron-clad wheels. The beast that hauled it grazed a short distance further out, and it was no dray horse but a mighty bull of grey hue, with shoulders like rocks and wide up-curving horns tipped with iron sheaths. It had taken Drann a long time to realise that the wagon had its own driver too, for he – or she, he could not really tell – stayed some way apart from all the others. Had not stirred, in fact, in all the time Drann had been watching, from the side of the wagon. A small figure, hunched down, sitting against one of the wheels, features and form entirely obscured by a very strange hooded green cloak that looked for all the world as though it was made of leaves stitched together.

      An odd sight, but not enough to distract Drann from what rested on the bed of the wagon. It was a single enormous block of some sort, at least as high and wide as Drann was tall. Beyond that shape and size, he could tell nothing more, for it was covered over with a heavy canvas sheet tied down all around the edges of the wagon. But Drann knew what must lie beneath, in darkness, in silence. He knew it by rumour, at least. The Clamour.

      When folk spoke of the Free, more often than not they did it in soft tones of fear or awe or wonder. As if speaking of something more than mere people and their deeds. There were many reasons for that: the fact that this, alone amongst all the free companies, had been the one powerful enough to persist when the times turned against the rest of their kind; that they had, over lifetimes, humbled many enemies others would have feared to even face; that they fought and died by no one’s choice but their own, and were said to do both of those things – the fighting and the dying – better than any who had ever lived.

      But most of all when old men, softened by drink, whispered about the Free in some dark alehouse, the hushing of their voices was because of the Clamour. There were Clevers amongst the ranks of the Free, some said to be amongst the most powerful who lived, but most would hold the true reason for the Free’s continuing survival, for the inability of School or King to face them down, to be the Clamour. A Permanence. A thing not of this world. The remnant – or result; Drann was extremely vague about how such things came about – of some fell magic gone awry. Run beyond the control of the Clever who shaped it.

      There were few Permanences so awful, so wondrous, so potent, that they became the common currency of ale-talk or children’s tales. Now here Drann was, and there just a couple of hundred steps away was one of those few. Everyone, everywhere, knew of the Clamour. He’d heard that it once ate an Orphanidon alive, armour and all.

      The thin beard Drann had been trying to grow – with unsatisfactory results – for the last week or more itched. He scratched at his chin with grubby fingers. He had assumed he would by now have a thick, wiry beard, such as Creel himself and so many of the hardened fighting men in the camp sported. Matters had not progressed in accordance with his hopes. As it turned out, the adornments of manhood were not so easily come by.

      He was poised thus in mid scratch when a wood pigeon burst up from its roost in one of the big trees some way below him, clapping its way indignantly off into the new day. Drann looked towards the sound and found himself staring into the eyes of Yulan.

      The Captain of the Free was regarding him with one eyebrow wryly arched.

      “You supposed to be on watch?” the southerner asked.

      He was clad just as he had been yesterday, but on foot now and with sword safe in its scabbard. Still intimidating, though. Still reeking of composure and capability. He had a heavy sack in one hand, and an expectant expression as he awaited a reply from Drann, perched atop the rock.

      And Drann, finding himself tongue-tangled, could only nod in confirmation. He had no idea how Yulan had come to within touching reach of him so entirely unnoticed.

      “If all Creel’s watchers are of the same quality, that’d explain how he got himself into such trouble yesterday,” Yulan observed. It might have been accusation, or condemnation, but somehow it sounded a little gentler than that.

      Drann was not sure whether Yulan recognised him or not. Did he know that Drann had been there too, had been the one at Creel’s side at the end? Perhaps not. Perhaps men such as these did not remember those of less lofty station.

      “You know where Creel’s tent is?” Yulan asked.

      “Yes,” Drann managed to say.

      “Good. Show me.” He lifted the sack at his side and gave it a shake. “I’ve got some ears for him.”

       

      Drann led Yulan in through the crude palisade that he and his fellow labourers had bent their backs and bloodied their hands to make. He saw Yulan casting his eyes up and down its length, but could read nothing of his impression. Unfavourable, Drann would have guessed. The fence looked all too obviously what it was: a lot of trees and saplings felled, sharpened and stuck into the ground at various irregular angles by people who barely knew what they were doing. Even to Drann’s innocent eye, it hardly appeared impregnable.

      The remains of campfires were strewn amongst the tents. A few still smouldering, most long dead. The lines of horses tethered side by side were silent and listless. Those few fighting men wandering around were sluggish. Even the handful of flags on some of the larger tents hung limp.

      Drann marched steadily on, making for the wide white tent near the heart of the camp, where Creel’s orange banner and a green truce flag flew – or rather, hung limply like the rest. He put some effort into keeping a straight back and a long stride, pretending he was full of vigour. It took a certain amount of concentration, so he did not notice for a moment or two that his companion had veered aside. When he did, he turned about sharply and had to run to catch up with him.

      Yulan approached a weary-eyed lad who was strapping nosebags to one horse after another along one of the tether lines. The boy looked up, giving every sign of being far, far too early awake.

      “I need fodder for my horses,” Yulan said bluntly. “The grass up on the ridge there’s not even fit for cattle.”

      The horse boy blinked. Shrugged, as if to express impotence. Drann felt a little twinge of trepidation.

      “Enough for a dozen horses,” Yulan said levelly. “Two days’ worth would be good.”

      Drann saw the nose wrinkling, the lips forming into refusal. He darted forward, because it seemed like a good idea, and hissed into the boy’s ear: “It’s the Free.”

      Which resolved the matter at once. The horse boy rubbed his eyes, opened them wider.

      “Sorry,” he mumbled. “We’ll send some up there. The ridge?”

      Yulan nodded mutely, and pointed the way.

      As they drew near to Creel’s tent, there was brief commotion. Laughter. The first Drann had heard that day. Half a dozen men were leading a mule with a great dead stag draped over its back. Drann and Yulan stopped to let them pass. The hunters were dirty, and clearly tired, but flushed with their success. Not just in the hunt, perhaps, but in the war.

      The stag was bigger than any Drann had ever seen around his northern village. Magnificent, with many-pointed antlers like huge splayed claws. A head as big as a horse’s. Even in death, it had presence. A dead king, brought down from his wild pasture.

      The guards outside Creel’s tent did not look nearly as tired as Drann felt. They looked like alert hawks, in fact, staring out with bright eyes from beneath silvery helms. Unfriendly hawks. Drann was not sure how these things were supposed to go, but he guessed it might be his duty to announce Creel’s visitor.

      “He wants to see Creel,” he said, and it did not sound as confident, or apt, as he would have liked.

      “Does he?” sneered one of the guards. “Back to your beds. Too early for that kind of —”

      Drann flinched and ducked his head down in alarm as Yulan cried out behind him: “Creel! We’ve got ears for you!”

      The guards were not amused, and Drann could see the snarls gathering around their mouths, but those were snuffed out by a gruff cry from within.

      “Let them in, you slow-wits.”

      And thus Drann to his considerable surprise found himself, for the second time in as many days, in close company with two of the most famed warriors of the age.

      Creel put him in mind of nothing so much as rock: short, stout, grey of hair and beard. Weathered. A bit eroded perhaps, but if so, merely reduced to a hard kernel against which all other rocks would break. Entirely recovered, as best Drann could tell, from his misadventures of the day before.

      Yulan and the lord of Mondoon faced one another, mismatched in size yet precariously balanced in potent presence. Each had that aura to which so many aspired, and so few ascended: authority, confidence, power. Great men. The tent seemed too small to contain them. Had they been dogs – or desert lions, more likely – Drann imagined they would surely have started to pace up and down, to measure one another.

      “Where’s my contract-holder?” Creel asked. “I thought you’d be bringing him to me.”

      “He’s dead,” Yulan replied.

      “You might have mentioned that yesterday.” Creel frowned.

      “Didn’t seem of the most urgent import,” Yulan said easily. “He’s as dead now as he was then.”

      “Well, I’m sorry to hear it. He was a good man.”

      “I’ll take your word for it. We told him to stay out of the way. He didn’t. They had Clevered arrows.”

      “Really?” Creel’s reserve gave way to a lively spark of interest at that. “Did you bring any back?”

      “No. They only had two. One went through your man, the other through my horse. My best horse.”

      “A shame.”

      The words were uninflected. Drann could not tell whether Creel regretted the loss of horse, man or the chance to acquire some remarkable arrows.

      “It was a good horse,” Yulan said.

      Creel regarded the mercenary, eyes pinched into a calculating glare. Then, abruptly, his whole face relaxed. A smile – fierce, but a smile – parted his lips, as if he consented to be a part of some joke.

      “I’ll take your word for it,” he said. “Do you want to eat? I can’t drink wine this early – this old bone-house of mine wants nothing but sleep if I do – but I’ve some you can have, if you want it.”

      “No wine,” Yulan said. “I’ll take bread if you have it, though.”

      Creel nodded to one of his attendant warriors, who stepped smartly out of the tent, then gestured for Yulan to settle himself at a small table. No one was paying any heed to Drann, so he stayed quite still and quiet. Hoping to escape notice.

      “Your people are safely nested outside the camp?” the warlord asked as he took his own seat.

      “The Clamour, you mean,” Yulan grunted. “Yes, we’ll keep our distance.”

      “Good, good. Too many tired folks with blades around here to test their nerves, eh?”

      Yulan upended the sack he carried, spilling ears like little pickled dainties across the table. Creel regarded them dispassionately. One tumbled to the floor. No one made a move to retrieve it. Drann had to suppress an instinct to step forward, pick it up and set it carefully down amongst its fellows on the table. Somehow, he doubted his intervention would be welcome. In any case, he saw no need to remind anyone of his presence.

      Yulan produced a battered, bent manuscript case from inside his jerkin. It was stained, and had part-folded itself about a notch punched through one side of it. He ripped it open down its length, and unrolled as best he could the similarly discoloured and deformed parchment within.

      “Sorry about the blood. Your man carried it strapped across his chest. The arrow went through contract and him alike. But you can see’ – he held the document out to Creel, who took hold of it – “you can see that he marked down twenty kills before he died. For the other forty you’ll have to take my word. There’s not a man bearing blade in the King’s name left between here and Trumock. We’ve done as you asked of us.”

      Creel examined the fouled contract intently. He showed no distaste, that Drann could detect, at the blood soaked into it.

      “Can you do that?” Yulan asked. “Take my word?”

      Creel folded the parchment and tucked it inside his jerkin.

      “I’ve heard men attach all manner of calumny and offence to your name, but never the betrayal of a contract, or lying about its completion. And I’d say you won more than a little of my faith with your work yesterday, wouldn’t you?”

      It was only now, noting a faint softening in Yulan’s shoulders and hands, that Drann realised the extent to which the Captain of the Free had been prepared for a different response. He had not been certain of Creel’s answer. And Drann had no idea what would have happened if it had been less accommodating.

      “Payment’s in the pouch,” Creel said, jabbing a thumb over his shoulder towards a dark corner of the tent, where not one but several leather bags lay in a pile. “You want it now?”

      “After I’ve eaten.”

      “Good. Let’s break bread.”

      Creel abruptly swept his arm across the table, sending the severed ears scattering over the rug. One tumbled to touch the toe of Drann’s boot before falling flat. He kicked it discreetly away. They reminded him of the pig’s ears the butcher in his village sometimes sold by the handful.

      The guard who had been waiting patiently by the tent’s entrance with a platter of bread came forward and set it down on the table. The lord of Mondoon tore a loaf in half with all the enthusiasm of a ravenous farmhand, and offered a hunk to Yulan.

      Whatever was between these two great men, it was beyond Drann’s ability to put into simple words. A thing particular to great men, perhaps; incomprehensible to those of meaner standing. Wariness. A grudging regard. Even – though Drann was not at all sure he was not imagining this one – a hint of abrasive affection.

      “I’ve another contract to offer you,” Creel said through a half-chewed mouthful. A few crumbs of soft dough escaped his lips and congregated in his beard.

      “I told you the Trumock road was likely the Free’s last labour,” Yulan said. “That hasn’t changed. We’re done.”

      Creel laughed. Yulan did not.

      “Didn’t believe you then, don’t now,” Creel said.

      “We’ve tested our luck a long time and it’s held firm, but it gets to be burdensome. There’s more than a few of us’d not weep to leave all this behind, me amongst them; and there’s none could easily take my place at the head once I’m gone. I think our time – the free companies’ time – is finally passed.”

      “It passed for all the rest of them a good while back. Not you, though. Not the Free.”

      “Even us. Our charter’s a grant of the Hommetic kings. There won’t be any more of them, will there? No more kings?”

      “No,” Creel acknowledged. “They found Crex a few days ago in the Holden Shaw, hiding in a woodcutter’s cottage. Wearing a woodcutter’s clothes, the silly goat. His head’s spiked and sent to Armadell-on-Lake, arms and legs to four other cities.”

      “Equitable of you, to share him out. Makes our charter a good deal less certain than it was, though. Will your Council honour it? Enforce it? You and your friends rose up to put an end to the arbitrary exercise of power, didn’t you?”

      “Depends who you ask. Me, Crex had already taken my brother-in-law’s head, and he was better than halfway convinced I was plotting against him. Making the rumour real seemed my best course. But arbitrary exercise of power? I suppose that’s the taproot, for some of us.”

      “Well, that’s what’s sitting across this table from you. I am the arbitrary exercise of power. Anyone who can afford the Free can buy enough power to exercise it just about any way they choose. Is your Council going to rest easy with that?”

      “You’ve more friends than foes amongst the cities,” Creel said, with an expansively dismissive shrug. “I doubt you’ve anything to fear from the Council, or whatever might succeed us.”

      Yulan smiled, though Drann felt there was more sadness than mirth in the expression.

      “And what about the School? They spent decades harrying all the other companies into nothingness. We’re unfinished business for them, and believe me, they’ve tried to finish it more than once.”

      “Yet it remains unfinished, because you’re too fierce and friend-rich for even them to wrestle to the ground,” Creel said. “But they’re a thing of the Kingdom, anyway. Their word’ll not carry the weight it once did. Sided with us in the end, but by all accounts they near tore themselves apart trying to decide between us and Crex.”

      “They didn’t side with you; they decided not to side with the King. You’d do well to mark the difference. The School was there – a sapling, but there – before the Kingdom, before even the first of the free companies. Outlasted both, outgrew both, and had more than a small hand in the ending of both. I’ll give you a wager, if you like: every penny, every copper bit, of the prize in that pouch over there, that you learn just how much weight the word of the School still carries inside… oh, six months’d be more than time enough.”

      “Well, I’ll not test my fortune against your judgement. You’ve the quickest wits of any man on the continent, it’s said.”

      “Not true,” Yulan said sharply, and Drann thought he detected just the faintest wince of displeasure at the suggestion. “Not by a long way.”

      Creel grunted. Leaned back in his chair, chewing a contemplative mouthful. After a moment or two’s silence, he shrugged. Yulan’s olive hand, resting on the surface of the table, stirred. The first finger began to tap at the wood. Soft, but regular. It put Drann in mind of the twitching of a cat’s tail. Creel did not seem to notice, or care.

      “I can’t force you to take what I offer, of course. I’ve a mind this might be a contract you want, though.”

      “Do you?” Yulan asked with an air of indifference, still drumming that finger, staring into Creel’s eyes. “Why’s that?”

      “Well, the thing is this: it looks like the last stagnant pool of the Hommetic swamp might be ripe for the draining, if I can find some fleet-footed folk with good big spades for the task.”

      “Who?”

      “Callotec.”

      And at the uttering of the name, everything changed. As if a sudden frost had crisped out of the air to chill and still everything, every breath. Yulan’s finger stopped in mid tap, held crooked and motionless. His eyes narrowed as he regarded the lord of Mondoon.

      “Not a great threat to your new settlement, I’d have thought,” he said, very calmly and quietly. “Friendless, that one.”

      “Friendless as they come,” Creel agreed. “I’ll pay well for him, nonetheless. Twice what you’ll carry off today. That’s enough to give even coin-heavy folks like the Free pause for thought, isn’t it? One last pay day to grease your retirement.”

      “Why do you care so much about Callotec?”

      “Well I’m not one for leaving a task only nine tenths done. But more especially, it seems that last loose tenth is on his way to the Empire. There’s nobody wants the last man with a claim on the throne sitting in Arnothex making friends with the Orphans. Particularly not if that man’s a viper like Callotec. It’d be all but a promise of blood to come. Rivers of the stuff.”

      Yulan folded his hands in his lap, clasping them together.

      “The Orphans acquiring a claimant needn’t change much, not even a cousin to Crex; you – the School, at least – still have the Bereaved. They’re mad folk in the Empire, but not so mad they’ll unlearn their fear of that any time soon, no matter how Callotec tries to goad them.”

      Creel took another bite of bread, and waved the small hunk remaining in his hand with a flourish.

      “A plan that rests upon the sanity of the Orphans is a turd of a plan, Yulan. I don’t need to worry about it if I’ve got Callotec’s head on my table, do I?” he said through spittle and dough.

      “Who’s with him?” Yulan asked.

      “Three or four dozen Armsmen, from what we hear. No Clevers.”

      “Seems like excess to set me and mine on the man, then. Cleaving a mouse with a broadsword.”

      Creel rocked back in his chair and sighed.

      “You use a broadsword if that’s what’s to hand. My lads are war-spent. I left better than half of them at Caradon, and you saw yesterday what the ones I’ve got left’re worth. Anyway, I can afford you, since I scooped up a nice little treasury at Caradon, so why not?”

      “Why not? Because the Free’s done, Creel. Most of those who aren’t with me here are already on their way to White Steading for the settling of shares.”

      “But it’s the Dog-Lord,” insisted Creel with sudden vigour. “You’re telling me that counts for nothing? I don’t believe it. I know you better than that.”

      Drann did not understand the import of all this. He had never heard of any Callotec, cousin to the King, Dog-Lord. But that frost was still on the air. In the leaden, quiet pause, he could clearly feel it. The name meant something, to one or both of these men. Yulan was staring down at his interlaced fingers, lost in thought.

      “You haven’t asked me where he’s running to,” Creel said, looking away for a moment.

      “You said,” Yulan muttered. “The Empire.”

      “Yes, but what drain does the rat mean to sneak away through? He’s making for the Old Threetower Road, Yulan. That’s what I hear. He’s making for Towers’ Shadow.”

      The Captain of the Free sighed at that. Whatever or wherever Towers’ Shadow was – Drann had no more heard of such a place than he had heard of Callotec – it carried great weight for some reason.

      “I’ll take your contract,” Yulan said quietly. “Me. I can only promise you my own sword.”

      Creel frowned. He rubbed his chin, brushing crumbs from his beard.

      “And I’d back your one against Callotec’s dozens,” he said, “but the contract’ll be with the Free. Not just you. Yes? You’ll ask them, give them the chance?”

      “I’ll ask them,” Yulan conceded. “But I won’t compel a single one of them. The Free’s finished, as far as they’re concerned.”

      He extended his hand across the table. Creel stared at it, pondering, then said, “Agreed,” and clasped it in his own. The two lions shared a curt handshake.

      “Done, then,” Creel smiled.

      “How did you get into Caradon?” Yulan asked, and the change in his tone was dramatic. His voice, and the very air within the tent, was entirely drained now of any hint of tension, any consequence to the matters under discussion. It was to be, it seemed, merely two men passing the time in idle conversation.

      Drann found his own shoulders easing, and his stance softening; his body responded of its own volition to that change in the timbre of proceedings. He had not realised how tight he had been before.

      “Subterfuge or bribery, I’d guess,” Yulan went on. “Caradon’s walls never counted for much, but you still didn’t have the numbers or the machinery to get past them. I thought you’d be about that business for another week or two at least.”

      “Bribery it was,” Creel grinned. “Nothing like a lost cause and a silver-pledge to change the allegiance of folk with nowhere to run. It was a good investment. Turns out their treasury was well stocked. And I took a lot of prisoners, most of them inclined to play friendly now I’m a victor. I look to have added a Clever to my household, which is always —”

      “Who? Who’s the Clever?”

      “You’ve half an idea already, I can see. I didn’t even know he was in Caradon, but I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised when you know things I don’t. Anyway: the Weaponsmith.”

      “And you brought him here?”

      The urgency in Yulan’s voice was startling. The Captain of the Free leaned forward, set both hands flat on the table. All that easing of the mood was undone in an instant, as if it had never been.

      “Yes, of course,” Creel said, as puzzled at the change in Yulan’s demeanour as Drann was. “Why —”

      But the question went unfinished. Yulan surged to his feet, turning even as he did so. His chair went flying backwards. The table rocked and shuffled sideways. Yulan ran. The guards in the tent’s doorway had to leap from his path as he vanished, out into the camp.

      Creel of Mondoon stared after his disappeared guest, his eyebrows raised and his lips pursed in surprise. Then he sniffed, and snapped at his guards: “Get after him, then. See what’s afoot.”

      The command was given with such sharp authority that Drann felt himself included by it. As Creel’s men sprinted in pursuit of Yulan, he followed. It was that or be left alone with the warlord of Mondoon, and that did not appeal.

      He felt ears, soft beneath his heels, as he started to run. He skidded on them, and almost fell, just as Creel snapped out: “Stop there, boy.”
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      As a child, Yulan had distinguished himself in but one way from his peers in the rude Massatan village that was his home, at the edge of the sands: he could outrun any one of them. Fleet as a desert gazelle. That was what his proud parents said, in any case. Nonsense, but loving of them to say it. Upon such distinctions are the petty hierarchies of children built, and his pace had won him a perch near the top. He could still remember with the sharpest clarity, as it was his fortune and burden to remember almost everything, how it had felt: those dust-pounding legs, the near-desert sun beating on scalp and neck, the hot air plunging in and out of his chest.

      In later life it took rather more to mark yourself out from other men. He had done so in sanguinary fashion, but the bloody man he became had more than once been grateful for the speed inherited from the child he once was. He had run, on occasion, for his life. Today, more lives than just his own might be forfeit if he did not reach Kerig before word of the Weaponsmith’s presence did.

      The camp and its motley inhabitants slowed around him, even as he moved ever faster. It, and they, became a succession of glimpses, still and stiff. A strewing of rocks around which he must flow as fast and smooth as any mountain stream. So flow he did.

      Through a thicket of tree stumps, where Creel’s men had felled a copse to make their half-hearted palisade. Between lines of tethered horses that snorted and stirred at his fleeting presence. Across – a single long, leaping stride – the ashen, smoking remains of a campfire. Between two men talking to one another; crying vague abuse in his wake.

      Another man emerged, stooping, from a tent too suddenly to avoid. Yulan barged him over, staggered, recovered himself and surged on.

      He was running for the ridge where he had left the others. Where, he could hope, they still rested and bickered and ate. That it was a vain hope became apparent very quickly.

      He saw another figure darting between the tents. Coming in from the edge of the camp, and running as if it mattered. It was not Kerig, but that did nothing to ease Yulan’s worries.

      “Akrana,” he shouted, and she came to an abrupt halt, her pale hair loose and fluttering about her face. Trotted to meet him.

      “Weaponsmith’s here,” she said levelly. No hint of breathlessness. “The lads who brought us horse-feed mentioned it. Kerig’s gone for him.”

      “Which way?”

      She pointed into the heart of the camp.

      “Wren?” Yulan asked.

      “Hamdan’s trying to hold her back. Might manage it for a little while longer, but after that…”

      She did not need to finish the sentence. Nothing would keep Wren from Kerig’s side for long; she was his wife, and like him a Clever. Hamdan could not possibly stop her if she chose to go. Not if she reached for the entelechs.

      “Get back there and help him,” Yulan snapped at Akrana. “Nobody else comes into the camp. Tell Wren I’m bringing Kerig back. Promise her that.”

      Akrana nodded, turned, and raced for the ridge. Yulan ran in the direction she had pointed.

      Sound told him where to go before sight did. Screams and shouting. Then smell. An unmistakable hint of bitter smoke. Overlaying that, almost smothering it, the rich, warm smell of upturned earth, filling the air with an entirely unnatural strength and depth. That – the earth scent – was Kerig, without a doubt. And it told Yulan that he was probably too late. Likely as not, the worst was already happening.

      Other men were already heading in that same direction. Drawn to the mounting tumult like buzzards to a corpse. Yulan pushed past them. He burst into a space more open than most of the camp. A tent, large and red and flagged stood at one end of it.

      Kerig was down on one knee, his sweating face contorted by effort and concentration, his hands plunged wrist-deep into the ground. Yulan sprinted at him, but looked towards that big circular tent Kerig was facing. It was burning. Not fiercely yet, but that would come soon. It was the source of the screaming. Men were running with buckets of water. Others were standing, staring in horror or amazement at Kerig, the tent or both. They did not know quite what they were seeing, Yulan was sure, but they knew enough to be afraid. Or appalled.

      Yulan’s mind spun, and he – his self – was almost separate from it, floating above the blur of its movement, letting it run like a wheel. Thoughts were raised and tested and forgotten with his every stretching, desperate stride. As it often did when he most needed it, the rush of detached calculation left behind it a single conclusion for him to seize upon. It might be too late to prevent disaster, but if not, there was only one thing he could do that might change the course of events.
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