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Part One


Out of Empire









1
Never open the door after dark


The crash of a mailed gauntlet on the door tore Dash Cowley from his dreams, and brought back another night when steel-clad fists ripped his life apart. For a moment he was back there and then, when doors crashed open and screams rent the air—


Then he woke fully, staring around the dimly lit cabin, blinking away those memories, but the fist kept pounding, and now a rough voice called, ‘Oi, physicker: wake up!’


‘Dad?’ Zar called in a shaky voice from the loft.


‘Shhh,’ Dash hissed, peering at the door. He could see the flicker of torchlight through the cracks in the crude log cabin. It wasn’t yet dawn and the wind was making the pines creak and hiss. Breakers boomed distantly, a mile away.


No one comes out here at this hour. Then a hundred potential reasons suggested themselves, all sinister. ‘Stay hidden,’ he hissed at Zar, as he hurriedly dressed. ‘Keep your curtain pulled.’


‘Oi, wake up!’ that voice shouted again.


‘Coming.’ Dash staggered blearily to the door, bracing himself against the frame as he composed himself. His mouth felt sour, his head ached dimly.


Too much blasted rye last night.


Never open the door after dark in Teshveld, he’d been told within hours of arriving in this Gerda-forsaken seaside village. He checked the door bar was in place and called, ‘Who is it?’


‘It’s Gravis, from the inn. I got lordships out ’ere, needin’ a physicker.’


‘What?’ There’re no ‘lords’ in Teshveld. But it was definitely Gravis’ voice.


Then a cold male voice called in a Bolgrav accent, ‘Open door or we break, yuz?’ The voice was deep and atonal, every syllable laden with ponderous authority.


Shit, what’s a Bolgrav doing here?


Zar poked a pale face through the loft curtain, Dash signed, Pull your damn curtain shut, then unbarred the door before it was broken.


A mailed fist flew through the opening and stopped an inch from his nose. Dash peered around it at a big, rugged man with greying hair and a beard like steel wire: a Norgan ranger, at a guess, in his forties or fifties. His pale blue eyes widened, but he didn’t drop his clenched fist as he studied his host.


The Norgan didn’t look impressed, which was understandable. Dash knew he didn’t cut a heroic figure – just a slim man in his thirties, with intense eyes, greying black hair and a rudder-nose, passably handsome in a good light, but stubble-chinned and dishevelled right now.


‘That’s ’im, our physicker,’ Gravis wheedled. The guttering torch he held cast everyone in a ruddy light. ‘Dash Cowley, ’is name. Came ’ere four months ago. First proper healer we’ve ’ad in years.’


‘Cowley,’ the Bolgrav voice drawled; it belonged to a man in a noble’s finery, standing behind the Norgan: clean-shaven and pristine, with a blond mane and haughty caste to his face. His pale cloak was collared with blue fox fur, elegantly out of place in this coastal backwater, but his clothing had a lived-in look, as if he’d been travelling a long time. ‘You treat sick friend, yuz,’ the Bolgrav told him.


Frankly, I’d rather cut your Bolgravian throat than tend your bloody friend, Dash thought, but the Bolgrav had three more soldiers – his own countrymen, judging by the conical helms and long flintlocks hanging over their shoulders – as well as the Norgan. One was a sergeant; the other two bore a stretcher containing a swaddled shape. Steamy breath hung over them; overhead, the planetary rings, silver bands of light that carved the sky in two, glowed like the blades of a sky-god.


Kragga, the Bolgrav probably is a lord . . . but what’s he doing out here?


‘He’s right where I said, Lordship,’ Gravis bleated, cap in hand. ‘It’s a cold night, an’ a long walk.’


‘Pay him, Sergeant,’ the Bolgravian snapped. ‘You, Physicker Cowley: where from is you?’


‘I’m Otravian,’ Dash said truthfully; his nose was proclaiming that for him anyway. ‘My rates are—’


‘We pay what you earn; what you deserve, ney?’ the Bolgrav rasped, turning the ‘w’s to ‘v’s. He shoved Dash aside and stalked into the cabin, eyes flashing to the curtained loft. ‘What is up there?’ When Dash hesitated, he added, ‘I send men anyway, so you tell now.’


‘My, ah, child,’ Dash admitted. ‘Zar, show your face.’


She poked her head through the curtain, all freckled cheeks and big eyes.


‘Ah, young girl, yuz?’ the Bolgrav purred. ‘You, girl, come down.’


‘Get dressed first,’ Dash called, gritting his teeth. If this bastard mistreats her . . .


But the best chance of getting rid of the Bolgravs would be to comply as quickly as possible, so he lit the oil-lamp, hurriedly cleared his table, then stood back as the soldiers hoisted the stretcher onto the table. It held a plump redheaded man who was flushed red, sweating badly and stinking of piss and faeces. His right side was encased in bloody, badly wrapped bandages.


‘What’s happened to him?’ Dash asked, wondering if it was even safe to touch the man. ‘Uh, my lord . . .?’


‘Lord Vorei Gospodoi, am I. You speak Bolgravian? Be easier.’


Dash did have some Bolgravian, but he wasn’t about to admit it here. ‘Just Magnian, milord.’


The Bolgrav grunted in displeasure. His eyes fixed on Zar as the thin girl clad in a boy’s shirt and trousers clambered down the ladder. He blocked her from reaching Dash, ignoring her flinch as he stroked her cheek. ‘Mmm. Soft, like all Otravians, ney? What is name, girl?’


‘She’s called Zar,’ Dash answered for her. ‘She’s my nurse. I need her help to treat this man.’


Gospodoi smiled coldly, but stepped aside, allowing Zar to dart past.


‘Cowley, you will heal this man, or bad thing happens for you and daughter.’


Kragging Bolgravs, Dash thought. We crossed a continent to escape arseholes like you.


‘I’ll do my best,’ he answered, ‘but I need to know what ails him.’


‘This man has unknown illness, from northwest.’


‘The northwest? But there’s nothing out there—’


Gospodoi fixed him with a frosty eye. ‘I tell you this, you not repeat, ney? He fell ill in place across Narrows, name is Verdessa.’


The new-found land? Rumour had it there was nothing there but a thin band of rocky shore below the ice-cliffs, but of course, the empire was just getting started over there. Despite himself, Dash was interested. ‘Verdessa – yes, I’ve heard of it.’


‘Is new place.’ Gospodoi smirked. ‘All new places is found by Bolgravians. We are greatest nation, conquer all of Shamaya, yuz. Explore, expand, exploit. You will find, Otravian, no matter where you go – and whoever woman you meet – that Bolgravian man has been there first.’ He chuckled, then jabbed a finger at the sick man. ‘This man is cartomancer. You know cartomancer?’


Holy Gerda! ‘Yes, I know what a cartomancer is,’ Dash admitted.


‘Excellent. You educated man, is good. So you must save him, yuz?’


‘I’ll do my best.’


‘You will,’ Gospodoi agreed, ‘or I break your hands . . . and maybe hurt pretty daughter?’


Bolgravs: every other sentence a threat. ‘How long has he been ill?’


‘Two week.’


‘That long? Was there no one in Verdessa or Sommaport you could take him to?’


Gospodoi went to answer, but the complexities of translating from his tongue to Magnian flummoxed him and he scowled at the Norgan. ‘You tell, Vidarsson.’


The Norgan spoke up. ‘I’m Vidar Vidarsson. The cartomancer’s a Ferrean named Lyam Perhan. He fell ill near the edge of the Iceheart, in northern Verdessa. We’d completed most of our work anyway, so we journeyed south to the coast and Perhan seemed to be rallying, so we sailed south for Sommaport. But he declined after we left Sommaport. Teshveld is the first village we found on this road.’


‘Yuz, is as Vidarsson say,’ Gospodoi put in. ‘You medicate Perhan, make him healthful.’ He stroked Zar’s hair, then turned on his heels curtly. ‘Vidarsson, you will stay and watch, with my men. I stay in tavern.’


Of course you will, Dash thought sourly, and you’ll probably drink their best grog and not pay. But that was Gravis Tavernier’s problem. His was to somehow save this cartomancer.


As Lord Gospodoi stalked off without a backwards glance, Dash turned to Zar and issued a string of instructions: for boiled water, for sedatives and for the herbal poultices he’d been preparing for the next slaan-fly outbreak. Outside, the Bolgrav soldiers were making themselves at home, pissing against his back wall and stealing his firewood while guffawing in their guttural tongue.


Once the Norgan ranger had taken in the lie of the land, including checking the two mules in the lean-to out the back, he sat at Dash’s table, sniffing the wine jar. ‘Rannock claret?’ He poured himself a mug. ‘You bring it with you from home?’


Questions weren’t welcome, and nor was someone stealing his wine, but the Norgan was a hulking man with an air of violence, so Dash limited his response to sarcasm. ‘I traded for that, Vidarsson.’


‘Call me Vidar,’ the ranger growled, pouring himself a mug of the claret. He had craggy features and a pulsing vein in his right temple. ‘So what’s an Otravian healer doing in this Gerda-forsaken hole?’


‘I ask myself that every day. But we take oaths to heal where sickness is found.’


‘Most healers I’ve met are motivated more by coin than oaths,’ Vidar grunted. ‘And most men who live in shitholes like this do so because they don’t want to be found.’


‘I bet most of those don’t really want to talk about it, either,’ Dash observed. ‘Now, if you don’t mind, I’ve got to look after your Bolgravian cartomancer friend if I’m to save my hands.’


‘No friend of mine,’ Vidar said, swigging his wine. He wiped his mouth. ‘Good drop, this.’


‘You’re welcome,’ Dash grunted. ‘So why’s a Norgan nursemaiding a bunch of Bolgravs?’


‘Because I happen to like Imperial argents in my purse,’ Vidar growled. ‘And they’re the only game in town.’


‘You guided them in Verdessa? What’s out there?’


‘That’s none of your concern, healer. Get on with it and I’ll keep your wine company.’


Dash quietly fumed, but he and Zar began their task, removing the cartomancer’s clothes, cutting away the soiled bandages and revealing the wound: a scab-crusted puncture that was seeping foul-smelling fluid. That’s no ‘illness’, Dash thought, having to stop himself retching at the stench.


‘Never seen a healer get all spitty over a bad smell before,’ Vidar observed sagely.


‘I have a sensitive nose,’ Dash replied. ‘Aromatic herbs, Zar.’


‘Maybe you’re just a kragging useless healer,’ Vidar sniffed. ‘Or a fraud?’


That was too close to the truth, but Dash kept his composure. ‘What happened to him?’


‘Fell through some ice onto a buried branch,’ Vidar sniffed. ‘Useless outdoorsman, he was. Had to baby him through the journey. Reckon there’s rotting debris in the wound.’


Dash poked around and nodded in agreement. ‘The wound’s become infected. His blood’s turning septic. It’s only the clotting around the wound that’s preventing the poisoned tissue from circulating and killing him. What do you suggest, Zar?’


Zar’s fifteen-year-old face was screwed up in horror at the foul-looking wound, but she managed a coherent response. ‘We wash, cleanse, cauterise, then apply a poultice.’


‘Good,’ Dash said with approval, ‘but consider his respiration and overall wellbeing: can he survive cauterisation, do you think? And what about sedation?’


Zar considered and they batted ideas back and forth, then set to work. Zar glanced sideways at Vidar, then softly asked, ‘What’s a cartomancer, Dad?’


Dash shook his head, but Vidar looked up. ‘Well? Answer her question.’


It’s not illegal to know, I guess, Dash decided. ‘A cartomancer uses praxis to explore the world – specifically far-sight, foresight and earth magic – to determine the geological composition of a region.’


Zar’s eyes shone as she looked at their patient anew. ‘That’s a good thing, right?’


‘I suppose. But you have to remember, when they present their data to the empire, it usually leads to colonising invasions, the displacing of thousands of people to be exploited until they drop dead of exhaustion and kragging up the land for generations as they rape it beyond sustainability.’


‘Oh.’ Zar’s burgeoning admiration evaporated.


‘That sounds like Liberali talk, Cowley,’ Vidar growled. ‘The Imperium outlawed the old Liberali Party in Otravia nine months ago.’ He added, ‘They purged them with old-fashioned bloodwork.’


Gerda’s Tits, people I used to know . . .


‘I got out of Otravia years ago,’ he replied, adding, ‘in any case, I’m apolitical.’


‘There are no apolitical Otravians,’ Vidar snorted, then he sighed. ‘Look, Cowley, or whatever your real name is, I sympathise. My country’s been screwed over by the Bolgravs just as much as yours. So I’ll stop asking questions you don’t want to answer.’


They shared a more understanding look, then Dash turned to Zar. ‘Let’s get to work.’


They laboured for a couple of hours, cleansing and then cutting away infected tissue, before placing half a dozen leeches in the wound to suck up the infected blood. The cartomancer’s breathing stabilised, but that was the only good news.


I’m sorry, Cartomancer, but the chances are, you’ll never wake again. Dash hung his head, feeling that ache of not knowing enough, of not being enough. A real healer might have been able to save the cartomancer, but out here, knowing enough to cauterise a wound and sew up a cut made you the best physicker in the district. This was the western edge of the empire: the last place left to hide.


With a sigh, he plucked off the leeches, then mixed up a tonic, taking a moment to surreptitiously palm a tiny blue bottle and tip a drop into one of two clay cups. After he’d dosed the cartomancer, he pulled out a small keg and poured a thimble of amber fluid into each of the clay cups. He placed the tainted one in front of Vidar.


‘This is Urstian rye, best in Ferrea. Surely that’s worth some news?’


Vidar pushed the empty mug of claret aside, took the cup he was offered and downed it in one. Then he smiled. ‘Now that was good. Where’d you get it?’


‘From a trader in Falcombe, on the road here. Cost a fortune, because you just never see stuff like that out here: this isn’t Reka-Dovoi or Kortovrad.’


‘Tell me about it,’ Vidar snorted.


Dash poured another round and the ranger related his tidings: more failed rebellions in the Magnian heartland; more political assassinations and intrigues. ‘But we’ve been away over the Narrows for three months now, so I daresay it’s all changed,’ Vidar concluded, yawning.


‘A successful expedition?’ Dash asked.


Vidar chuckled. ‘Tell you that, I’d have to kill you.’


They chatted away amiably enough for another few minutes, then Vidarsson began slurring his words. ‘This rye . . . is . . . kragging strong, Cowley—’


‘Oh, Urstian rye’s a beast,’ Dash agreed. He smiled, waiting as the ranger deteriorated quickly, his head nodding, until he slumped and began to snore.


‘Gerda’s Blood, Dad, you just drugged him,’ Zar squeaked.


Dash went to the door and peered into the frigid night. The three Bolgrav soldiers were huddled over a blaze they’d made with his firewood. If these bastards hang round much longer we’ll be destitute again.


‘I want to read this cartomancer’s notes,’ he told Zar. ‘You get some sleep.’


He tousled her hair and they shared a fond, anxious hug; they’d been through a lot together and their bonds were tight but she’d clearly guessed that as soon as Gospodoi’s party were gone, they’d need to move again. If the Bolgrav gave their description to anyone with the wrong connections, the hunt would be on again.


Gerda knows where to next . . . There’re not too many other places to run, unless we leave the continent altogether . . .


Zar went back to her loft and he returned to the unconscious cartomancer and removed the satchel under his head. With half an eye on the drowsing Vidarsson, he opened the leather bag and removed the journal all cartomancers carried, and began to read. He was interested to see that while the older entries were in Magnian, which everyone could read, the later writings were in Ferrean, a standard subject in Otravian universities – but not in Bolgravia.


I’m fluent in Ferrean, but I bet Gospodoi isn’t. Most Bolgravs can’t be arsed learning other folk’s tongues. He read quickly, anxious to finish before his uninvited guest awoke.




I, Lyam Perhan, Imperial Cartomancer, do attest. In the year 1534ME, I accompanied Lord Vorei Gospodoi of Bolgravia on an expedition from Sommaport, across the Narrows, to the newly discovered land of Verdessa, which is claimed by Bolgravia.





The notes detailed navigational bearings, mineral readings and some sparse notes on flora and fauna. Perhan listed no native peoples, but he did mention a lake in the mountains at the edge of the Iceheart, the vast expanse of ice in the north. When Dash read the water analysis, one obscure chemical symbol, buried deep, leaped off the page.


Istariol . . . Gerda Alive, he found traces of istariol! And the readings hinted at far more: a lode bigger than anything discovered since the Mizra Wars. Dash’s veins tingled at the thought of what such a lode could do in the right hands – it might even revive the fight for freedom in Otravia and across the Magnian continent. The call of home flared up inside him, together with the burning need for revenge on the Mandarykes and all the other turncoats who let the Bolgravs into Otravia.


He skimmed the rest of the journal, finding no other references to istariol, but he judged that Perhan was wilfully obfuscating. The Ferreans have suffered as badly as the rest of us. Perhaps he didn’t want to tell Gospodoi what he’d found, so he buried the information in such a manner that it was more likely a friendly eye would see it . . .


He closed the journal and returned it to the satchel, then settled onto his pallet, closed his eyes and fell to dreaming of a glorious return to his homeland.


*


It felt like only minutes later when Zar shook him awake. ‘Dad,’ she murmured, ‘he’s waking – and the sun’s coming up.’


Dash looked up blearily and rubbed his eyes. He might not feel rested, but excitement was tingling in his veins. After too many years of exile the sense of opportunity was beckoning, but he kept calm as he washed his face, re-lit the fire and put water on the boil, keeping one eye on Vidar Vidarsson as the Norgan snuffled his way back towards wakefulness.


The cartomancer’s discovered enough istariol to start a war, but I’m almost certain he’s not told anyone else. So does anyone know about this find but him and me?


He looked across the room at Zar, seeing her mother’s face echoed there, and wondered if he had the right to drag her into one of his schemes. Let it pass, caution urged. Keep your head down. But the cartomancer’s journal was a treasure map. Letting such a chance pass by would tear him apart.


And what’s the alternative? To die in exile, while the Mandarykes ruin my homeland?


‘Zar,’ he asked, ‘if we had a chance to return home, you’d want to take it, wouldn’t you?’


‘Of course. I’m sick of being nowhere.’


He winced. She’d be at home right now if he hadn’t stolen her from her mother. But she’d be living at the whim of the Mandarykes and their Bolgrav friends, just like her mother, and they’d soon have taught her to despise me.


‘It’d be for us,’ he said, trying to convince himself as much as her. ‘For all we once had.’


‘I know, Dad,’ she said, throwing him a warning look as Vidar stirred again.


Still undecided, Dash signed her to put the conversation to one side. ‘Can you make us breakfast, please?’ he asked, before turning to the Norgan. ‘You all right there, fella?’


Vidar blinked awake, then peered at his empty cup. ‘Deo’s Balls, that stuff hits hard.’


‘Just relax, friend Vidar,’ Dash said. ‘I’m sure it’s been a trying journey for you.’


‘You have no idea,’ Vidar growled. ‘The number of times I came close to knifing those pricks. Arrogant bastards think they own the whole kragging world.’


‘They do: my land, your land, everyone else’s land. They’ve got the most powerful sorcerers, they’ve got the biggest armies and the most gold: the three pillars of empire.’


Vidar looked at him steadily. ‘Were you in Colfar’s rebellion?’


Dash winked and threw the Norgan’s words of the previous night back at him: ‘Tell you that, I’d have to kill you.’ They laughed, then he added, ‘We lost. There’s nothing more to say.’


‘Aye,’ the Norgan answered eventually. ‘I just pray that one day there’ll be a chance to strike back – a way that isn’t just throwing my life away.’


‘Don’t we all?’ Dash agreed.


The door swung open without warning, Dash flashed his hand to his dagger and spun round – to face a smug-looking Lord Gospodoi standing in the doorway.


The Bolgravian noble chuckled at the sight of bared steel. ‘Physickers take peace oath, ney?’


Dash sheathed his weapon. ‘Teshveld isn’t safe, even for a healer.’


‘Yuz, but maybe nowhere is safe for Physicker Cowley?’ Gospodoi mused, allowing his cloak to fall open: he wore a twinned rapier and dagger, the gems on the hilts worth more than all of Teshveld, not that that was saying a lot. He ambled into the hut and studied the unconscious Perhan. ‘How is patient?’


‘He’s alive, but I don’t think there’s much I can do,’ Dash replied, wondering how good Gospodoi was with his sword. ‘The infection’s gone too deep.’


Gospodoi tutted, as if chiding a disappointing infant. ‘I warned you,’ he said, reaching out and grasping Zar by the hair. ‘Maybe I make your daughter pay for your failings.’


‘I can’t do the impossible,’ Dash replied, keeping his voice subservient despite his hammering heart. The Bolgrav soldiers were now pressed around the door, sensing the chance of violence. ‘He was too far gone. You’re not being fair.’


‘Fair?’ Gospodoi snorted, jerking on Zar’s hair and making her squeal.


Then the Bolgrav laughed and let Zar go. ‘Just joke, yuz? Is funny, seeing man sweat over nothing.’ He put a hand on the back of Zar’s neck and asked, ‘So, you read Ferrean?’


Dash’s heart thumped, but he kept his expression frozen. ‘No one will harm my daughter.’


‘Of course.’ Gospodoi plucked the journal from the satchel under Perhan’s head. ‘You translate Ferrean words in this and all is well for you – and for little Zar-bird. Tell me about this “failed” expedition.’


Dash realised Gospodoi clearly suspected the cartomancer hadn’t told him everything. The empire doesn’t like failure, he thought.


So he took a deep breath, suppressed his worry about the threats to Zar, accepted the journal and retreated to his desk. His mind wasn’t on linguistics; he was trying to find a path he and Zar could walk that would allow them to get away unharmed.


‘Zar,’ he said firmly, ‘no one’s going to hurt you. Get up in the loft and clean up.’


‘Yuz,’ Gospodoi purred, ‘put nice dress on.’


Zar shot up the ladder like a polecat, jerking the curtains shut after her. Dash heard her crawl to the chest against the back wall and open it. He pictured her tossing clothes about in silent fury.


Then he focused on Vidar Vidarsson. His presence here might just provide the tipping factor. I can take one or two down, but not all these men – unless Vidarsson helps . . .


They’d made only the beginnings of a connection, but they shared the same view on Bolgravs, at least. So he threw the ranger a grin and said, ‘How’s your head, my friend?’ A plan began to form. He tapped the jug of rye. ‘You had a little too much moonfire last night?’


In most of Norgania and Otravia, the slang for istariol was moonfire.


Vidar’s eyes narrowed, then he stretched and stood. ‘Can’t ever get too much moonfire.’


‘What is this moon fire?’ Gospodoi enquired.


Dash handed him the jug. There was quite a bit of the rye left. ‘This.’


Gospodoi sniffed it, then deliberately dropped the clay vessel on the stone floor, shattering it and spraying the precious drink among the rushes. ‘I piss better drink than this,’ he remarked.


You kragging arsehole.


‘That’s a waste,’ Vidar muttered, his eyes glinting and the vein in his temple pulsing.


‘I can get more moonfire,’ Dash replied, discreetly tapping the diary, ‘from an old flame.’


Message received?


He awaited some sign, but beyond that throbbing vein, Vidar’s face was unreadable. Tension, or dislike for his employers? Whatever, I’m pretty sure he’s getting worked up.


Deciding he needed more solid confirmation, Dash put one hand behind his back where Gospodoi couldn’t see and traced a circle: Magnian finger-cant. Are you with me?


Vidar frowned.


Come on, man, are you in? Dash wondered. He thought they’d kind of made friends last night, even agreeing they’d both like to strike back against the oppressor. But I doubt either of us thought that would mean here and now.


Gospodoi went to the door and called in Bolgravian for his sergeant. Are they suspecting something? Dash worried as the sergeant came to the door and surveyed the small hut. Then he heard Zar moving above and glanced up.


‘Girl is up there,’ Gospodoi told the sergeant, this time speaking Magnian. ‘If there is problem, we punish her.’


‘Dad?’ Zar called from behind the curtain.


‘Make sure you’re properly dressed,’ Dash replied.


Tension settled like frost. Vidar went to the fireplace and warming his hands, said as if in afterthought, ‘Tell me about this old flame, Physicker.’


He gets it. Dash stopped himself sighing with relief. ‘Died of infection; there was nothing anyone could do. Then the damned nobles came in and took everything.’


‘Too much you talk,’ Gospodoi said. ‘Stop now and read journal.’


Dash obediently began, ‘I, Lyam Perhan, Imperial Cartomancer, do attest—’


‘Ney, ney,’ Gospodoi said impatiently, ‘go to water readings, last entry. Tell me.’


Dash tapped a finger, thrice in quick succession, then twice, then once—


—and moved: his hand flew to the hidden dagger in the scabbard tacked to the underside of the desk, he drew it and thrust it into Gospodoi’s kidneys, shouting, ‘Now, Vidar!’


Gospodoi convulsed in shock as the blade penetrated – but Vidar just stared, his mouth falling open, and Dash realised that the ranger hadn’t understood any of his cryptic messages at all.


Shansa mor! ‘Move!’ he barked at the Norgan.


At the doorway, the big Bolgrav sergeant stood frozen, just as stunned – no one was ever stupid enough to attack a Bolgrav lord like this. But the two soldiers behind him were yelping and flailing for their weapons.


‘What the—?’ Vidar gasped.


‘Jou—’ Gospodoi grunted, reaching for his pistol, but his legs went and instead he staggered against the table.


The sergeant finally wrenched out his sword, but wavered, unsure whether to go for Dash or Vidar.


‘Kragga!’ Dash exclaimed, ripping his dagger sideways out of Gospodoi’s belly, which sent blood spraying an arc across the room. The nobleman collapsed into the fireplace, sending ash and sparks spitting everywhere. The flames quickly took hold of his clothing and as they blazed into life, he shrieked.


The Bolgrav sergeant made his decision: he raised his longsword and swung at Vidar – and the blade caught in the low rafters.


Vidar gaped at the blade, then at the sergeant, and now the pulse on his temple was really hammering.


Then he snarled.


Outside, the soldiers were shouting and waving their flintlocks around, but as they hadn’t fired at anyone yet, Dash guessed they weren’t loaded. But one had had the sense to ram a bayonet onto the muzzle and he burst through the doorway, lunging at the Norgan.


And still Vidar hadn’t moved . . .


Then Dash suddenly realised this wasn’t the paralysis of fear, but something deeper: Vidar’s eyes blazed with amber light, then his spine twisted and he hunched forward, hands splaying as he vented a bestial roar. He battered the bayonet aside, then drove his fingers – no, there were two-inch claws bursting through his nails – into the man’s throat and ripped.


Dash stared. Kragga mor, he’s a bearskin!


The soldier collapsed in a haze of spraying blood as the second man appeared at the door with a loaded flintlock. He saw Vidar standing over his dying comrade and took aim – as the curtain in the loft jerked aside and Zar appeared, cradling a crossbow. With a sharp thunk, she discharged the weapon and the bolt slammed straight into the gun the soldier held, which jolted and roared flame. The lead ball pinged off the floor and lodged in the wall six inches from Dash’s head, but he was already spinning and hurling his dagger, which buried itself in the man’s left shoulder, sending the gasping Bolgrav staggering backwards.


With a furious roar, Vidar went at him, a six-foot leap that bore the soldier down. His teeth – now long, savage fangs – snapped closed in the man’s neck. Vidar wrenched, the neck snapped and the soldier went still. But Vidar continued to rip at the flesh – then he turned his bloodied face back to the doorway . . .


In an instant, he’d launched himself back into the hut, straight at Dash—


—who leaped, pulled his old army falchion from the rafter where it hung and slammed the hilt into the bearskin’s temple. Vidar folded, slumping stunned onto the bloody rushes. The pulse in his temple slowed and his claws and fangs began to retract.


In just ten seconds, the hut had become a charnel house.


Panting hard, Dash turned to the fireplace – and caught his breath in horror, for Gospodoi, who should at the very least have been unconscious, if not dead, was rising to his knees, his fingers tracing ancient runes that hung in the air, glowing, as he muttered, ‘Skiamach! Animus!


The stench of sulphur and smoke filled the room. The Bolgrav roared ‘Impetu—’ as he punched his right fist towards Dash. The air blurred, then rippled – and blasted across the room—


—but Dash had already hurled himself aside. The ball of force still spun him round, but he kept his footing, and he still held his sword. He bounded forward and thrust it into Gospodoi’s chest, sending him backwards into the fire again. The flames once again roared over Gospodoi’s charred silk clothing, but this time the Bolgrav had gone rigid.


Frightened the fire would engulf the whole hut, Dash lunged for the nearest liquid, which happened to be the piss-bucket. When he tipped it over the blazing Bolgrav lord, it sizzled and sent foul-smelling steam rising to the ceiling – but the fire went out.


Panting in relief, Dash wrenched out the sword, and just stood there, momentarily dazed by the chaos of the last few seconds.


But then Gospodoi sat up. His flesh was charred and his clothes were smouldering, but his eyes had turned the same bright blue as an azure light blooming from a necklace around his throat. He reached out blackened fingers and an unseen force gripped Dash around the throat, closing his windpipe and throttling him.


‘Skiamach, contundito!’ Gospodoi croaked, his face contorting with agonised rage. He tightened his grip, then twisted, trying to break Dash’s neck.


‘No,’ Dash choked, dropping to one knee as his vision blurred.


‘Father!’ he dimly heard Zar shriek.


He almost lost the falchion as his limbs shuddered and the force binding his throat became unbearable, vaguely saw Gospodoi’s hands swirl counter-clockwise and felt the unseen forces preparing to twist his head and rip it off. With what he knew would be his final burst of energy, he re-gripped the falchion and threw all his might into one movement, swinging the blade in an arc with all his remaining strength—


—and Gospodoi’s head almost leaped from the neck, blood gushed and the torso crashed back into the fireplace, finally staying still.


All Dash saw was the blood, scarlet torrents sweeping across the world as the pressure on his throat finally took him down. Darkness roared in his mind as he toppled sideways.


*


Dash woke to find Zar cradling his head.


‘Dad?’ she said anxiously as he opened his eyes to find himself lying among the bloodstained rushes on the floor of his hut, his clothes soaking up spilt rye and urine.


‘Ahhh—’


Vidar appeared over Zar’s shoulder, peering at him with a mix of perplexity and anger. ‘Gerda’s Teats, what kind of blasted physicker faints at the sight of blood?’


‘He . . . praxis . . . no air,’ Dash panted. ‘Blacked out.’


Vidar snorted, then grinned savagely. ‘Well, that was fun. But you could’ve warned me.’


‘I did warn you,’ Dash croaked indignantly, then added, ‘Well, I tried.’


‘When?’ Vidar demanded. ‘Deo on High, Cowley, that man was a blasted praxis-mage – the whole kragging empire will come looking for him, and that means I’m a feckin’ outlaw now – no, we all are. And to think I was going to retire on what he was contracted to pay me.’


‘He wasn’t going to pay you,’ Dash replied. ‘He was going to kill you.’


‘How the feck d’you know that?’


Dash didn’t reply; he’d just realised his daughter was in shock. He put his arms round her and pulled her close. Her eyes, round as saucers, were saying, ‘Dear Gerda, I nearly killed a man.’ Practising with a wooden weapon was a world away from using a real one with intent.


He looked up at Vidar. ‘I tried to tell you – I read Perhan’s journal while you slept. There really was stuff he didn’t tell Gospodoi – big stuff.’


Vidar stared. ‘What the krag are you saying?’


‘The “Moonfire”?’ Dash said, ‘the “old flame” – do you get it now?’ He stroked Zar’s back and kissed her forehead. ‘Better now?’


Vidar was still looking puzzled. ‘Nope. Don’t get it.’


‘I got it,’ Zar sniffed. For a moment she brightened, then she caught a glimpse of the corpses again and went white.


‘Got what?’ Vidar demanded. ‘This better be feckin’ good, Cowley, ’cos we’re surely going to hang for this when they catch us. I’d like to know why I’m dying an outlaw’s death beside a man I don’t even know.’


‘Oh, it’s good,’ Dash replied, keeping his voice calm. He’s a bearskin: if he loses his temper again, he’ll rip my head off. ‘Moonfire is slang for istariol and a “flame” is a nickname for a Ferrean. I was trying to tell you that this Ferrean cartomancer had found a lot of istariol he hadn’t told Gospodoi about.’


Vidar stared. ‘I thought you were telling me about some piss-headed girl you once shagged.’


Zar snorted.


‘You, shut it,’ Vidar told her. He fixed Dash with a glare. ‘You, talk.’


Dash settled Zar in a chair, then picked up the journal. ‘Your cartomancer found istariol traces in a river in Verdessa, according to his personal diary. But he obviously didn’t want Gospodoi to know, because he told Gospodoi his readings were negative and he wrote in Ferrean. The moment I confirmed Gospodoi’s suspicions, he was going to kill all three of us.’


The Norgan started mouthing curses.


‘I guess this means we’re going to have to move again,’ Zar grumbled.


‘I’m sorry,’ Dash told her, ‘but I had no choice.’


‘Then I’d better start packing – and just when I was starting to like it here,’ she added sarcastically. She clambered up the loft-ladder, deliberately avoiding looking at the bodies.


Dash turned to Vidar and, composing his words carefully, started, ‘I’m sorry about your money, Vidar, but believe me, you weren’t going to be collecting.’ Then he fixed him with a confident smile. ‘However, we can still come out of this rich beyond your brightest dreams.’


‘My dreams can get pretty bright,’ Vidar growled. ‘Istariol, you say? That damned cartomancer found istariol and hid it from Gospodoi and me? That means that only he, you and I know . . .’ He paused, taking that in.


‘Exactly. But Perhan’s beyond help now. I’m sorry if he was your friend.’


‘Barely knew him, but he seemed a decent sort.’ Vidar pulled a face then asked, ‘So what about this istariol, then?’


‘Well, I know where he found the traces: a lake at the foot of some mountain ranges. Does that sound familiar?’


‘Aye – that’s where the cartomancer hurt himself, right at the edge of the Iceheart. But the only thing he tested there were the waters at the mouth of a river running out of the Icelands.’


Dash thought about that. ‘In that case, I reckon we need to follow that river to the source. There’s a motherlode of istariol out there, Vidar Vidarsson. We can find it, mine it, sell it and make a fortune.’


‘You’re dreaming, Otravian,’ Vidar growled. ‘Verdessa is claimed by the empire and there’s already a garrison there. Even if we got there undetected, how would we mine it? That takes men. And anyway, istariol is only valuable to a sorcerer and they all serve the empire.’


Dash whispered, ‘Cognatus, animus,’ and felt the rush of energy as his familiar spirit sparked into life on his shoulder in emerald-hued Shadran parrot shape, invisible to anyone here but him. He traced a figure in the air: Ignus, the fire rune. Cognatus channelled energy and a tongue of fire formed on his fingertip, dancing prettily but not burning him.


‘Not all sorcerers serve the empire,’ he said, watching Vidar’s reaction.


‘I’m going to be a sorcerer, too,’ Zar called, sitting on the top step of the loft-ladder.


Vidar stared from father to daughter, scepticism warring with greed.


Greed won.


‘Gerda’s Fanny! You think we can actually do this?’


He said ‘we’, Dash noted. ‘It’s possible. Think, Vidar: we could be richer than kings.’


The bearskin looked skywards. ‘You two are going to be the death of me, aren’t you?’


Probably, Dash thought. I’ve been the death of most everyone else.









2
Who’s with me?


You want to find bodies, follow the crows, Dash’s father always used to say. The old man had fought the Urstian raiders twenty years ago, when Dash was a boy; he’d been a colonel when the Bolgravs tried and failed to conquer them the first time.


‘They thought they could try us,’ his father used to boast, ‘but Otravia was ready.’


But we weren’t ready when they came back, were we? Some of us even opened the kragging doors to them.


But that was of no moment now. What mattered was burying the bodies before the crows found them and brought other carrion-eaters. He and Vidar Vidarsson took the soldiers’ standard-issue diggers and carved out a trench in the shade of the trees out the back, while Zar cooked a hearty breakfast from purloined rations.


It was hot work despite the cold and the two men quickly stripped to the waist. Vidar was thickset, a slab of muscle going to fat and scarred with a dozen old wounds, but whip-lean Dash had a few scars of his own.


‘So,’ Dash said, leaning on his shovel as he caught his breath, while the Norgan laboured on, ‘who is Vidar Vidarsson?’


Vidar hesitated, then answered, ‘I was a regular in the Norgania Royal Army – a scout – till I got into a stupid duel with a nob. Killed the fecker, then had to run. Ended up in Bolgravia, where they were re-tooling their army for conquest – I was there when Tempeskov came up with the idea of the rolling volley. Transformed warfare, he did. Turned the flintlock from a curiosity for scaring peasants to a decisive weapon. I got officer rank – they used me to train the conscripts – but when they decided they were going to conquer the world, men like me got busted back to the ranks so that their gentry could get the glory.’


Dash spat on the churned turf. ‘You fought for the Bolgravs during the conquests?’


‘Nah, I left when it all kicked off. Never fired a feckin’ shot on their behalf. Our unit came upon this village near Consadyne, in Magnia – it’d already been captured, but the Bolgravs lined up the survivors, men, women, children, even babes in arms, and speared every single one of them as an example to the rest of the old kingdom. So I settled some scores and got the hell out. Now there’s a price on my head in half the empire.’ He grimaced. ‘It ain’t much though, before you get any ideas.’


Not as much as my own bounty, I’d warrant, Dash mused. He nudged Vorei Gospodoi’s body with his foot. The blackened headless corpse stank. ‘Did he know who you are?’


Vidar gave a guttural laugh. ‘Never used my real name in Bolgravia. He didn’t know me from a turd and his argents were as good as anyone’s. Or would’ve been – I was supposed to be paid when we got back to Falcombe.’ He spat, then looked up. ‘So what about you, Cowley? What’s your story?’


‘Short version: when the pro-Bolgravian faction seized power in Otravia, back in ’30, four years ago, I took my daughter and got out.’


‘You must’ve been pretty senior in the rebellion, being a sorcerer and all,’ Vidar guessed.


Dash shook his head. ‘No names is safer.’


‘Fair enough. But why come here?’


He had a point: the Pelarian coast was as bleak a place as could be found on the mainland, a land of sleet in winter and creeping mould in summer.


‘Feckin’ miserable place to hide out,’ Vidar added.


‘I guess this is as close to the edge of the empire as you can get without leaving civilisation behind entirely. Out here, people don’t talk to imperials, and they don’t dob each other in.’


‘So I’m guessing your head’s worth more than mine – not that I’d cash you in, either.’


‘Then let mutual silence be our bond,’ Dash suggested drily.


‘Aye, I’m all for that – and istariol. The price of the blood-dust never stops rising.’


‘True, that.’ Dash nonchalantly placed both hands back on the handle of his shovel, in case the next question caused offence, before asking, ‘So you’re a bearskin?’


Vidar’s face hardened. ‘Aye. Is that a problem?’


‘It is with most folk – but I fought alongside one or two in Colfar’s rebellion.’


‘I got it mostly under control, if that’s what you’re wondering.’


Mostly . . . Dash gave the man a sympathetic look. Bearskins generally didn’t live long. They were a dying breed, a legacy of the Mizra Wars, and those who were left were mostly to be found hiding on the fringes of society. Vidar looked to be in his forties, and that spoke of considerable self-discipline.


Although I still had to knock him out.


A bearskin was an asset though, by and large, and despite the confusion, Vidar had sided with him in the recent bloodbath. They weren’t yet friends, but Dash felt they might become so. He slapped the shovel handle and said, ‘Let’s finish up here, then we can talk properly.’


They returned to work with grim energy, digging as deep as the root system permitted, then rolling the thoroughly looted corpses into the hole. Out of respect, they dug a separate grave for Lyam Perhan, the Ferrean cartomancer. He had likely been forced to serve; that was how the Bolgravs operated.


When he was patting down the cartomancer before burial, Dash made an important discovery: a tiny crystal vial of reddish water, barely as long as his little finger, pushed into the hem of his shirt. Behind Vidar’s back, he held it up to the light and smiled, then pocketed it carefully.


When they had filled the graves, he said, ‘Stand back.’ With Vidar watching curiously, Dash muttered ‘Cognatus, animus!’ and his familiar appeared to his sight, although not Vidar’s. Cognatus, in his customary parrot-form, settled on Dash’s shoulder, then plunged into him. Dash’s vision changed, showing him an extra layer of life: the water seeping into the foliage, the insects and worms infesting the dirt and the sunlight pulsing through it all.


He traced Terra, the rune of earth, and said, ‘Renovare, nunc.’


The ground seethed with sudden energy: seeds burst into life and grass swelled up to cover the grave. Once he was satisfied, he concluded with, ‘Abeo, Cognatus amico,’ dismissing the familiar, his magical guardian and partner.


The unseen parrot reformed on his shoulder and nuzzled his cheek as his sight returned to normal, then took flight, circling Vidar unseen and unheard before shooting into the trees. Dash had trained Cognatus to keep his distance, for one never knew who was watching: unless they took care, a sorcerer could sense another practitioner’s familiar.


Vidar eyed the now-concealed graves uneasily. ‘Ain’t never been comfortable around sorcery,’ he muttered. ‘The Bolgrav military had plenty of enlisted sorcerers and damned scary buggers, they were.’


‘I don’t use it lightly,’ Dash assured him.


Vidar ran his eye over the graves, which had all but disappeared; the next rainstorm – pretty well a daily event here – would render it invisible to even the most careful eye. ‘Good work,’ he conceded, offering his hand. ‘If we’re to be partners, best we shake on it.’


A partner . . . Aye, I’ll definitely need one for this.


They clasped hands, then pulled their shirts back on before going through the loot: three flintlocks and a pistol, with plenty of powder and shot; the gemstones they’d prised from Gospodoi’s rapier and dagger hilts; a few silver argents the noble had in his purse, and of course, Perhan’s journal. Dash helped himself to the journal and gave Vidar the Bolgrav’s purse. ‘If you’ve been pressed into service you deserve it.’


Vidar gave him a grateful smile, then gestured at the guns. ‘Two each?’


‘Sure – you choose.’


‘I prefer to get in close,’ the bearskin growled, ‘but I’ll get a decent price for a couple of long-barrels.’


‘I’d hang on to them – we’ll need them if we’re going to try for the istariol.’


‘Fair enough.’ Vidar picked up the flintlock pistol and tossed it to Dash. ‘I s’pose a nob like you thinks a gun’s a coward’s weapon?’


Dash sighted at a nearby tree. ‘I got over the whole “glory of war” thing years ago. All that matters on a battlefield is surviving.’ He spun the pistol by the trigger-guard and thrust it into his belt. ‘I’ll take this and a musket. Haven’t had a gun since I left western Pelaria.’


They were sharing out the gemstones when Zar, clad in a boy’s travelling clothes, appeared with breakfast. ‘If we’re moving on, we may as well have a decent meal first,’ she said.


‘Don’t s’pose you’ve got a second keg of that rye stashed away?’ Vidar asked hopefully.


‘Nope.’


‘Then may Gospodoi burn for ever in the Pit.’


They wolfed down the food, washing it down with river water. There was no rain for a change, but the wind was surly and intrusive. There were good reasons why few people dwelt on this forbidding coast, and the climate wasn’t the least of them.


When they were done, Vidar thrust his bowl at Zar. ‘You go and wash this – your father and I need to talk.’


‘I’m not a serving girl,’ she flashed back.


‘My daughter and I share domestic duties,’ Dash told Vidar.


The Norgan frowned, then grunted, ‘Huh. Otravians.’


‘There’s nowhere else where women are treated as fairly,’ Zar declared, ‘and—’


‘Zarelda,’ Dash interrupted, ‘this is not the time to be playing “my country is better than your country”. No one ever wins. Vidar’s going to be with us for a while, so let’s be civil.’


‘Only civilised people can be civil.’


‘Zar!’ Dash turned to Vidar. ‘Sorry. She’s in a bad mood because we’re going to have to move again. The last few years have been one long journey for us.’


‘And wars,’ Zar added tersely, then she tsked and said, ‘Sorry, Dad’s right.’


Vidar chuckled. ‘I’m sure you’d be much happier at home in a castle with a dozen pretty dresses to your name,’ he said, and when Zar began to flare up again, he barked out a laugh. ‘Just teasing you, girl.’


‘You and I are going to be deadly enemies,’ Zar told the Norgan, but her eyes were twinkling. ‘Well, unless you do everything I tell you, starting with serving me hand and foot.’


‘Suspect it’d be easier to just be your enemy,’ Vidar snorted.


‘Let’s stay on topic,’ Dash interrupted. ‘We really do have plans to make.’


‘Fine,’ Zar chirped, ‘but does this primitive even know what istariol is?’


‘Is she always this mouthy?’ Vidar sniggered. ‘Of course I know about the blood-dust.’ Then he hesitated and added grudgingly, ‘O’ course, I don’t know how much of what I know is true. But I do know that you need it for powerful sorcery; that it’s worth more’n gold, and that you have to mine it. And it’s rare.’


‘That about sums it up,’ Dash replied. ‘If we can find even a small amount, the journey will be worth it. But Perhan’s journal suggested a lot of istariol – a motherlode – and that could be worth a king’s ransom. By the Pit, it could be a country’s ransom!’


‘Then it’d be too much to carry,’ Vidar noted.


‘True, but you won’t make your fortune on just a sack-load,’ Dash told him. ‘And the Bolgravian Empire takes a very close interest in istariol. We start selling it, we need to do so from a position of strength or some bastard will just take it off us and put our heads on a block.’


‘Then we just tap it occasionally,’ Vidar suggested. ‘Just enough to tide us over.’


‘While tramping in and out of the wilderness?’ Dash shook his head. ‘No, that won’t work either. From the moment we start selling, we’re going to be marked. Istariol isn’t a game you go into halfway. You’re either all in, or not in at all.’


Vidar scowled and spat. ‘Gerda’s Tits, is it worth it?’


‘Oh yes, for sure. If there’s enough of it, we can buy ourselves a kingdom. But we can’t do this alone. We’ll need people. I’ve got a friend or two I can call on, but we’ll need lots of bodies to make it work.’


Vidar looked troubled. ‘We can’t just noise it round that we’ve found istariol. Someone will go straight to the governor in Sommaport and we’ll soon be hunted down.’


Dash had been thinking about this very thing himself. ‘I’m not so sure,’ he replied now. ‘Teshveld is a frontier, of sorts: the edge of the world. This region is full of refugees, people who’ve lost everything. I reckon we can pull together enough folk to run a mine, and defend it too. There isn’t a man out here – or a woman, from what I’ve seen – who can’t handle a weapon, and none of them love the empire.’


Vidar looked sceptical. ‘I thought you’d only just got here and were laying low? How d’you know anyone?’


‘There’s only one other local with healing skills and she’s a church physicker, so I get to hear everyone’s stories,’ Dash assured him. ‘Believe me, if we can convince folk that the venture is real and has a decent chance of success, they won’t blab. We’ll need to slip away on the quiet, and once we’ve got the stuff, sell outside the empire – to the Zarros Archipelago in Shadra, for example – they’re still holding out. Play it right and we’ll be sunning ourselves there inside two years.’


Vidar pursed his lips and gave a low whistle. ‘Sun and sand and lithe, dark-skinned women? I’m in.’


‘But what about home?’ Zar asked. ‘What about Mum?’


Dash gave her a warning look. ‘While the Mandarykes rule, we have no home.’


‘But—’


‘Don’t,’ Dash warned, and his daughter fell silent. ‘Istariol can change a lot of things. From Shadra, we’ll be able to reconnect with the resistance movement in Otravia for a start.’


‘What’s this?’ Vidar asked. ‘If we’re to be partners, I need to know what you’re planning.’


Dash frowned at Zar, then explained, ‘My wife divorced me on the eve of the Mandaryke coup – they’re the traitors who seized control of Otravia, then sold us out to the Bolgravs. She’s now married to one of them.’ He was a little surprised at how much this admission still hurt him. ‘She did it to protect her family, but mine went to the gallows. I took Zar and ran.’


Vidar took that in, then asked, ‘Did Gospodoi recognise you, Cowley?’


‘Cowley’s not my real name – but I think he might have been starting to guess.’


‘Fair enough. I won’t ask more.’


‘I’ll tell you one day – I’ll tell the world, when the time’s right.’


‘That’s fine,’ Vidar said, ‘but let’s be clear: I’m not going to be a martyr to your cause. I’m in this for the money and I can’t imagine anyone else we recruit will feel differently. We band together and get rich, then we part and the rest of your quest for redemption is up to you. Understood?’


‘Understood.’ Dash kept his face stony as Vidar studied him.


Finally the Norgan sighed. ‘All right, so what’s next?’


‘Next? We send out some messages, then we go to Gravis Tavernier’s tap-house and buy some drinks.’


*


If Dash peered closely into the darkest corners of the tavern’s rafters, he could see the glint of rat-eyes; he could certainly smell their droppings. The cockroaches were just about as big, and the wine was spit-worthy. But Gravis did brew the best beer for miles and he did decent business – or he would have, if any of his customers had been worthy of the credit he extended. The place was seldom full or boisterous, for half his clientele were fugitives from the empire with no desire to make an exhibition of themselves. Even so, it was by far the best tavern in the district.


Tonight, after Gravis had passed the word to certain people about Dash’s desire to hold a meeting, it was packed. Dash lifted a hand in greeting to the publican as he entered, Vidar Vidarsson and Zarelda close behind.


His daughter looked round a little shyly; she’d never been allowed in Gravis’ tavern before.


Dash scanned the room, picking out faces; a healer quickly got to know who was who in any community, even one as loosely knit and secretive as this one. There were all sorts here, from villagers to smallholders, mercenaries to hunters – and they’d pretty much all come to escape the empire. Most people here would rather slit a Bolgrav’s throat than breathe the same air.


He’d already identified the opinion leaders: Sir Elgus Rhamp was a Pelarian knight and half the room would do whatever he did. Elgus, a barrel-chested, shaggy, thickset man with a ponytailed beard, had his usual coterie of his men around him, all drinking hard. Involving Rhamp was unavoidable, but he’d inevitably want to run the show – and take the lion’s share. I’ll need to put him in his place and keep him there . . .


The other person of importance round here was the local Deist priestess, Mater Varahana. In Magnia, taking vows was considered unmanly, so only women were entrusted – or condemned, in Dash’s view – to intermediating with Deo. But Varahana was an old friend of his, something they’d kept very quiet.


He spotted the priestess, an angular, elegant woman wearing her hood up, sitting with the other healer in the region. In truth, Kemara Solus was the only real healer, as Dash had never been much more than a field surgeon.


Dash leaned over the bar and said, ‘Gravis, beers all round, and three goblets of your best claret.’ He slapped down half a dozen argents – most of his remaining coin – and as he’d expected, the clink of metal drew many eyes. ‘And lemon ale for Zar.’


‘Right you are.’ He leaned in and murmured, ‘Here, that Bolgrav lord – Gos-whateverthefeck – he ain’t been back for his stuff. He staying at yours?’


Dash feigned surprise. ‘He left three days ago – for Falcombe, he said. I guess he didn’t value what he left behind.’


‘Weren’t much, to be sure. Just travelling gear and trinkets.’ Gravis had clearly rifled through it all. ‘Reckon I can sell it?’ he asked hopefully.


Dash was no longer paying attention; instead, he was scanning the room again, looking around to ensure that certain people weren’t here: specifically, Larch Hawkstone, the governor’s warden, or any of his Borderers. He’d heard they were currently at the southern end of the district. ‘I trust nobody we didn’t invite is here?’ he asked.


‘Only folk here are those as don’ like the empire, like ye asked,’ Gravis told him.


‘Good. Give me five minutes, then introduce me.’ Dash thrust an ale at Vidar, scooped up the red wine and walked to the table where Varahana and Kemara were sitting. ‘Mater Varahana, Mistress Kemara,’ he greeted them, handing each a goblet. Keeping the third for himself, he added, ‘Please – they’re on me.’


Mater Varahana arched a perfectly curved eyebrow. ‘Blessings of Gerda be upon thee,’ she said formally, then she winked. ‘I do like a good red,’ she added, with a sideways glance at the redheaded Kemara that had Dash snorting into his wine. Then he did choke as Varahana dropped her hood, revealing a completely shaved scalp.


‘Gerda’s . . . uh . . .’


‘Dash, darling, didn’t you know that every six years all good priestesses shave their heads, to show our love of Gerda and our rejection of all earthly vanity?’ Her eyes were twinkling as she chided him. She turned so her face was in profile and asked, ‘What do you think?’


He stared, trying to see past the loss of the abundant auburn tresses he’d known during the wars. Her scalp was as pale as a newborn’s, but her delicate features were accentuated and after a moment, he admitted, ‘Actually, it suits you.’


‘I know,’ she purred. ‘I take it you’ve met Novate Kemara?’


‘I have,’ Dash replied, turning to the lay sister. He’d always thought it iniquitous that male healers could operate independently, but a woman had no choice but to take vows. ‘Mistress,’ he said, dipping his head.


‘Master Cowley,’ Kemara Solus replied coolly. ‘I hope whatever you’ve summoned us here to hear is more credible than your alleged healing skills?’


Kemara was a hard-faced green-eyed no-nonsense Ferrean in her late twenties. Her pugnacious face was framed by her scarlet ringlets. She had clearly been scarred by her past, but Dash approved of her no-nonsense air. His path had often crossed hers since he’d come to Teshveld – she’d quickly spotted his lack of formal training, but she’d been grateful for anyone who could lessen her burden, so they’d come to a cautious understanding.


‘We all have to make a living,’ Dash replied evenly, while Varahana snickered. ‘I know my limitations. And yes, I do have a proposition, for everyone here: the chance of a new life.’ He turned to the priestess and dropped his voice. ‘I need your support, Vara – you’re a known scholar and your help will be crucial.’


‘You know I can’t lie, dear.’


‘You won’t need to. I just wanted to warn you that I’ll shortly be looking for your honest reaction to something I need to show people. Everyone here knows you’re an educated woman.’


‘Once a scholar, always a scholar,’ Varahana agreed sadly. She’d been trained in Magnia’s finest university before being forced into the priesthood.


‘What’s this all about?’ Kemara demanded. ‘If you’re recruiting for another rebellion—’


‘I’m not,’ Dash interrupted. ‘Those days are over. The empire won.’


They shared a bitter look – they agreed on the subject of Bolgravia, at least. ‘The people of Teshveld came here to escape the fighting, and its aftermath,’ Kemara said. ‘No one wants to be dragged back into all that. We’ve all lost too much.’


‘As have I,’ Dash told her. ‘I lost everything – except my daughter.’ He glanced back at Zarelda, leaning nervously against the bar: a skinny teenage girl, a brittle mix of bravado and self-consciousness. The local lads were watching her with interest.


‘She’s growing up,’ Varahana commented. ‘She was such a little tearaway in Colfar’s camp, wasn’t she. Does she think before opening her mouth these days?’


‘Sometimes – unless she loses her temper.’


‘Like her father?’ Kemara enquired.


‘Me? No, I never lose my temper – I always know exactly where it is.’ He touched his goblet to Varahana’s and said, ‘I’d better get this show underway.’


Halfway to the bar, he was intercepted by a smooth-faced man with lush black curls and bedroom eyes. ‘Boss,’ Jesco Duretto drawled, embracing him. ‘Good to see you. I couldn’t believe it when that messenger bird found me. Had to sharpen my blades again.’


‘I doubt they ever got much of a chance to get blunt,’ Dash replied, looking his old comrade over. Jesco was one of the few who’d got away from the messy end of Colfar’s rebellion, but he looked much the same: the prancing duellist, always living in the now. But he was still the best swordsman and the best shot Dash knew. ‘I worried the bird wouldn’t be able to find you.’


‘You can always find me, Dash,’ Jesco said. ‘Where’s young Zarelda?’ He peered about and spied her at the bar, wincing at her lemonade. ‘My, hasn’t she grown? When I was her age—’


‘I don’t want to know,’ Dash interrupted. ‘You’re in the borders now, Jesco: rein it in or you’ll have the whole room trying to rope you up.’


‘Ropes, how exciting. So what’s the gig, Dash?’


‘It’s about wealth beyond imagining – oh, and screwing over the empire to boot.’


Jesco patted his sword-hilt. ‘You don’t need to go on – count me in.’


Dash clapped his shoulder, then waved Vidar over. He introduced them, the silken swordsman and the hulking bearskin, before continuing to the bar, nodding at a narrow-faced woman who threw him a wink: Tami, another face from his past. Then he took a swig of wine to wet his tongue before murmuring to Gravis, ‘Let’s do this.’


The innkeeper hammered on the bar, bringing the babble of conversation to a loose quiet. ‘Folks, can I have your attention? You mostly know Dash Cowley, our physicker. He asked me to spread word of an opportunity for us all. Fill your cups – on Dash – then drink to his health and listen up.’


There was a low, attentive murmur of appreciation – a free drink was a free drink – and once all had been served, Dash stood on a bench and pitched his voice to the back wall. ‘Folks, believe it or not, I didn’t come to this place for the weather or the high life. I just wanted a bit of peace. I think most of you are here for similar reasons. Am I right?’


There was a cautious murmur of agreement, which would do for now. He pulled out the cartomancer’s journal and brandished it. ‘But sometimes, opportunities knock on your door anyway, and that’s why I’m here now – with a proposal for all of you. It’s a one-time secret proposition, so if anyone here can’t swear to keep what I say next to themselves, please leave. I’ll not judge – I just don’t want you here.’


No one left, though he knew that didn’t mean he could trust their silence. But he hoped he could trust their greed.


‘I recently came into possession of this diary,’ he went on. ‘I’d even go so far as to call it a treasure map. You’ll have heard rumours of the new lands the empire’s opened up to the northwest, the place they’re calling Verdessa?’


His listeners chorused agreement, sounding curious but still sceptical.


‘The Bolgravs sent in a cartomancer to determine the potential wealth of those new lands.’ He waved the journal. ‘He didn’t make it back alive, but his journal did.’


Gravis, putting two and two together, shot him a look, but the rest leaned forward, now fully engaged. ‘How’d you get it?’ someone called.


‘The cartomancer gave it to me,’ Dash replied. ‘He didn’t want the Bolgravs to know what he’d found, so he pretended his mission was a failure – but he told me the truth. I guess he must’ve liked my face.’


‘It’s a nice face,’ Jesco couldn’t resist throwing in. ‘Honest, kind of.’ It got a laugh, but everyone was clearly envisaging far bloodier ways by which it might have been obtained.


‘How do we know it’s genuine?’ Sir Elgus Rhamp asked.


‘How? We show a scholar, of course.’ Dash jumped down and deposited the journal in front of Varahana. ‘You all know Mater Varahana. She’s not just a priestess, but a former Nyostian scholar. She can verify my claims.’


While Kemara eyed him with mute suspicion, Varahana opened the journal curiously and swiftly leafed through.


‘Is it genuine?’ Dash asked loudly.


‘It carries the imperial seals. It looks genuine,’ Varahana conceded.


‘And what about this?’ he asked, presenting her with the vial of reddish fluid he’d found on Lyam Perhan’s body.


Varahana’s eyes narrowed, then widened. She opened the vial, sniffed, then tasted the water. ‘Istariol,’ she whispered.


The whole room went utterly silent.


Everyone leaned in towards the mater, straining to hear.


‘How pure is that sample?’ Dash asked.


‘It’s a high concentration – but one could create this with a pinch of istariol and some river water.’


‘But I didn’t – it came with the journal. May I guide you to the entry on the thirty-seventh page? I’ve marked it.’


Varahana leafed through and read. ‘Truly? By the Lady Herself . . . In Verdessa?’


‘In northern Verdessa, taken from a river flowing out of the Iceheart. A no-man’s land.’


‘The Bolgravs claim Verdessa,’ Elgus Rhamp put in gruffly.


‘They have no right to,’ Jesco retorted.


‘Aye,’ Dash agreed, ‘but we’ll obviously need to work around them.’


The look of naked greed was now present on almost every face save Varahana’s; she just looked troubled.


Elgus Rhamp shouldered his way forward, visibly excited. ‘You’re saying there’s istariol out there – and the empire doesn’t know?’


‘That’s what I’m saying,’ Dash replied. ‘The most valuable substance in the world, just waiting for us to retrieve it. But you all know that the empire claims istariol as its own. If we have the vision – and the courage – to go after it, we will have to do so in utter secrecy. We mine it, then we get out, slip it in small quantities onto the black market and get rich. But I can’t do it on my own: mining istariol is a large-scale undertaking. That’s why I invited you all here. Let’s find it for ourselves, not just blaze a trail for the Bolgravs to follow.’


That struck a real chord and in an instant, the taproom was buzzing with questions: how do they get to the istariol lode? How would they extract it? How would they get it back without the Bolgravian Empire smashing their operation?


Dash did his best, but he could tell there was still plenty of scepticism. Trust wasn’t easily won in a place like this, but at least they were genuinely interested.


Or mostly interested. ‘This sounds like horseshit to me,’ Elgus Rhamp’s eldest son, Osvard, called out in a loud, belligerent voice. He was the sort who thrived on conflict and dissent.


‘What would Dash have to gain by lying?’ Jesco asked loudly, eyeballing the young Pelarian mercenary coolly. Osvard sneered, but no one else appeared to have an answer. Everyone knew how much exiled Otravians hated the empire. Mutual greed did the rest: they wanted to believe, so that overcame any misgivings.


Dash threw a hopeful look at Vidar Vidarsson, who bared his teeth in a lupine grin.


It’s really happening . . .


‘What about when the empire finds out?’ someone called.


‘If they ever do – well, we’ll have already gone,’ Dash replied.


‘So how do we sell it then?’ another man asked.


‘I’m sure one or two of you might know someone,’ Dash answered wryly, knowing half the men here probably had black-market connections. ‘Listen, I know this is no small matter: I estimate that we’ll need fifty or sixty men to mine this vein, and they’ll need their families for support. It’ll take us months just to find the istariol, let alone dig out enough to satisfy us all, then get back to civilisation and sell it. You’ll be uprooting your lives for at least a year, and it probably means you’ll never be coming back here. But there are fortunes to be made. No one who embarks on this will ever know poverty again. Some of you will be able to return to your homelands and get your real lives back. If you’ve ever prayed for a better life, this is that chance.’


He looked around the room and finally asked the question. ‘Who’s with me?’


Everyone fell silent, looking at each other.


Then Elgus Rhamp stuck his hand up and declared, ‘I’m in, me and my folk. We’ve got enough muscle to get this done.’


That immediately brought half the crowd around – then Mater Varahana rose, silencing the room. ‘Did not Deo place treasures in the earth for us all?’ she said, her lilting, educated cadences a sharp contrast to Elgus Rhamp’s rough accent. ‘Did he not say unto his people, “Go forth, reap the harvest and pluck the fruits of my hand, for these things are for all men.” All men, mark you, not just Bolgravs.’ She pointed to Dash. ‘I was a military chaplain and I know this man and I will vouch for him. I give my blessing to this enterprise.’


Her personal blessing might not mean that Mother Church as an entity was onside, but her approval won over the rest of the taproom.


Dash raised a hand in thanks. ‘In token of your trust, I will reveal something that is not known to many. You know me as Dash Cowley, but my real name is Raythe Dashryn Vyre. Some of you might have heard of me.’


The low murmur that greeted this admission told him they did indeed know of Raythe Vyre, who’d been one of Colfar’s commanders in the bloodiest insurrection against the Bolgravian conquest. Raythe Vyre was a name synonymous with rebellion and resistance to the Bolgravian empire.


‘So whadda we call ye, then?’ someone asked.


‘I’ll be “Dash Cowley” in front of the governor and his men, but otherwise, you can call me Raythe. So now you know my darkest secret,’ he drawled, ‘and just in case anyone’s wondering whether it’s easier to let the governor know about me and my crazy plan, well, let me just point out that a few argents for snitching won’t bring you much, and it risks a knife in the back from someone who really wants to do this.’


Sir Elgus Rhamp hammered the nearest table. ‘There ain’t no one like that here,’ he shouted, glaring about him as if his will could make it so. ‘What’s life for, if it ain’t for chances like this?’


With that, his men shouted their approval, banging on tables, hooting and whistling, and the last objections were swept away amidst the resultant back-pounding and cheering.


Jesco was whooping along with the best of them, while Vidar was taking it more calmly, quietly supping on his ale and surveying the riotous drinkers. And Zarelda was also staring around the room, probably remembering similar scenes when Dash had recruited for Colfar . . .


And those folk who hearkened to me then are mostly dead . . .


*


An hour later, in the upper room of the tavern, it was as Raythe Vyre that he convened the first meeting of those he considered his captains. Sir Elgus Rhamp probably didn’t see it that way, but that was just tough. The others were Jesco Duretto, Vidar Vidarsson, Mater Varahana, Kemara Solus, Gravis Tavernier – and at Rhamp’s insistence, three of his people: his woman, Tami, and his eldest sons Osvard and Banno. Zar sat quietly in the corner, almost overlooked, but she was listening attentively.


Keep our connection secret, he signed to Tami, before clearing his throat to begin – but before he could start, Kemara stood.


‘Get that pig out of here,’ she snarled, jabbing a finger at Osvard Rhamp.


‘What’s the problem?’ Raythe asked, as the belligerent-looking Osvard faced the healer, then he remembered: a month ago, she had broken Osvard’s nose in the taproom after he’d groped her. The young thug had come to him to get his nose straightened. He’d not done a perfect job, but at least Osvard could breathe through it.


‘Peace,’ Sir Elgus growled. ‘He’s learned his lesson, Healer.’


‘He’s apologised – and we gave money in reparation,’ the younger son, Banno, added. In contrast to his elder brother, he was a fresh-faced, earnest lad. ‘It’s all bygones.’


‘Really?’ Kemara sneered.


Osvard didn’t look like he thought anything was bygone, but he lowered his head under his father’s fierce gaze. ‘I was drunk an’ I got my dues,’ he said sullenly, touching his crooked nose.


‘It’s all fine,’ Tami put in, her hand on Rhamp’s arm. ‘Ossi will do what he’s told.’


So that’s the way of it, Raythe thought, keeping his face straight. Tami’s made her own bed – quite literally. But I guess she needed protection from somewhere after the rebellion failed.


Noticeably, she hadn’t come to him for that protection and for a moment, he missed her fiercely, though it’d been two years since they’d been lovers.


‘Healer,’ he said, turning to Kemara, ‘are you content?’


‘No, but I’ll put up with him,’ she replied.


‘Forgiveness is divine,’ Mater Varahana remarked. ‘Need I remind you that Novate Kemara has taken her vows as a lay sister – which means she enjoys the full protection of the Church.’


‘Noted,’ Sir Elgus growled. ‘Can we move on?’


‘Excellent,’ Raythe said, turning back to Varahana. ‘What about you, Mater? I know you’ve given your blessing, but will you accompany us?’


‘Well, Mother Church sent me here to shepherd my flock and here they are, about to gambol off the map. I must consider whether it’s my duty to follow, or to continue my mission here.’


‘Stay or go, there’s also the matter of what you tell your superiors,’ he reminded her.


‘Aye, that’s also my duty.’ Varahana made a show of thinking deeply, then said, ‘Let’s not beat around the bush. I was banished from academia and my studies because I was outspoken about the Bolgravian Empire and its annexation of the Church. Deo is God, not any emperor sitting a throne in Reka-Dovoi. My heart and mind speak clearly on this. I will accompany your expedition and I won’t betray it.’ She swirled the remaining wine in her goblet, musing, ‘Besides, it’s when wealth and danger are present that men most need their god.’


‘Indeed,’ Sir Elgus put in, ‘then, more than ever. I too know this from experience.’ He looked suspiciously from the shaven-headed priestess to Raythe, and asked, ‘I must ask: what is your history together, Dashr—ah, Raythe?’


No point trying to keep this quiet, Raythe thought. They’ll work it out soon enough. ‘Varahana, my friend Jesco and I all served in Colfar’s rebellion. We all got out, as you see, and kept in touch since.’


‘Colfar was a brave fool.’


‘I don’t disagree, but let’s not speak ill of the dead.’ Raythe lifted the journal. ‘In any case, we’ve got more important things to discuss. If we’re going to do this, we’ll need to move fast. Most of the folk invited were selected because they’re itinerants, hunters and trappers. They don’t set down roots and they know how to move fast and effectively. So I reckon we should be able to vanish pretty quickly, but even so, the authorities are going to notice when some fifty families go missing, which means even if they don’t know why we’ve gone, they won’t like it. We’ll certainly be hunted.’


‘My men travel light too,’ Elgus declared.


‘But I’ve got my still and brewery,’ Gravis pointed out. ‘I can’t just drop all that. I’m a brewer, not a miner.’


Elgus slapped him on the back. ‘Don’t worry, Tavernier: we’ll not be going anywhere without you: your beer don’t go, we don’t go.’


‘This won’t be a jolly camping trip,’ Raythe warned them. ‘We’re going to disappear off the face of the world. The cartomancer found the istariol traces in a river flowing out of the Iceheart, which means we’ll have to subsist entirely on our own for a year or more. We’re going to need wagons, horses, oxen, water-carriers and grain wagons, spare cloth and blankets, weapons, you name it – not to mention healers, smiths, craftsmen, bowyers, ropers, wheelwrights – all the key skills a village needs to survive and prosper.’


‘How are we going to excavate the istariol once we find it?’ Osvard demanded. ‘We can’t dig through solid rock and ice.’


Raythe went to answer, but Mater Varahana waved him to silence and her voice crisp and clear, an Academia lecturer to her core, she explained, ‘The fact that such high istariol quantities are leeching into the river says that it’s near the surface, possibly in natural caves. One of the properties of istariol is that its presence lends itself to geothermal activity that keeps the ground unusually warm.’


‘What does that mean, practically?’ Vidar asked.


‘It means that where there is istariol, the region is warmer, wetter and more fertile,’ Varahana replied. ‘Explorers have found patches of lush, temperate land even hundreds of miles into the Iceheart, and that’s due to the presence of istariol.’


Banno Rhamp gave a low whistle. ‘So you’re saying we’ll follow a river through the Iceheart and come to a warm place in the middle of the ice? That’d be a sight to see.’


‘There may even be rock islands floating hundreds of feet above the ground,’ Varahana told them. ‘Under certain conditions, istariol is lighter than air – in the old days, before the empire dug up all the istariol on this continent, floating rocks were commonplace. Some were as large as a hundred feet across.’


‘Imagine,’ Zar breathed.


Banno Rhamp looked at Zar as if seeing her for the first time and smiled.


Raythe pursed his lips when his daughter smiled shyly back, but right now he had more pressing concerns. ‘So I’ve roughed out a plan of sorts. We’ll spend two weeks getting ready to move, so the day after Hawkstone and his Borderers finish their monthly patrol at this end of the province, we’ll vanish. We’ll take the old coast road north.’


‘The Ghost Road,’ Banno murmured. ‘Sounds appropriate.’


The Ghost Road was one of the lost and unlamented Magnian Empire’s unfinished projects, before the Bolgravian Empire dominated the western continent; it amounted to miles of hard-pack winding north through the forest. No one knew quite where it ended, but there was no doubt it would provide them with the swiftest and least-suspected path out of Teshveld.


‘We shall vanish like wraiths,’ Raythe quipped.


‘Or end up just as dead,’ Kemara grumbled.


‘Are you in or out?’ Tami asked her bluntly.


‘Oh, I’m in,’ Kemara told her. ‘I’m just not going to blindly accept everything I’m told.’


‘That’s up to you, of course, but my hand on it: I’ll deal honestly with you all,’ Raythe told them. He rose to his feet and facing Sir Elgus, said, ‘And just so we’re clear on this point: this is my initiative and I’m in charge.’


The knight stood to face him. ‘I’m bringing five dozen trained warriors to this venture – that’s pretty much the only muscle you’ve got. I acknowledge that it’s your idea, but I should be an equal partner.’


Their eyes locked.


Sorcery required time and energy, words and gestures. In any fight, the vital seconds needed to conjure were the seconds in which sorcerers died: battlefields were for guns, not magic, unless you were well-protected and had plenty of warning. But not all sorcery was battlefield magic and Raythe had had Cognatus hovering unseen in the rafters above from the moment he convened the meeting. He made a gesture and the familiar dropped onto his shoulder, which opened up just enough of the Sight for him to see into the knight’s soul.


He saw a man haunted by failure, pushed to the edge of the world by the ghosts of men he’d led to defeat against Bolgravia, battles lost and precious lives gone, trampled into the mud. He was a blusterer, presenting an iron mask to the world, but cowering behind it.


Raythe’s voice took on the cadence of imperium: control, ‘I think we know that to lead this group will require knowledge as well as muscle. I know what we seek and how to use it. I’m a praxis-sorcerer and a noble of Otravia. I’m born to lead, and you should believe me when I tell you I have the wherewithal to do so. This is my expedition. We’ll all share the spoils equally – and I mean equally, right down to the smallest family or lone trapper – but we leaders will make the decisions, and the deciding voice when we’re not unanimous will be mine.’


He saw Elgus seek inside himself for defiance, but in the face of Raythe’s declaration, that resistance collapsed unvoiced.


‘Aye,’ the knight mumbled, ‘it’s your idea. We’ll work with you.’


‘Thank you,’ Raythe said gravely. He glanced round the room, measuring reactions. Osvard and Banno Rhamp were looking puzzled at their father’s unexpected capitulation, while the rest were visibly relieved that the moment of tension had passed . . . except for Kemara. Only another sorcerer would have been able to spot such a subtle use of sorcery, but she was watching him with a strange expression: he was sure she’d glimpsed something of Cognatus’ presence.


Perhaps she’s a latent talent? he wondered. If she was, that could be a boon. He made a mental note to speak to her when the opportunity presented itself.


But for now, he had what he wanted. ‘So, we’re agreed,’ he said. ‘We have two weeks to pack up our lives – and if anyone breathes a word to Hawkstone and his Borderers, you’d better believe me when I say the Pit will be too good for them.’
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