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In Memory of the Slayer of Strings
 and the Bringer of Death to Small Furry Things

Rebel and Rasmus
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Prologue

The Dead

The Worldspine surrounded them. Mountains like immense teeth, jagged and huge and white, reared up all around their little valley. Monsters overshadowing the dense dark greens and blacks of the pine forest surrounding a lake of glacier water, the brightest purest blue that Kemir had ever seen.

Very slowly, they were dying. Nadira couldn’t see it yet and Kemir didn’t have the heart to tell her, but it was true. He’d kept them alive for five days now, since Snow had vanished beneath the frozen waters of the lake, but it couldn’t last. The weather had been kind to them, but wind and rain were always fickle in the Worldspine. One day he’d run out of arrows, or his bowstring would break. Or one of them would get hurt or fall ill. He wasn’t catching enough food, and they didn’t have the clothes or the shelter to stay properly warm. A hundred things could go wrong, and sooner or later one of them would.

They had to move. He tried to break it to Nadira, to make her understand that Snow wasn’t coming back, that their only chance was to leave and head for lower ground. A boat, he thought. Or at least a raft. Water always found the quickest way down the mountains.

She screamed in his face. Shrieked at him that Snow was coming back. He backed away. One more day, he promised himself. One more day and then he’d leave, with or without her. He could force her to come, he knew that, but he’d let her choose. She could stay and die if she wanted. That’s what Sollos would have done.

As that last day began to fade he made his weary way back to the lake, carrying with him what little food he’d been able to hunt and gather. The forests here were harsh and hostile and yielded little. He was hungry. They were both hungry. They’d eat and they’d still be hungry.

He reached what passed for their camp at the edge of the lake  and the hairs on the back of his neck bristled. He couldn’t see Nadira. The forest was silent except for the wind and the ever-present creaking and groaning of the glacier. He stared out across the lake. And suddenly he felt the fire and iron of the dragon’s presence, a moment before the water began to churn.


Little One Kemir, I am hungry.

Kemir froze, rooted to the spot. The dragon was rising out of the lake as white as the glacier ice, clouds of steam billowing around her.

And she was hungry. Five days lying at the bottom of a frozen lake would do that, I suppose.


She was probably going to eat him then. Somehow, he couldn’t bring himself to be properly terrified. In some ways it would be a relief.

‘Right. So you’re not dead,’ he growled. It was just as well, he decided, that Nadira wasn’t anywhere nearby. As last words went, those definitely weren’t the best.

That’s when her absence hit him right in the chest. Nadira. Where was she?

No.

‘Alchemist’s poisons didn’t kill you then. Freezing water did the trick, eh?’ Why wasn’t she there?

Yes. And no, I do not intend to eat you. I am . . . grateful . . . to you for showing me this place.

If dragons had expressions, Kemir hadn’t learned to read them yet. The dragon’s name was Snow, and as far as Kemir could tell, she always looked like she was about to eat him. Come on, woman, where are you? You should be here. Your dragon’s back.


‘Hurrah for me, then.’ He sat down. ‘So you’re hungry. So go eat something.’ He couldn’t keep it in any more. ‘You didn’t eat Nadira, did you?’ He felt almost stupid asking. Of course she hadn’t.

There was a long silence. She was not your mate.


‘No! She’s not my mate! She’s my . . .’ Yes, now that was a good question. She was his what, exactly? His friend? Don’t be ridiculous. His companion? He grimaced. That made him sound like an old widow.

Your nest-sister.

Which made him laugh. Since he couldn’t think of anything better, he nodded. ‘Yes. My nest-sister. So, did you eat her?’

Yes.

Kemir didn’t move. Snow was joking. She had to be. Even though dragons had no sense of humour, even though Snow had never said anything funny about anything, this had to be a joke.


I was hungry. He could feel something in her, though. The same feeling as had been inside her when her Scales had disappeared. Shame, perhaps.

No, she wasn’t joking.

The rage started in his face. At the end of his nose. A heat that washed slowly into his cheeks. ‘And that’s what you do when you’re hungry.’ Down his neck, growing hotter and stronger. He picked up a stone from the lakeside, jumped to his feet and threw it at the dragon in the water. It bounced off her scales.

Yes. And I am hungry still, Kemir.

Across his shoulders. ‘Whoever happens to be there. Whoever is closest. You couldn’t wait. You couldn’t hold it in. You couldn’t go hungry. You just . . .’ Through his arms. He hurled another stone at her and then threw up his hands in exasperation. ‘Bang. Gone. Whatever happens to be there. She was your . . .’ She was what? What could you be to a dragon?

Food is food, Kemir.

There weren’t any stones big enough to answer that. Or rather there were, but Kemir couldn’t lift them. ‘What?’ Oh yes, that really told her.


She was not your mate, Kemir.

The heat reached his hands, oozing down his fingers like lava until it reached the very tips. Then it all came rushing back. From everywhere. From his fingers, from his toes, from his arms and legs and chest and exploded all together in his head. He roared with rage and loss and sheer disbelief and hurled himself into the water, clutching his hatchet. ‘Why did you do that?’ He stopped. He had to stop. He was already floundering in freezing water up to his waist. Snow was too deep to reach. He threw the axe at her as hard as he could and watched as it it too bounced off her scales and vanished into the water. He screamed at her again. ‘Why? Why did you do that?’

His words echoed off the mountainsides. Snow didn’t move. Kemir pounded the water with his fists.

‘Come here! Come here where I can reach you!’

If it is any help to you, she did not particularly mind.

‘What? She didn’t . . . ? She didn’t what?’ He clutched at his head and surged back to the shore, slipping, falling, lurching out of the water. There had to be something, somewhere. Anything. A weapon. Something to batter a dragon. He’d rip her apart with his bare hands if he had to.

She did not particularly mind.

He picked up another stone. Snow was coming towards him, very slowly, one careful step at a time. He threw the stone, then another and another, as fast as he could until Snow reached the shore. Then he let out a mad shriek and ran at her, hacking at her legs and claws with his knife. But no matter how hard he stabbed, her scales turned his blade. He beat on her with his fists and howled. ‘Why? Why did you do that?’

Because she was hungry. That was all. She didn’t even have to say it. And now she was just letting him vent his anger.

Kemir backed away.

‘Eat me!’ he roared, and threw down the knife. He stood in front of her head. ‘Come on then! Eat me!’

No.

‘Why not? She was all I had left. My last. Come on, dragon, eat me too!’ He picked up another stone and then put it down again and reached for an arrow. ‘Curse you, dragon. She didn’t particularly mind being eaten?’ He pulled back the bowstring. Maybe if I aim for the eye . . .


No, Kemir, she did not.

He looked down the length of the arrow to aim and met Snow, eyeball to eyeball at the other end of it. What am I doing?


I was wondering that myself.

He took a deep breath. ‘You tell me, dragon, how do you know that she didn’t particularly mind? Did you ask before you ate her?’

An arrow in the eye will hardly kill me, Kemir, but it would leave an unpleasant sting.

Slowly, Kemir lowered the bow. He could almost believe it. Nadira had been the one who’d made them wait while Snow lay deep in the lake. If it hadn’t been for her he’d have left days ago. She’d made them stay because she couldn’t let go . . . And he’d seen  her, after they’d failed, after Snow had vanished into the lake. He’d seen her curled up when she thought he wasn’t near, sobbing softly, talking to the children she no longer had as though they were still there, to the husband she’d seen murdered. The fight had gone out of her and with it all the light, all the life. Was that it? Were the memories too much? Was that why she wouldn’t let go? Were you just waiting to die?


Waiting for her next cycle, Kemir.

He had tears in his eyes now. Now he thought about it, he could almost believe that Snow was right, that Nadira really didn’t mind at all. ‘We don’t get a next one, Snow. We’re not like you.’


And how is it that you are so sure, Kemir? She stretched her wings and looked up at the sky. She was thinking of leaving. Just like that.

‘What if I don’t want to come? Do I get eaten too?’ The thought scared him. Not the thought of being eaten. The thought of being alone.

Would you mind?

‘Yes, I’d fucking mind!’ He put the arrow back in his quiver and then shuddered, shaking the dread and the emptiness away, back into the bottle he carried deep inside him. Anger was better, much better. He threw another stone at Snow instead, then another and another. ‘Why, dragon? Why did you kill her? Why did you do that? She wasn’t much, maybe, but she was all I had. She was the closest thing I had to a friend. Shit!’ The worst of the rage was gone, though, and he couldn’t find the will to rekindle it. What was left behind was only sadness.

Why?

‘She was your friend. Holy sun! That could have been me! What?’

Why? Why would you mind, Kemir?

‘What?’ He shook himself and then held his head in his hands. ‘Are you soft in the head, dragon? What sort of question is that? Why would I mind? Why would I mind if you ate me?’

Yes. Why would you mind, Kemir?

‘Because it would fucking hurt!’

It can be very quick.

‘Well then because I’d like to be alive, thank you.

And why do you wish to be alive, Kemir? What will you do with this existence?

‘I don’t know!’ He turned away and stamped his foot. ‘Get shit-faced, fuck whores and kill dragon-knights, that’s what. Just as soon as I’m shot of you.’

I know where your alchemists live, Kemir. I know how they make us weak. I will go now and I will consider how things should best be done. When I return, I will make a proper end of it. You will come with me. Your knowledge will be of use.

‘Uh uh. You go, dragon. I can’t stop you but I’m not helping you. Not now.’ Kemir pursed his lips. He looked around the lake, at the thick walls of snow-speckled trees, at the frozen glacier, at the whiteness of the peaks above. ‘I think I’d rather stay here and slowly die of cold while I mourn. Tagging along, waiting for the day when it’s my turn to be food? No, that’s not my choice.’ Really though? Could I bear that? To be left out here? Alone?


Do not pretend, Kemir. Remember that I see inside you. I see fear. I see horror and surprise and a great deal of vengeance. Mostly I see loneliness. That is something I understand, Kemir, for I too am alone. I do not see much regret. You will not mourn for long.

Kemir sat down, shook his head and unstrung his bow. ‘That’s because I still don’t quite believe you did it,’ he said quietly, as much to himself as to Snow. He sighed. ‘Do I have a choice, dragon?’

There is always choice, Kemir. The Embers have shown you that.

He spat out a bitter laugh. ‘Yeah. Right. I can help you burn dragon-knights or I can die.’ He sighed again. ‘Well I’m not one for dying. So I’ll come with you. As soon as we’re out of the mountains, you do whatever you do and you leave me alone. Finished. Done. We go our separate ways. Find someone else.’

As you wish.

He took a deep breath. ‘Snow?’

Kemir?

‘If you ever eat someone I call a friend again, I will find a way and I will kill you. I don’t care how much they don’t mind. I don’t care if they’re positively trying to claw their way down your throat. Never again. Am I clear?’


You are clear, Kemir.

She was laughing at him. He could tell.




One

The Red Riders

Out of the sun there shall come a white dragon, and with the white dragon a red rider. Thieves and liars shall quiver and weep, for the rider’s name shall be Justice, and the dragon shall be Vengeance.




1

The Prophet

He was running through a forest, between trees beside a river, wearing nothing more than a shirt. He was soaking wet and the water was icy. Here and there patches of snow lay on the ground but he didn’t feel the cold. He was much more afraid of the heat. In the skies above the treetops, two dragons laced the world with fire. They were past rage, past fury. They were dying. He’d killed them and they knew it. They knew where he was too.

He’d tried to hide deep amid the darkness, beneath layer upon layer of leaf-shadow and branches, but they always found him. He’d tried to run, but the fire always followed him and the forest turned to flames and ash behind him. He’d tried the freezing waters of the river and the dragons had simply boiled it dry. Somehow they never quite caught him. He knew exactly why. They were slowly dying and so was he. When the trees ran out, they would all burn together. Was he afraid? He wasn’t sure. Angry? Yes. Desperate? Yes. Willing to do almost anything to stay alive? Yes. But afraid? No. He’d done what needed to be done. Jaslyn would survive. The princess had been saved from the dragon. The knight had done his duty. Now the trees were running out and the end was coming, but no, he wasn’t afraid.

‘Stop!’

He felt the voice more than he heard it. It wasn’t a real voice, not even a human voice. It boomed like a thunderclap, shaking mountains and felling trees. The air filled with ash shaken up from the ground and the dragons fell from the sky and were still. The forest and the river were suddenly gone. Where they’d been, only bare stone remained. Bare stone and a man, standing waiting for him not more than twenty paces away.

Semian stopped. He looked the man up and down. Long robes the colour of blood. A craggy face. Long white hair and a long  white beard, braided, that reached almost to his waist. Every inch a dragon-priest. Except for his skin, as pale as ice, and his hands which were black and cracked, his fingers burned to stumps. And his eyes, which blazed with bloody fire.

‘Stop!’ said the priest again. This time the world didn’t shake. Semian looked behind him. The old dragons were gone now. There was no sign of them or of the river or the trees, or even the smoking ruins of the alchemists’ stronghold. Only the mountains were the same. Rising among them, taller than even the highest peak, a single massive crimson dragon filled half the sky. It lifted its head and stared lazily at him with eyes the size of lakes. Semian fell to one knee and bowed his head. The priest and the dragon were somehow the same. He didn’t know how he knew, didn’t know how that could be, but he knew it as surely as he knew the feel of his own sword in the palm of his hand.

‘Rise, rider.’

Semian didn’t move. ‘I am dead, am I not?’

The priest said nothing.

‘You taught us that we would join the great dragon whose fire is the sun. That we would be taken into that fire and our souls would be forged anew.’

‘You are not dead,’ said the priest.

‘I followed with the other Embers with dragon-poison in my blood, and in our dying we did what we left our caves to do. The dragons are slain.’

‘No, they are not, and nor are you,’ said the priest again. ‘You drank the dragon-poison and you survived. You are one of us now. One dragon too survived. One and one, balanced against one another. A harmony of fire.’

‘I . . .’ Joyful tears filled Semian’s eyes. He felt the heat of passion explode inside him, filling him until there was no space for anything else and then growing still greater.

‘You have always been a loyal servant of the church,’ said the priest. ‘You have always stayed true. Your heart is pure. Now you shall have your reward. Kneel. And remember. Remember the stories. Remember the myths. Remember the legends. Remember what only we priests and our faithful care to preserve. Remember the beginning and remember the end.’

The beginning and the end.

Before there was time there was the void. Into the void there came the sun and the moon and the earth and the stars.

‘And each created life.’

The shifting stone-creatures of the earth. The moon-children made of liquid silver. The ghost-forms of the star spirits. And us. The children of the sun.

‘Of the Great Flame.’

The Great Flame.

‘And each claimed to be the foremost of the gods.’

And war and strife and sorcery shattered the land.

‘And in the cracks of creation the dragons were born.’

They tore the magic from the land. They scourged the earth with fire. They sought to return all things to the void from which they had come.

‘For only then could they too return.’

And yet through blood-magic, the children of the sun cheated the end of the world. Through alchemy they called to them the Silver King, who chained the dragons and stilled the restless void.

‘Thus spoke the prophet with the voice of the wind.’

Semian was already kneeling. He bowed his head again. The priest ran one ruined hand through the braids of his beard. It came out dripping red with blood. ‘Your reward for your faith.’ The bloody hand waved over Semian, spattering him, and then pressed against his forehead. Semian could feel the blood running slowly down his face. ‘For then the prophet’s face became terrible to behold and he spoke with the voice of the desert. All chains break. Fire will sweep the bones of the world. Out of flames there shall come a white dragon, and with the dragon a red rider. Thieves and liars shall quiver and weep, for the rider’s name shall be Justice and the dragon shall be Vengeance.’ The hand pressed harder against his brow. ‘Arise, rider. The end-times are coming. You have been chosen. You have taken the poison and you have lived. The white dragon flies free. The flames of destruction have come, and out of the flames the red rider shall be born. Be Justice, Rider Semian. Be the red rider and find the dragon whose name is Vengeance. Cleanse the world of its wickedness. Burn it away. Justice and Vengeance, Rider Semian, Justice and Vengeance. For I am the  Silver King and I have set you free.’ The priest and the mountains slipped away into dust. Only the priest’s hand remained, still there against his skin, and the voice.

Justice and Vengeance. Justice and Vengeance . . .

The priest’s words echoed for an eternity, yet even they decayed. Other voices, other words rose up, drowning the priest in mindless chatter. Familiar voices. People.

Friends?

Semian listened to them as best he could, but his mind was adrift and nothing made any sense. Nothing until three words pierced him like a lance.

The Red Riders.




2

Torchlight

‘A rider without a dragon is a like a one-armed swordsman.’ Jostan was drunk. He was slumped in the darkest corner he could find of the worst drinking hole within walking distance of Southwatch. His words were slurred. He glowered at the table in front of him. The wood was stained and on the stains there were more stains. Where there weren’t stains there were letters or, more often, crude pictograms badly hacked into the wood by a hundred years of drunken knights determined to leave their mark. ‘No. It’s worse. It’s like a no-armed swordsman. With no legs.’

Beside him a rider was weeping. He didn’t even know her name. She’d found him there, glaring in the gloom, and simply sat beside him. She obviously knew the place well since she barely had to lift her eyes towards the tavern-keeper to summon another flagon of ale. She was already drunk when she’d sat down beside him and she showed no signs of slowing down.

‘I’ve got a dragon,’ she said suddenly. ‘I didn’t used to have a dragon, but I’ve got one now.’

‘I used to have one.’ Jostan sighed. ‘Then the Embers poisoned it. Now I haven’t got one any more. Princess Jaslyn was supposed to give me another one. But she’s gone away.’ Gone away having virtually dismissed Semian from her service. And, Jostan discovered, him as well, almost as an afterthought. Whatever Semian had said, apparently, had been spoken for them both.


Stupid little girl. That’s what she was, after all. Almost a girl. To think he’d held a torch for her not long ago. And there was another thing. What was he thinking? A rider from a nothing family and a dragon-princess? I must have been wearing my stupid-cap.


‘She used to look at me, though,’ he mumbled. Little looks that made him wonder; and then Knight-Marshal Nastria had sent him with her to the alchemists and the dragons had come and burned  everything and he’d held her in his arms, stopping her from running into the flames, and she’d liked it. For a moment at least, she’d liked it.

Or that’s what he’d thought. Maybe he was fooling himself. Deluded. She was made of the same heartless flint as her mother. ‘No dragon. Thrown away. Semian’s no better. Spent days sitting with him trying to make him not die and now that he’s come back, he’s gone crazy. Had some stupid vision while he was in his coma and now all he talks about is the Great Flame and the Red Riders.’

The rider beside him lifted her head and turned towards him. ‘Red Riders? You know where they are?’

Jostan shook his head. ‘No. No idea.’

The other rider slumped and promptly lost interest in him again.

‘Semian says we have to find them and join them. Says that’s where he’s meant to be. Not that he’s got a dragon either. Fat lot of use either of us would be. Justice and Vengeance without any dragons.’ He spat on the floor. ‘I suppose we could tend the camp fires while the real riders fly. I’ve done that before.’

‘Hyrkallan leads the Red Riders,’ slurred the other rider. ‘He’s the greatest there is. Was there too. He was.’ Her head lolled sideways and she looked at him. ‘Who flies with the Red Riders?’

Jostan shrugged. ‘I don’t know their names. The riders who fought their way out of the Adamantine Palace on the Night of the Knives. Knights who served Hyram or Queen Shezira. Who see through the speaker’s lies. Her and Jehal. We could have . . . We could . . .’ The thought petered out in disarray. We could have what? Stopped Lady Nastria from trying to kill Queen Zafir? Stopped Queen Shezira from pushing Hyram off a balcony?


The other rider slowly slid sideways, slumping against him like a sack of potatoes. Her head lolled on his shoulder. Jostan sighed.  That’s all I need.


‘Can I come too?’ She sounded ready to pass out. Jostan pushed her away. She grumbled and groaned but managed to stay upright.

‘Leave me alone.’

‘But I want to come with you.’

‘I don’t even know you.’ Jostan started to get up, but now the other rider grabbed hold of him and pulled him back down with all the fierce strength of the very drunk.

‘Nthandra of the Vale.’

Jostan sat slowly back down. He looked the woman carefully up and down, wondering if she was lying. Nthandra of the Vale.  Everyone in Southwatch knew the name. Nthandra of the Vale, whose father was King Valgar’s knight-marshal, whose brothers and sisters were his honour guard, whose betrothed was his adjutant. Nthandra of the Vale, whose entire family had died at King Valgar’s side on the Night of the Knives. Nthandra of the Vale, who was said to roam Southwatch like a ghost.

‘Nthandra . . . ?’

She fell across the table and then turned her head to leer at him. ‘You know what they say about me?’

‘Your brothers . . . your father . . . your husband . . . They all died.’

‘All dead, all dead, all dead. So what else do they say about me?’ She reached out a languid arm and stroked his cheek. Jostan swallowed hard.

‘I don’t . . . I don’t know.’

‘Don’t they say that I gave myself to the man I was to marry before we were wed?’

‘I . . .’

‘Don’t they say that I’m carrying his child inside me?’

‘Um . . .’

‘Don’t they say I’m a drunk who’ll give herself to any man who takes her fancy as freely as the autumn wind plucks leaves from the trees?’

A strange feeling crept over Jostan, starting from his feet and rising slowly. A numb sort of paralysis. ‘I haven’t heard such things . . .’ He couldn’t take his eyes off her. That was the drunk inside him, throwing care and caution to the wind.

‘Don’t they say that I lay with three riders in one night on the day that I learned my betrothed was dead?’

‘I . . .’ Jostan didn’t know what to say, but that didn’t seem to matter. Nthandra’s face screwed up and she started to sob.

‘When I’m alone, all I think of are the dead.’ The hand on his  cheek moved to his shoulder and gripped his shirt. ‘Don’t leave me alone. I can’t be alone. Use me like a whore or hold me like a baby, I don’t mind, but please, please don’t let me be alone.’

Jostan’s tongue seemed to have swollen so it didn’t fit in his mouth any more. He had to work hard to make words come out. He took hold of her hand. ‘There’s a place we can go.’

The sobs went away and her eyes gleamed. ‘There are lots of places we can go.’

‘No. There’s a place for forgetting.’ He staggered to his feet and pulled her up after him. She could barely walk so he put one of her arms around his shoulders and half dragged her away to the door. Eyes watched him go. Other riders. He didn’t care what they thought. All the time he’d spent serving one mistress and then another. He’d nearly died, back in the caves with Jaslyn. Yes, could easily have died. And what does she do? She throws me away. Whatever Semian said or did, I didn’t do anything. I just held her when she needed to be held. When that mask of stone cracked for a moment. And the thanks I get?


He looked at Nthandra of the Vale, glassy-eyed, head flopping from side to side, barely even conscious. She didn’t look much like a princess, but somehow he saw Jaslyn’s face anyway.

‘I’m not just going to hold you,’ he muttered.

‘I don’t care.’


You should. So should I. But he didn’t. He took her to the door of another place. A place where drunkards lay sprawled in the street and two heavy men in thick leather coats lounged by the door. A place where he knew, from the smell of the air, that they could both forget.

One of the men stepped away from the wall and blocked his path. ‘Rider.’ He nodded. Jostan nodded back, not knowing what he was supposed to say. The other one was standing straighter now, only pretending to be bored.

‘Got gold?’ asked the first. Jostan nodded. He leaned forward and fumbled in his boot, where he kept a few gold dragons. Nthandra slipped off his shoulder and fell gracelessly into the dirt. The men in the leather coats both laughed.

‘You sure you need to go in?’ asked the second one. Jostan shot him a filthy look and gave the first one a coin. That wasn’t enough, so he felt around and fished out a second one.

‘Gold,’ he said. The man nodded again and went back to propping up his wall. Jostan hauled Nthandra to her feet. She was gone now, completely gone. He took her in anyway. As soon as he walked through the door, the smell of Souldust hit him like a brick in the face. Souldust fresh from Evenspire where men freely offered it in the streets. Semian would never speak to him again if he found out, but as much as anything that was why Jostan was doing this. You can all screw yourselves. I don’t have to do anything for any of you any more.


Inside, he could barely see a thing. A single dim candle lit each room. Bodies lay strewn about, some of them sleeping, some of them sitting, eyes glittering in the candle flame, open-mouthed and motionless. Some of them seemed to be naked, but in the darkness he couldn’t be sure. From a few rooms deeper in came the grunts and moans of some couple. Here and there, as he stepped over legs and arms, faces glanced up at him. They were all empty. Empty, yes, and he wanted to be exactly like them.

He eventually found a room that was a bit less crowded than the rest, where there was space to sit down. This was where the sounds of the man and the woman were coming from, growing louder as they slowly approached their climax. The air smelled of sweat and musk. Only, as he realised after a few minutes, it wasn’t a man and a woman but a man and another man. They ignored him, lost in their own world, and Jostan did the same. He propped Nthandra up beside him and held her tight, sucking in deep breaths of the dust-laden air. It didn’t take long before the drug and the gallon of ale he had inside him took him away, far away.

Sometime in the night he became aware of something moving, and then a sensation of exquisite pleasure. He wasn’t sure when he opened his eyes, for the candles had long gone out and the room was as black as pitch. Filled with snores too. Something soft brushed his lips. His skin was tingling, his heart thumping. He was intensely, painfully aroused. As he shifted, he realised that someone had their hand in his trousers.

He jumped, thinking of the two men who’d been there when they’d come in earlier.

‘Shhh.’

Nthandra pressed her lips to his, while her hand continued to work. Jostan moaned.

‘Did you mean what you said?’ she whispered. ‘About the Red Riders?’

His hand reached out and touched skin. As he explored her, he found she was almost naked, her clothes hanging loosely, every button and fastening open. He reached between her legs, but she batted him away.

‘Did you mean what you said?’

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘But I don’t have a dragon.’

‘But you can find them.’

‘Yes.’ He had no idea how, but it was the answer she wanted and that was enough.

‘I have a dragon,’ she breathed.
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What a Dragon Costs

Deep among the dry pine valleys that edged up to the Worldspine north of the Purple Spur, Hyrkallan watched two dragons land. One of them he knew because it was his own: B’thannan, an immense war-dragon who could make the earth shake merely by looking at it. The other one was a stranger, a long slender hunter. An unexpected stranger at that. Hyrkallan watched from a distance, always cautious until he was sure there was no trick. He sniffed the air, sweet with resin and fallen needles. Then he crept cautiously out from the undergrowth. As he came closer, his back straightened, his strides grew longer and he lowered the heavy crossbow he had gripped to his chest.

‘Knight-Marshal!’ One of the riders on the back of B’thannan had spotted him. Hyrkallan squinted. There were two up on B’thannan’s back, one tall, one short, and it was the short one who was waving at him. Shanzir. She always had sharp eyes.

He waved back. ‘Shan! Did the queen give us everything we need?’ B’thannan was loaded up with sacks and barrels that hadn’t been there when he’d flown off the afternoon before. Obviously Queen Almiri had agreed to his offer. He wasn’t surprised. She had little to lose and a great deal to gain.

‘Food. Weapons. Blankets. Everything,’ shouted the other rider. Deremis, his brother.

Hyrkallan peered up. Even though B’thannan was crouched on all fours, Deremis was still twenty feet up in the air. ‘I don’t see any alchemists.’

‘Oh, they won’t help us.’ Deremis slid down from B’thannan’s back and ran over to embrace Hyrkallan. ‘Not their business, they say. In fact they wish us naught but ill and would have nothing to do with us.’ He grinned. ‘Good to see you, brother. I know it’s only been a day, but it seemed it might be a very long one.’

Hyrkallan let his little brother go. ‘These dragons have been more than a week away from any eyrie.’ He tried to smile. ‘I swear B’thannan has started talking in his sleep. Much longer and we have to go back. Almiri must know that. If we cannot shelter in any eyrie and we have no alchemists of our own . . .’ As if on cue, B’thannan lowered his head and swung it towards them. His head alone was as big as a horse, with teeth the size of shortswords. The dragon gave them a baleful look and then stared at its feet. The war-dragon’s claws had already sunk a good foot into the soft earth. If it carelessly flicked its tail, trees would come crashing down.

Deremis punched Hyrkallan in the arm. ‘And the gracious Queen Almiri does indeed know this, and so behold!’ He waved at the crates and barrels. ‘Enough of their potions to calm a dozen dragons for a month, taken in secret from the eyries of Evenspire!’

Smiling came easier now. Hyrkallan embraced his brother again. Then he looked at the other dragon and the three riders on her back. ‘And these?’

‘Nthandra of the Vale and her mount. She lost many of her family on the Night of the Knives.’

Hyrkallan nodded. ‘She’s too young, but I won’t say no to another dragon. The other two?’

‘You know them. Rider Jostan and Rider Semian. They were in Southwatch until about a week ago, and then they seem to have decided they should come here. I found them prowling the eyries of Evenspire. They were with Princess Jaslyn at the battle of the alchemists’ redoubt.’

‘Yes.’ Hyrkallan cocked his head. ‘I thought Semian was dead. What are they doing here?’

‘Been cast out.’ Deremis chuckled. ‘Said something they shouldn’t to Princess Jaslyn and she threw them out.’

‘Riders without dragons and one of them a stiff prick to boot. Still, I suppose they can make themselves useful. Right.’ Hyrkallan hauled himself up onto B’thannan. ‘I’ll take us to today’s camp then.’

‘Is it far?’

Hyrkallan grinned. ‘You’ll have to wait and see . . .’ His words fell into silence. Shanzir was pointing up at the sky. Hyrkallan couldn’t see what she was pointing at, but it could only be other dragons. ‘How many?’

‘One, I think.’

‘Then we’ll take it.’ A lone dragon out here meant one thing. The Usurper, sending out her scouts. And still stupid enough to think she can send them out one at a time. Well I’ll thank you later for the opportunity to bloody your nose. ‘Are you sure there’s only one.’

Shanzir shrugged. ‘No. It’s coming towards us though.’

‘Right.’ Hyrkallan nodded. ‘Deremis, get the scorpion ready as soon as we’re in the air. Shan, watch in case there are others. Hey!’ he shouted across to the other dragon. Underneath all their dragon-scale armour, he had no idea which rider was which. Presumably the one sitting at the front was Nthandra of the Vale, if the dragon was truly hers.

The riders turned. They didn’t seem to have much with them. Certainly no scorpion. Hyrkallan didn’t bother shouting at them, but made a series of sweeping gestures, signs that any dragon-knight would understand. Up. Fight. You follow, we lead.


The rider at the front signed back. Understood. They must have seen the interloper too. Am I the only one who can’t? Am I going blind? Best not to think about things like that or all the other fears of age, though, lest he start worrying about how long it would be before he couldn’t climb onto B’thannan’s back without taking his armour off first and having it handed up to him, piece by piece. He shouted at the war-dragon instead. B’thannan turned on surly feet and lumbered into a run, rattling the trees with each step until he launched himself into the reluctant air.

There! He could see it now. A war-dragon. A big one, still coming towards him. Someone either brave enough and stupid enough to fight outnumbered, or else someone with a friend lurking. He wondered if he should have let the hunter make its own choices, let it fly low beneath him and take the enemy from a different angle.


No. I haven’t seen their faces. I don’t even know who they are. It might be Nthandra of the Vale under that helm or it might be one of the Usurper’s spies. No no, you stay close where I can see you. He shouted to Deremis: ‘Keep an eye on Nthandra’s hunter too.’ B’thannan was in his prime, though, one of the best dragons in the realms. Hyrkallan was one of the best riders and Deremis was one of the best scorpioneers. He shouldn’t worry. The Usurper’s riders, they  were the ones who should be afraid.

They came closer and closer. Abruptly, the unknown war-dragon turned and started to climb. Hyrkallan made as if to follow it up. B’thannan’s nose came up . . .

‘Hunter!’ shouted Shanzir. Hyrkallan still didn’t see it but he wasn’t surprised. The Usurper’s war-dragon did have a friend after all.

. . . and dived down again. Shanzir was wrong; there wasn’t just one hunter with the war-dragon, there were two, both shooting up from the trees. An ambush, exactly as Prince Lai laid out in his Principles of War. Except Hyrkallan was supposed to be flying up right now, blissfully unaware of what was coming from below, instead of down, straight towards the ambushers.

‘Go for the one on the left!’ he roared at Deremis and veered B’thannan towards the hunter on the right. Hunters were faster and more agile, but not when struggling to climb against a war-dragon diving towards them. A war-dragon more than twice their size . . . Hyrkallan grinned. He could almost feel their surprise and their fear. The hunters both turned and started to dive back towards the ground but they were too late. All they managed to do was to expose their riders even more. He felt the saddle and harness shudder as Deremis fired the scorpion, and then B’thannan, all fifty tonnes of him, slammed into the back of the nearest hunter. Both dragons shrieked and then pulled apart. Except now the hunter’s riders were in B’thannan’s jaws.


And that’s the end of you. Hyrkallan spared a glance for the riderless dragon as it spiralled down, looking forlornly for its riders and a place to land. Then he looked for the war-dragon. It was above and behind him, wings tucked in, hurtling towards him. Trying to do to him what he’d done to the hunters.


Except that doesn’t work when my dragon’s bigger than yours.  Doubtless whoever was on the war-dragon expected B’thannan to dive and run and for the fight to turn into a chase, but Hyrkallan was having none of that. He turned B’thannan sharply in the air, facing his enemy head on. He didn’t have time to pick up much speed, but even war-dragons had some sense of self-preservation. They both swerved and passed each other close enough to touch, belly to belly; claws and jaws and tails reached around each other, trying and failing to get at the other’s riders.

They flew apart. Hyrkallan glanced over his shoulder. First I ruin your ambush, then I even the odds and now I have the heights. You must be wondering who it is you’re facing. I am Hyrkallan, dragon-master of the north! Winner of the tournament a decade ago when Hyram took the Speaker’s Ring. And a decade before that as well, when it was Iyanza. He felt his harness shudder again as Deremis loosed another scorpion. B’thannan turned and Hyrkallan saw Nthandra of the Vale swoop past the enemy dragon. She raked it with fire, and then her hunter managed to wrap its tail around one of the war-dragon’s riders and pull, and its whole harness fell apart. For a moment everything that had been on the back of the war-dragon hung in the air, one end still held fast, the other hanging from the hunting-dragon’s tail. Riders, scorpions, saddle, everything, all of it stretched out in a line, dangling in the air.

For a moment. Then the dragons pulled apart, the line went taut and snapped, and everything fell in a lazy cloud of pieces towards the ground.


That’s that then. The last of the enemy dragons, the second hunter, was already skimming away. B’thannan would never catch it and he wasn’t about to risk Nthandra. Not after a victory like this. Let the Usurper hear all about it. Let her send out ever more scouts to look for him.

The war-dragon was heading for the ground now. Nthandra was following it down. She had every right, since she’d made the kill. Hyrkallan tipped B’thannan skywards once more. Let her pick up the grounded dragons while he flew circles overhead, watching in case the hunter came back.

‘It’s a good day!’ he bellowed back to Deremis. ‘Three new riders and now three new dragons. That’s twenty wings we have now. We’ll have to start our own eyrie soon!’ He laughed. Deremis and Shanzir didn’t answer, but that was probably because they hadn’t heard him over the noise of the wind. Or else they had, and he  hadn’t heard them. He let his eyes scan the skies one last time, then turned back to them.

Not the wind. Deremis was sprawled away from the scorpion, speared by a shaft half the length of a man. It had gone right through him and nicked at Shanzir as well, caught her in the top of the thigh. Blood was everywhere. Hyrkallan blinked, as if that  might somehow make the blood and the scorpion bolt go away.  Deremis? My brother? He couldn’t see properly. For a moment he didn’t know why. Then he understood. His brother was dead. He couldn’t see because his eyes had filled with tears.

‘Shanzir!’ He put a hand on her shoulder and shook.

He didn’t hear her, but she moved an arm, made a jerky gesture to tell him that she was hurt, and badly, but that she wasn’t about to die. He promptly forgot about her and stretched out past her for his brother.

‘Deremis!’ Their harnesses held them both too tightly for him to reach. He couldn’t even see his brother’s face, hidden behind his helm.

He hadn’t seen the enemy riders fire their scorpion. Couldn’t even think when it had happened. He shook his head. They must have fired as the two dragons passed and pulled apart. He’d felt the shudder as Deremis had fired. They must have fired back.

He shivered. A foot to the left and Deremis would have been alive and Shanzir dead. A foot the other way and perhaps he himself would have been hit. Two or three feet and they’d all be alive. Two dragons passing at speed, in such a way . . . A desperate piece of luck to hit a rider like that, and yet there was his brother, right in front of him. Dead.

Below, Nthandra of the Vale circled over the riderless war-dragon. Someone was going to have to bring that one home without a harness. Most riders tried that once, when they were young and stupid and thought they were immortal. Most of them didn’t try it again.


I’d do it. Hyrkallan reached out for his brother again. I’d do it for you. But Shanzir was hurt and someone had to fly B’thannan. As he watched, Nthandra looped her hunter through the air, dived and almost landed on the war-dragon’s back. She pulled up at the last possible moment, and as she did, one of the riders with her jumped. He landed on the war-dragon’s back and somehow managed to stay there. Nthandra made one more pass and then flew on, chasing the fallen hunter.


You’d do that would you, old man? He could almost hear Deremis laughing at him. You’d do that? I seem to remember you tried the same thing twenty-five years ago, before you went fat and half blind.  You slid off, broke one arm and three ribs and almost got trampled if I remember it right. We were all very impressed. After we’d finished laughing at you.


‘I didn’t see any of the rest of you try.’ Hyrkallan swallowed hard. Up here, where no one could see, he could afford to shed a tear and whisper words to the dead. Up here, but not on the ground. There will be a pyre, my brother. We’ll send you on your way as though you were a king. We’ll sing your name and send you to the ancestors, and then I swear to you, one way or the other, I’ll bring this Usurper to her knees.


Later, back among the rest of the Red Riders, Hyrkallan took his brother’s armour. They burned his body and sang old songs of battle and victory and loss. After that, Hyrkallan gave them leave to celebrate what they’d gained. Three dragons, three riders, an alliance with Almiri’s eyries and a bloody nose for Zafir. Enough to make any young rider drunk with excitement.

He left them to it and slipped away. Without Deremis, their victories felt hollow. Others might have drunk themselves into a stupor or lost themselves in Souldust, but Hyrkallan had no use for such things. Instead he sat alone in his tent, still and straight, and recited the names of all the riders who had died on the Night of the Knives, all the riders killed by the Adamantine Men on the Usurper’s order. He added his brother’s name to the list, and then did what he did every night. Planned Speaker Zafir’s downfall in fierce detail, step by step by step by bloody step.
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The Blood-Mage

Jostan hadn’t brought a tent with him. He hadn’t brought a bedroll or any blankets either, or indeed anything that might have been useful. Semian was no better off. Nthandra had some blankets but no tent. They ended up, all three of them, in the tent that had belonged to Hyrkallan’s brother simply because it was there, and because Deremis didn’t need it any more. They watched Deremis burn. Hyrkallan and some of the other riders sang songs and Jostan sang with them. Nthandra stared at the fire. On and off she wept. Thinking of Deremis perhaps, but more likely of all the menfolk she’d lost. From time to time Jostan wondered where he was. He had almost no idea. They’d crossed the Great Cliff and the Silver River valley and then veered west and then south again. Somewhere near the merging of the Purple Spur and the Worldspine. That was about as close as he could guess. Somewhere in the mountains.

Semian stared at the fire as well. Jostan had no idea what he was thinking at all.

When the first flash of the burning was done, Hyrkallan stood up and with a simple gesture he silenced them all. He raised a drinking horn. ‘To Deremis, my brother. Another brave and noble and honest rider slain.’ He emptied his horn. ‘I will mourn him as a kinsman should, but you should not. We are at war, and in war the noble and the brave die. We will be the spark that ignites the realms. We have a victory today. Three dragons gained and three new riders too. That is how my brother should be remembered. So I give you another toast, one to celebrate. I give you Queen Shezira and King Valgar, freed from the dungeons of the Adamantine Palace. I give you Speaker Zafir’s headless corpse rotting on a rope!’ He raised his horn a second time. ‘So warm yourselves at my brother’s pyre. Know that he died a fine death and that he would  be proud of what we have done, of what we will do tomorrow, and of what we will do every day after that.’

Hyrkallan threw his drinking horn into the fire, turned his back and vanished into the darkness. Nthandra started to sob. Semian stared at the flames.

‘It’s a strange day,’ Jostan muttered.

‘He doesn’t believe,’ whispered Semian. Jostan didn’t know what to say to that. Doesn’t believe what? It was hard to feel much of anything except bewildered, and perhaps a little pleased that he found himself with a dragon again.

Nthandra reached out a hand and rested it on Semian’s shoulders. ‘I believe,’ she said.

‘Oh, believe what?’ complained Jostan. When Semian turned to look at him, Jostan wished he’d kept his mouth shut. In the flickering firelight, Semian looked demonic.

‘Rider Hyrkallan does not believe in the name he has given to the men who follow him,’ said another voice, standing behind them. Jostan twisted around and found himself looking up at a nondescript man leaning on a staff. About the only thing Jostan really noticed was that the man’s hands were scarred and burned and that some of his fingers seemed to be missing. The man with the staff was looking at Semian, and Semian’s face had changed. The expression on his face was suddenly one of shock, and even awe. Jostan frowned.

‘You do though, don’t you?’ said the man with the staff to Semian. Semian nodded. ‘The problem,’ the man went on, ‘is that Hyrkallan has no faith.’ He crouched between Semian and Jostan. Now the man’s face was closer, it seemed familiar.

‘I’ve seen you before,’ said Jostan.

‘Yes. We both served the same mistress. I am Kithyr. I served Lady Nastria. I was her blood-mage.’

Jostan felt himself turn rigid with a mixture of distaste and fear and anger. Blood-mage. Abomination. He half expected Semian to jump to his feet and reach for a sword, but Semian didn’t even blink.

‘Rider Hyrkallan chose to call these men his Red Riders because its a common enough piece of folklore. Everyone knows the stories, little parts of the prophecies, handed from village to village, from  generation to generation, a little more broken and warped with each telling. The red rider and the pale dragon. Justice and Vengeance. Mostly they forget the vengeance part. Yes, the red rider, who flies from town to town, bringing the wicked to justice for their crimes. Everyone knows that story.’

‘But that’s not the true story,’ whispered Semian, ‘is it?’

‘Names have a power of their own, don’t they, Rider Semian.’ The blood-mage smiled thinly. ‘In the original revelations the red rider is the herald of the end of the world. The burning of everything. I don’t think Rider Hyrkallan has quite such apocalyptic intent.’

Jostan jumped to his feet. ‘Semian, why are you even talking to this . . . this creature. You know what he is! He told you!’

‘We saw some blood-magic once,’ said Semian mildly. ‘Do you remember, Jostan? It was an alchemist who did it.’

‘The queen outlawed its practice! On pain of death!’

‘And yet this man worked for her knight-marshal.’ Semian shifted closer to the blood-mage and gripped the man’s knee. ‘I drank dragon-venom and I survived.’

Kithyr nodded. ‘Most people do, actually.’

‘I had a vision!’

‘Also common, I understand.’

‘I saw a priest. And a dragon.’ Semian seemed to see Kithyr’s hands for the first time. ‘His hands were burned. Like yours, but worse! He told me what I had to do!’

‘And what was that?’ asked the magician.

Jostan had had enough. He was already half drunk and the last thing he needed was to listen to Semian going on about his vision again. ‘He thinks he’s the red rider.’ Jostan spat. He expected the magician and Nthandra to both fall about laughing, but neither of them did. If anything, they both looked at Semian with even greater interest. ‘Did you hear me? He believes it. Prophecies, end of the world, he believes the lot. He thinks it’s him.’ There. ‘He’s crazy. And if you don’t think he’s crazy, then you’re both crazy too.’ He walked away and left them to it. Not just crazy crazy, either. Dangerous crazy. Cracked. Mad as a bag of spiders. That sort of crazy. He looked back over his shoulder at the tiny circle of light surrounded by a near-infinite darkness. The three of them were  huddled together as if they hadn’t even noticed him go. Nthandra had draped both arms over Semian’s shoulders now. She’d had her eye on him since they’d arrived, but Semian seemed oblivious. Close by, other riders sat and stared at the fire; around them, looming mountain shapes reached up to gouge dead black holes from the starlit sky. Some drank, others sang softly to themselves. Jostan knew a few of them, recognised more. Several caught his eye and gave him a nod. One or two waved him over to sit with them and share their drink or their sorrow. They’d all known Deremis. He was the first of the Red Riders to fall, and none of them, it seemed, knew quite how to take the news that he was dead. Jostan went and sat among them for a while, but somehow they were still apart. The Night of the Knives had brought these riders together and he’d missed it. While the Night Watchman and his Adamantine Men had put their brothers and their fathers to the sword, while Queen Shezira and King Valgar had been taken to be tried for treason, Hyrkallan and these few had fought their way out of the speaker’s palace. With them, somehow, they’d taken Queen Almiri - Shezira’s eldest, Valgar’s queen, mistress of Evenspire and now, because of these few riders, the fulcrum to end Speaker Zafir’s rule if only the right lever could be found. And Jostan had missed it. Missed it because he was with Semian and Princess Jaslyn at the alchemists’ redoubt, facing something far worse, but he could hardly say that, could he? Hyrkallan’s riders had all lost friends or family or both, and what did he lose? Nothing. Nothing and everything. They knew, of course. They knew he and Semian had faced the rogue dragons. They knew about the caves and the smoke and fire and the alchemists and the Embers. They knew that he’d shielded Princess Jaslyn and that Semian had taken dragon-venom so that, in being eaten, he might kill one of the dragons. They knew, they just didn’t . . . understand.

They didn’t care. There. That was the truth of it. They only cared about Zafir and that she had tried to murder them. Them and their queen.

When he looked again, Semian and Nthandra and the blood-mage were all gone. He stayed with the others for as long as he could bear it and then slipped away, back to their tent. Deremis’ tent. He approached it slowly, quietly, not wanting to disturb  anyone inside. If Nthandra was with Semian well then he didn’t much care either way, as long as she gave him some warmth as well once she was done. He was beginning to understand how she felt. Anything, anything not to be alone.

Sure enough, as he crept close, he heard whispered voices from inside.

‘I can feel it. I know it’s there.’

‘Yes.’

‘I need to know. I need to know if I’m right.’

‘Yes.’ Jostan slipped closer. The first voice was certainly Nthandra. The second didn’t sound much like Semian.

‘It is true.’ Jostan had almost reached the flap of the tent. He froze. She was with the blood-mage. The thought made him want to be sick. He could almost see her, naked, straddling him while he pawed at her with his ruined fingers.

‘Let me touch you.’ No! Don’t let him touch you! ‘Yes. It is true. You carry a child within you. You carry a boy, Nthandra of the Vale. You carry your dead husband’s heir.’

‘What do I tell the child when it’s born? That it has no father?’

‘Have a few years of joy with him and then see if perhaps the alchemists would take him.’

‘They won’t. He has a bloodline. Even if he doesn’t know it.’

‘You could give him to the Adamantine Guard. No one will care whether he has one father or ten.’

‘No! I’d rather cut his throat when he comes out of me than give him to Zafir.’

‘The speaker will be long gone by then.’

‘I said no!’

‘Then tell him whatever you wish. You tell him that he carries all that is left of his father within him. Make him his father’s son. Sit him on whatever throne is his.’

‘No one will believe me.’

‘No.’

Jostan couldn’t move. He ought to slip away, come back later, but he couldn’t. He couldn’t move forward either. He needed to see and yet was too afraid to look.

‘Because behind your back they call you a whore, Nthandra of the Vale.’

‘He’ll be a bastard. It’s not fair.’ Suddenly she was shrieking. ‘We were to be wed as soon as he came back! I was unbroken! I never lay with another man.’

The magician’s voice softened. ‘It is unfair, but think of this son as a gift. Men such as he are often born to be great. Destiny has fingered your son, Nthandra of the Vale. Do you want him to be great?’

‘Yes!’

‘I can help with the hole inside too. With the helplessness, the hopelessness, the uselessness. I can help you make all that go away. If you want me to.’

‘Yes.’ Her voice was quiet now, sobbing. ‘Please.’

‘Which one, Nthandra of the Vale? I can do only one.’

‘The child then,’ she said, her voice so broken that Jostan could barely understand her. ‘I owe it to him.’

‘Greatness and happiness are rarely the same thing. You know that.’

Jostan didn’t hear what Nthandra said next. He wasn’t sure if she even said anything at all. Then he heard the magician again.

‘So be it. Will you give yourself to me, Nthandra of the Vale. Your body and your soul must be mine.’

A real rider, he knew, would have heard enough. A rider like Hyrkallan or Deremis would burst in on them right now. He knew that. They’d kick the magician out of the tent and send him packing, either with a boot or with a sword. Nthandra might curse and wail and spit at them, but they’d do it anyway because it was right. Not because it was wanted, but because it was right.


And I am not like them. He silently turned and moved a little way away. Too far to hear their whispers but close enough in case they turned to screams. They didn’t. After twenty minutes the blood-mage came out. He straightened his clothes, brushed himself down. He paused for a few seconds and looked straight at where Jostan was sitting, invisible, buried in shadows. Then he went away. Jostan stayed where he was - long enough, he thought, for the magician to be far away - but before he could bring himself to move, Kithyr was back and now he had Semian with him. They walked right past him.

‘. . . with this,’ said the magician.

‘If I must.’

‘You must. Unless you are a charlatan like Hyrkallan.’

‘It seems wrong.’

‘Needs must, Rider Semian. Hyrkallan wears the legend. You must live it. Once you have her, others will follow. I can see to that . . .’

They parted at the entrance to the tent. The magician walked away for a second time and Semian went inside. The noises that began soon after were easy enough to understand. Jostan waited for them to finish, and then waited a little more before he got up and slipped inside. The air was hot and stale and smelled of Nthandra. She was lying tight against Semian’s back. From the snores, they were both already asleep. Jostan curled up beside her, close to her because close felt better. When he woke later on in the small hours of the morning to find her pawing at him, he didn’t even think of turning her away.
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Drotan’s Top

‘We need a harness for the war-dragon.’ Hyrkallan’s face was a mask of stone. Semian watched him carefully. The other riders had been up late, celebrating or mourning or both. He couldn’t blame them for that; they’d all lost friends; brothers, fathers or lovers. Some of them were barely awake. Some had wept when they’d burned Hyrkallan’s brother, but as for Hyrkallan himself, his eyes had stayed dry then and they stayed dry now. That deserved respect, Semian thought, to lose a brother and still stay true to your purpose. In a way, Semian was glad that someone had died. Not that he had anything against Deremis; he barely knew the man’s name. But yesterday had mixed triumph and tragedy and spared him from more attention. He didn’t want that. Not yet.

‘We need ammunition for our scorpions and food for us. And potions,’ Hyrkallan continued.

Semian glanced at the piles of barrels and crates that he’d brought from Almiri’s eyrie. Good for a week or two, perhaps, but they needed to fend for themselves.


We need to fend for ourselves, he reminded himself. He was one of them now. For better or for worse, he wasn’t sure. But he had to start somewhere. He was already slowly turning Nthandra. Others would follow.

‘Since none of these things are going to make themselves, we’re going to steal them. The Usurper owns a tiny eyrie on the edge of the Spur. Drotan’s Top. Understand this, though. There’s to be no burning, no slaughter unless there has to be.’

Semian pursed his lips and clenched his toes at that. No burning?


‘We take what we want and we leave everyone alive when we go. We take their dragons, their weapons, their food, their potions, everything we can possibly use, but we do not take lives. Let the  Usurper’s servants live to tell of us. Let them spread fear.’

That, at least, Semian could agree with. The Great Flame was coming. Let them tell of us indeed.


Hyrkallan had already turned his back, heading towards the monster B’thannan. Semian knew of Hyrkallan’s beast - every rider in the north had probably heard of it - but he’d never seen it until they’d reached King Valgar’s eyrie; then Deremis had come for his secret meeting with the queen, pledging Hyrkallan’s support to her if she would pledge hers to him, and B’thannan’s landing had shaken Evenspire to its roots. B’thannan was enormous, by far and away the biggest war-dragon Semian had ever seen, almost as long as a hunter but three times as massive. He felt small enough as it was, surrounded by a score of dragons that could crush him with a careless step.


A pity it’s not white. The war-dragon he’d stolen from Speaker Zafir’s riders wasn’t white either. There weren’t any white dragons. Queen Shezira had managed to breed one as a present for the viper Jehal but somehow it had broken free. Eventually the Embers had killed it by poisoning themselves and then being eaten. Or at least that was what people believed. The white dragon flies free. The flames of destruction have come, and out of the flame, the red rider shall be born. It will come to me, somehow. Vengeance. And I will ride it.


Any dragon was better than no dragon for now. He and Jostan had left Valgar’s eyrie without mounts of their own and fate or destiny or perhaps sheer blind luck had provided for them. Fate would provide again, when it was ready. He mounted his stolen dragon and launched into the air with the rest of the Red Riders. This one would be called Vengeance too.

Hyrkallan led them straight to Drotan’s Top. They shot between the white-capped mountains of the Worldspine, among sharp narrow valleys filled with trees until they reached the Silver River, a dozen dazzling threads of water knotted and twisted together and gleaming in the sun. Hyrkallan led them low, the wind wet with spray thrown up by the sheer force of B’thannan’s wings, screaming past Semian’s face. As the valley grew wider and the mountains either side shrank to hills, they began to climb again. In the distance to his right, Semian saw the faint outline of the Great Cliff, the sheer walls of stone that marked the start of the Purple Spur.  Hyrkallan changed course now, leaving the river behind to rush on to its doom in the caves of the Silver King’s Tomb. They turned south, straight at the Great Cliff, climbing ever higher until they were a full mile above the ground and the hills of the Blackwind Dales stretched out below like the wrinkled old skin of some ancient desert mystic. Then the Great Cliff rushed to meet them. It ripped away the space below and suddenly they were shooting between jagged peaks of white-capped stone again. Through the neck of the Spur for an hour or more, skimming over thick carpets of trees and racing rushing water until the mountains fell away and so did the rivers, and they emerged the other side into the Maze. Here they flew lower still, sinking among the narrow pillars and canyons carved from dry barren stone. No trees grew here in the warrens of the Maze, and as they followed the helter-skelter waters from the Spur downwards, the air grew dusty and warm. Walls and columns of stone flashed by in streaks of yellows and oranges and reds, punctured now and then by black pits of shadow. Piece by piece, the stone walls fell away, first one layer, then another, then faster and faster in a blur until the whole landscape collapsed away and spat them and the waters below into the abyss that was the Gliding Dragon Gorge, the great rent in the land torn by the might Fury River below. They crossed the gorge, using it as cover, climbing steadily, creeping up to the cliffs on the other side so low that the tails and talons of their dragons scraped the stone. When they emerged on the other side, there it was. Drotan’s Top, perched on a long flat hilltop overlooking the fringes of the gorge. Half a day of flight and then to war with no warning. That was the dragon-rider’s way and it filled Semian with joy.

True to his word, Hyrkallan didn’t burn it. Instead he brought the riders in to land. A small company of Adamantine Guardsmen saw what was coming and fled the landing fields for the sanctuary of Hyram’s Tor, and that was that. No blood shed. Not even a sword drawn. Semian was disappointed and vaguely disgusted. The Adamantine Guard was supposed to fight to the last man to defend the speaker and the realms. The last ones he’d met, the Embers in the alchemists’ redoubt, had understood that. They’d understood that even throwing yourself naked into a dragon’s maw could be a victory.

He was still standing at the edge of the landing fields, scowling to himself, when a hand slapped him on the shoulder.

‘Drotan’s Top is ours. Not bad for your first day, eh?’ Semian turned around. The hand belonged to an older rider. One with a very slightly familiar face, but no name to go with it.

‘I know you,’ said Semian slowly.

‘GarHannas.’ The rider bowed. ‘I served Speaker Hyram before he died. I know you too. Semian. You were at Princess Jaslyn’s side at the alchemists’ redoubt. You missed the Night of the Knives, but they say you nearly died anyway.’

‘But not quite. I was reborn.’

‘Lucky for you!’ GarHannas grinned. He obviously had no idea what Semian was talking about. ‘There are a couple of riders and a score of the Adamantine Guard who’ve locked themselves in Hyram’s Tor. They’re trapped and they know it. The alchemist is in there as well. Everyone else is busy taking everything we can carry from the landing fields, but Hyrkallan’s gone to get the guard out of the Tor. We need the alchemist, or at least his help, and Hyrkallan doesn’t want to burn them.’ He grinned again. ‘They don’t know that, of course. We’ll threaten them with fire and offer them their lives if they surrender. Want to hear the old man? He’s good for this sort of thing.’

Semian shook his head, absently staring up at the tower. Slowly he dropped to one knee. ‘Praise to the Great Flame.’ He closed his eyes and murmured a short prayer. He felt GarHannas shift uncomfortably beside him. ‘Let the riders standing watch over our captives hear Hyrkallan speak. I will take their duty.’

GarHannas nodded. He started to move away, but Semian shot back to his feet and put a warning hand on the other knight’s shoulder.

‘I’ll give you some words for the soldiers you’ve trapped, though,’ he said. ‘You can tell them that those who are devout will be spared. Tell them that those who aren’t will be given the choice: turn their backs on the Usurper and serve the Great Flame or they burn.’

‘That’s not what - ’

Semian ignored him and left GarHannas standing there. He waved to Jostan and Nthandra, calling them over. He walked to where the Scales and the other men who were now their prisoners  sat, sullen, scared or simply bemused. ‘This lot!’ He pointed at the Scales. ‘These ones serve the Order and the Order serves the Great Flame. They have nothing to do with our fight. Let them go. As for the rest . . .’ He scanned the prisoners. They were all little people. Huntsmen and craftsmen and labourers and the like. No one of any consequence.

But that was no excuse. He glanced around. The other riders were gone away now, off to the tower to hear Hyrkallan storm and bluster. These souls were his.

‘As for the rest! You served the Usurper. You are sentenced to die.’ He drew out his sword and counted them as he spoke. Eighteen men and women. Him and Jostan and Nthandra watching over them. Three riders. If they ran, some of them would escape. That’s what you should do then, isn’t it? Why do you stay?


‘Hyrkallan said that we should let them go,’ said Jostan.

Semian ignored him. ‘Or you may choose a different master. Fall to your knees and pray to the Great Flame. Give yourselves to the fire and you may be reborn. You may live again. Refuse the fire and die now.’

Nthandra hadn’t moved. Her hand was resting on her sword. He took another look around to be sure. No other rider was close enough to pay them any attention. They were all busy with whatever Hyrkallan had set them to do.

‘Justice and Vengeance!’ Semian roared. ‘Fire or death!’

They didn’t run. They begged and pleaded and cried and one by one fell to their knees, praying as Semian had told them to do. They were liars though. Semian walked among them, and as he passed each one, he laid a hand on their head and saw into their heart. One he found, only one who truly believed. The rest of them were liars, all liars. He wrenched the one soul worth saving to his feet, pulling him up by his hair, and pushed him towards Jostan.

‘Take this one away. We’ll deal with him later.’

Nthandra still didn’t move. She didn’t turn away either. She was here for revenge. They all were. And the Flame is with me. Masked as a blood-mage, but I know who you are really are, and you promised Nthandra would be the first. So we will see . . .


He went back to walking among his prisoners, waiting until Jostan was out of sight. Two of us now. The rest of them thought  they were saved. He could feel it. Liars. All liars. As soon as Jostan was gone, he lifted his sword. And now, truly, we will see . . .


‘Liars!’ he screamed as his blade chopped down. ‘You’re all liars! Burn in the truth of the Great Flame!’ For a split second, as Nthandra drew her own sword, he didn’t know whether she meant it for him or for them. Then she stabbed a man as he started to his feet and chopped the legs out from another, screaming at them something that even Semian couldn’t understand. The others ran, but not far. The rest of the Red Riders nearby saw to that with bows and swords, mistaking the rush of men for an attack. When they were all butchered, Semian dragged their bodies into a pile. The other riders watched now, faces mixed with curiosity, awe and horror. As much as anything, Semian knew, this was a lesson for them. They were young, most of them, the ones that Hyrkallan hadn’t taken with him to the tower. Young and scared and angry. Perfect for his purpose. Some of them had just cut a man down for the first time. Now they were realising what they’d done. Justice, that was what it was. Hard, cold justice. They needed to learn that now, needed to learn what it would mean to follow the Great Flame.
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