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Mark was the last one to leave Ul-Reisen’s ship, having made sure that they’d left nothing behind which would give any clue that the Narwal pirate had had any others than his crew on board.

“A word of advice,” he said as he clasped Ul-Reisen’s calloused paw in farewell. “When you’re in front of Khazarig, agree to anything he says. I mean it! Anything! I know your people regard their word as sacred, but to this man your oaths will mean nothing anyway. And if you cross him while he’s there in person, the Khol-Reyne will use him to channel their powers and turn you to stone without a second thought. So tell all of the captains there to make their own faces like they’re stone already, give no hint that you are troubled, angered, or distressed by anything he says. Just say ‘yes’, bow and leave!” He didn’t want to say that the dreadful priests could manifest themselves out of thin air and do damage, which would sound so implausible as to make Ul-Reisen disregard his warnings.

“What we do then?” asked Ul-Reisen, clearly in distress but also feeling very much out of his depth.

“Well if you really want to do something to help everyone,” Mark said, having had a bright idea, “I would suggest that you round up all of your sailors and set sail for The Gullet, as they want. At the same time, tell your women and children to take only what they really need – clothes and food – and abandon your settlements for now. Tell them to get over to the other side of the cliffs which form the ridge The Gullet cuts through. At least with some good hard stone between them and the Khol-Reyne they’ll be as safe as they can be.

“Then when you put in to get fresh water on the other side, call all the captains together. Tell them to pick up the soldiers as you are told to, but take them out to where there’s deep water and throw them over the side!” 

He saw Ul-Reisen blinking in surprise. “Look, how many rowers do you have on each galley, eh? Enough so that you won’t be able to take on that many soldiers in each ship, surely? And if you make sure it’s a rough ride for them, half of them will be puking over the side and wishing they were dead anyway!”

He gave a snort of disgust. “And believe me, captain, the men you’ll be picking up won’t be the poor refugees who’ve followed Khazarig in terror. This lot will be the hard core of soldiers who were trying to make trouble in the Jastrovian Empire long before Khazarig came back. I’d bet that many of them are soldiers of fortune. Men who have no loyalty to anyone, only the deepest purse.”

He hoped he’d given a broad enough hint that such men wouldn’t have the Narwal people’s respect for a promise given, and was relieved to see Ul-Reisen’s eyes narrow and his moustaches twitch as he pursed his lips in disapproval. Then the pirate captain’s face split into an evil grin.

“You good man! You make good captain!” he chortled. “Yes! We do what you say. We take these soldier-men and make them swim for harming our folk!” He gave Mark a wink. “We know place. Place where water...” and he rotated a finger in the air.

“Ah... A whirlpool?” Mark guessed. “A place where two waters meet and make...” and he too twirled his finger. “It sucks things down into it.”

Ul-Reisen beamed. “Nothing come back up from there! It go down to bottom of sea and stay there!”

“And even the Khol-Reyne will struggle to find them,” Mark grinned back, glad that he had given this old rogue something to cheer him. Despite the captain’s unsavoury attitude to personal hygiene, Mark found himself rather taking to this rough and ready sea-dog. After the political back-stabbing he had found in the Duchy of Palma when he’d been ripped from his own world and dumped there, he found the rough honesty of the Narwal Horde refreshing and uncomplicated. No doubt they could be cunning, and as their new Delven friend, Miramere, had said, you had to listen carefully to what they were saying, because much could hang on a subtlety – an offer of refuge for just one night might mean you needed to have your dagger handy come the morning! But if they promised help, then help you would get, come what may, and Mark could respect that kind of attitude.

As he swung himself over the side, and went down the handholds on the wooden side of the ship to where the smaller boat with his companions awaited, he found himself sighing at the thought of what would come next for them, however. Lyris was the main problem yet again. While they’d been on Ul-Reisen’s ship she had been well-behaved, because she had been fully aware that the others would have left her to the tough love of the captain, as they’d threatened, if she overstepped the mark again. But now Ul-Reisen’s galley was already swinging away and picking up speed, the wash of the multiple oars creating a backwash which made their small boat bob about uncontrollably. And with him gone, their hold over Lyris had gone too, which could well mean that she would start exerting pressure on Elias and Teryl again to back her in whatever cockeyed notion filled her head.

Almost on cue, Lyris piped up with, “So what are we going to do about my father?”

As Rufus gave a growl of frustration, and Mark groaned, it was Imry who replied and with great firmness.

“Your father is in the biggest army remaining in this quadrant of the world. That means he’s as safe as any of us!”

“But what if Jeno falls?” Lyris retorted. “You’ve all been saying these soldiers are going to come up at his back, so he’ll be caught in a trap, won’t he? And where’s my father going to be then?”

“Exactly where he was,” Mark snapped. “Damn it, Lyris! You never stop to think, do you? Do you really think Ul-Reisen and the rest of the Narwal Horde are going to take being held to ransom like this and do nothing?” As a pout began to form around her lips, Mark gave her no chance to interrupt. “Yes, they have to go to this mad former emperor at Askold. They have no choice in that. But then at some point, if Emperor Khazarig – or whatever he’s calling himself at the moment – and through him the Khol-Reyne, want the Horde to ship their soldiers for them, then they have to let them go. Do you understand?”

Already Teryl and Olwine were starting to smile, and Teryl elaborated with a stern glance at Lyris, “Of course! They know from past experience that they can’t control sailors and expect them to function properly at the same time! Don’t you remember what we talked about, Lyris? About how the Khol-Reyne must have experimented with trying to control some of the empire’s sea-captains over on the eastern shores and found that when they did, that the ships ended up sinking on the shoals and sandbars? Remember? The prelude to that huge storm which tore through the Jastrovians’ Yugria Province?”

Lyris’ mouth made a soundless ‘oh!’

“Oh, indeed,” Olwine said wryly. “So what do you think will happen when the Horde get beyond The Gullet, eh? By Sattada, after everything you’ve seen and heard at Al-dushara when the Horde have come for conferences, do you really think that they’ll take this lying down and just do what they’re told? Have they ever done what they’re told?”

Teryl gave a small snort of mirth. “All the bloody negotiating and wheedling we had to do with them! Gods, but we had to follow some tortuous routes to get them to even halfway where we wanted them! I doubt they’ll take this without so much as a protest. And don’t forget, Lyris, it’s only been a couple of days since Khazarig and his cronies appeared in their midst. When that captain left to come and find Ul-Reisen and the others, they were still all in shock. It won’t stay like that for long!”

“Hmm, but what will they actually be able to do?” wondered Imry. “Intent is one thing, acting is another.”

“Well I did give Ul-Reisen a hint,” Mark said, hoping he didn’t sound too smug. “I pointed out that once they are beyond The Gullet, they should be beyond the Khol-Reyne’s immediate range. So those soldiers they’re going to pick up are going for a long swim to the bottom of the ocean. And that means we don’t have to worry about warning Jeno, do we? Because that bunch of mercenaries won’t even get as far as dry land, let alone marching up to attack his force from the rear, when they might be strung out through those narrow passes through the mountains to get to Jastrovia proper. Ul-Reisen jumped at the chance to get his own back, I can tell you!”

Imry looked at Mark and blinked. “Every time I get halfway to thinking that you’re one of us, you come up with something like that and remind me you aren’t.”

Rufus patted Imry on the shoulder consolingly. “He’s been doing that to us ever since we found him. I’m afraid you just have to get used to it, because he’s come up with solutions we’d never think of. It’s not just the details, it’s the breadth of his experience which is so different to your or mine, or Elias’.”

At this point Mark didn’t feel it was politic to also point out that although he hadn’t been a captain like Teryl or Olwine, let alone a commander like Rufus, but only a lowly sergeant, it had been in one of the crack regiments of his own world. One with an international reputation which it more than lived up to. You didn’t survive in such a team if you couldn’t think on your feet, and Mark had been in it long enough to do his share of tours in hell-holes and come out alive, if not always in one piece.

Instead he brought the conversation to an end by gesturing to Elias to help him raise the sail on the boat, and with a pleasant breeze aiding them, they steered towards the thickly wooded slopes of the island of Drinya. Askold, where the Narwal captains were making for, was a substantial settlement on what looked to be the next island onwards from Drinya, but which was in fact the protruding end of the Karse Peninsula. Between the two was a narrow strait with a ferocious tidal race, which would take the galleys at three times their normal pace south-westwards, but that had also meant that Ul-Reisen had not dared try to land them on Drinya along the strait’s coast for fear of being driven onto the rocks which littered it.

When the sea had long ago ripped through in the vast tidal wave which had created the sea they were now on, it had flooded what had until then been a low-lying and very fertile plain, and what were now coasts had been nothing more than land-bound hillsides. As a result, Elias told Mark, many of the so-called shores were very unstable.

“It’s why the Horde have never colonised the old kingdom cities of Filipec and Tarjan on the south side,” Elias elaborated as he steered the boat into what seemed like a natural bay. “The ‘coast’ is littered with sunken tree debris and banks where the hillsides have washed away. This area we’re sailing on here was once just the outflow of a river from the hills. A nice shallow plain filled with farms.” He pointed to where the ruins of two more small towns were now visible on either side of the bay. “Onijar over on the west side, and Sharkel on the east, were primarily market towns. Places which the great wagon trains came up to from the capital to collect all sorts of things. Not wheat, they had enough of that down in the valley, but they grew wonderful fruit up here, and of course there were sheep all over the hillsides. I doubt if we’ll find many of them left, though. I suspect that however many were left when the Horde appeared soon ended up roasting over their fires, or being claimed for their own!”

Mark shaded his eyes from the low winter sun and squinted at the land. “And you say there’s no danger of us finding statues in these towns?”

Elias shook his head. “Naah, these places weren’t that fancy! Think small provincial market towns with lots of fairly well-to-do farmers and the odd merchant, but no nobles. You have to remember, Mark, that you arrived at Staer-Dushan, which even in the kingdom days was the town which serviced the main royal hunting lodge – which is what Al-dushara palace was long before the Dukes of Palma made it their seat. I doubt the old kings even knew where these towns were,” and he waved a hand at the land, “let alone visited them! You saw the exception, not the rule, for towns and cities of the old kingdom.”

“There were still enough bits and pieces in Irtysh to have us running for our lives, though.” Mark reminded him sourly. “And Irtysh wasn’t that important from what you said. Not many nobles there.”

Elias winced. “Yes, I know. But Irtysh was a really important market place! The nearest town to where the huge trade road comes out of the empire to the north. This valley we’re coming into was on the way to nowhere until the flood ripped The Gullet through the mountains. Being the place renowned for the best ertzbaerren and thrornbaerren,” which Mark now knew were strawberries and raspberries, “isn’t sufficient reason to start littering the places with gryphons and gryphes!”

“Okay, I believe you,” Mark said with a laugh. “And although I have to admit to a serious love of what you call thrornbaerren, I can see that even a king with the same taste would draw the line at decorating the place where they come from.”

“Anyway, we’re not going into the towns,” Elias said more cheerfully. “I’m aiming to take us just up that river you can now see to the east of the bay. We just had to swing round a bit to get the angle right to get into it. Up there there’s bound to be some ruined stone farmhouse we can make a shelter out of. And Ul-Reisen giving us plenty of supplies has helped. But even now in the depths of winter there’re likely to still be some fruits and nuts on the trees, and fish in the river.”

“And plenty of wood for fires,” Rufus added from in front of them, having been listening to the conversation. “We should be able to get a good blaze going every night – good enough to keep reading these bloody books by that we’ve hauled out of Irtysh.”

As they lost the light in the late afternoon, Elias guided the boat into the shore and they made a temporary camp for the night, but was emphatic that they would be able to do better for the next night.

“I just don’t want to try and navigate the river in the dark and end up holing the boat on something,” he said in response to Lyris’ huffs and puffs, which without words said that she had hoped for greater comfort.

True to his word, in the morning they found themselves rowing the boat up an easy-flowing river, and within an hour of setting off, found the ruins of what had once been a nice little hamlet. The roofs were off all of the houses, but the walls were sound on the better ones and they chose one where a chimney stood which was still serviceable. 

To Lyris’ disgust she was told to sit down and keep out of the way as the others cut down branches and made a roof of sorts over the fireplace-end of the house. Further foraging turned up a couple of old benches which had been sheltered enough from the elements to remain sound, and so by the time night fell once more, they were camped snugly in the house and with one of Mark’s delicious stews already brewing on the hearth. On each side of it they had made beds of gathered bracken, and if it was hardly what Lyris and Imry were used to, it was certainly going to be homely enough for the next couple of days.

“Do you know, I don’t think it will be any bad thing for us to disappear from view for a week or so,” Mark said thoughtfully, as he helped himself to the last portion of stew and sat down to eat with the others. “The Khol-Reyne now know beyond doubt that we were in Irtysh. So what’s the betting that they’ll think that we’ll be looking to make another strike against them?”

Imry made a gesture with the chunk of flat-bread he was holding preparatory to dunking it in the stew. “That’s a good point! Tactically they might think that we’ll try to keep what advantage we have.”

“But we haven’t got an advantage,” Lyris protested, although not too vigorously, Mark noticed.

“Ah, but they don’t know what our objectives are, do they?” Imry pointed out, waving the bread again, this time in chastisement in her direction. “So they’ll be trying to second guess us. They’ll be wondering what in the name of the gods were we doing in Irtysh? Why were we there? And don’t forget, we managed to destroy some of their gryphons there – or rather Mark did when he made them crash into the city wall. That was some kind of clever thinking, by the way!” he praised Mark, raising his mug of herb tea in a toast. “I can see why the rest of you thought he was a fair exchange for Marcus.”

“I think it’s fair to say that Marcus would have been crushed under a gryphon long since, had he been here,” Olwine said with little regret. “He’d have been even more useless than...” then bit her tongue before saying the names Gabor and Lyris, but getting a black look from Lyris all the same. “But Imry’s right,” she added hastily to get away from such dangerous ground. “We’ve proven ourselves too adept at upsetting the Khol-Reyne’s plans for them to ignore us now.”

“But they can’t look everywhere,” said Miramere, setting his bowl down with a contented burp. “And I think that’s the point that Mark’s making – that either they have to let us disappear, which will grate on them something shocking, or they have to expend an awful lot of energy searching every wood and valley for us. Because once they’ve gone through the towns with that dreadful wind that they can summon, and found we’re not there, then what do they do? There are too many choices. We could be on the northern shore of Slavers Bay, and heading to join up with Emperor Jeno – maybe even to make a strike up into the Jastrovian Empire’s heartland. 

“Or we could be on the southern shore of Dhaspara Province and heading towards them – if we believe that they are in the Duchy. They think they’ve got the Narwal Horde under their thumbs, so they won’t think we’ll be there beyond scouring the ships which come before Khazarig. And the only other option is the Vyatic Republic – but do we all agree that they would expect us to try and go that way with all speed if we did, not delay at all?”

Rufus too dumped his bowl down having wiped every drop of sauce from it with the bread. “I think you’re right on every count, Miramere. I’d only add that I don’t think Ul-Reisen’s in any danger for having helped us, because going on the way they’ve reacted in the past, the Khol-Reyne will send that searching wind through the ships and never bother with searching the slaves’ minds. And they’ll believe in their arrogance that they’ve got the captains cowed because of the hostages. So having summoned them, they’ll assume that they’re so shit scared that they would unquestioningly volunteer the information if they ran into any strangers.”

“Big mistake where the Horde’s concerned!” Olwine said brightly. “And long may they make it!”

Teryl nodded but added more thoughtfully, “And yes, I think they will think that as a last resort that we’ll run to the Republic. And remembering that Olwine, Lyris and I got caught by guildsmen from the Republic, it’s probably worth keeping in mind that they may have twisted some of them so that they can do their tricks through them too. You know, that seeing and speaking through them thing that they seem capable of now. So, given that we said that we needed to make contact with Miramere’s people – and to do that we need to pass through the Republic – I think it would be wise to avoid their main cities out on the islands, and especially their capital, Maribar. Much better to go into Guildsman’s Bay right from the start, even if it means we have that infamous, soggy maze of rivers and channels to get across before we can get to the mountains. At least we’re way less likely to end up in the guildsmen’s prisons that way!”
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In far off Staer-Dushan the Khol-Reyne were doing much as predicted. At the point when Ul-Reisen was clasping his beloved Lyris to him, having saved her from a watery death as he saw it, the thirteen priests and priestesses had just about recovered from their experience in the Gift-infused room. It had taken a week for them to fully come out of their dazed state, but none of them appreciated the close call they had had. Full of their own importance, they believed that the reason why the poor folk (whom they had dragged from their hiding places in the nearby hills) had stayed was because they were so in awe of them. The truth was somewhat different.

As they had lain fading in and out of consciousness, the people had contemplated running. The terrifying sounds which had come from within the building, which they only knew of as having previously housed the mysters, had filled them with dread. The kindly old men – as they thought of the mysters who provided cures for illnesses, and guided their souls towards the heavens once they had died – had never made such noises. It had always been a peaceful and slightly solemn place. But now the screams of ecstasy had been heard even out on the street, and the strange shakings and rumblings which rippled out through the building – and which had toppled the more precarious buildings following the destruction wrought by the gryphes and gryphons – was more than they could stand.

Yet with timing which couldn’t have been planned better, just as the people contemplated running, the Vyatic Republic had come calling. The Duchy’s own ships were long and sleek with three tall masts. Not believing in slaves, they had long since abandoned oared ships for want of those to row them, and now had a small fleet of ships which were shallow enough to navigate most of the inner sea, and with enough sails to catch every scrap of wind. By contrast the Republic’s vessels had one or two large sailed masts, but at least a third of the middle of each ship was given over to banks of oars. At the stern and bows they were built up to allow for lots of storage space, and between these two ‘castles’ (as they were known) canvas could be spread to spare the rowers from the worst of the summer sun, or the lashing of the winter rains. On top of that, the Republic’s vessels were inevitably painted a vivid red, with the sails made out of red and white striped canvas.

Nobody mistook a Vyatic Republic ship for anyone else’s, not even the Horde’s. The Narwal Horde had long sleek galleys with no ‘castles’, but with fantastical beasts carved up on tall bowsprits. The ships were mostly a natural wood colour, but if the Horde came raiding the sides were lined with brightly painted shields. Therefore the unfortunate souls in Staer-Dushan knew exactly who had come, and most had a shrewd idea why. It was to empty the warehouses of the city while no-one was there to stop them.

Yet when Mark and the rest of the population had left they had closed and barred the great sea-gates into Staer-Dushan’s harbour, and these gates had been made to withstand assault. The Republic’s ships tried ramming them, but the gates held, and so after a fruitless couple of days, they had sent small boats filled with men with the clear intention of taking the city from the land. But the people had long since found the grain stores, and knew that if they were to have any chance of surviving the rest of the winter they would need this food. So they once more closed and barred the city gates and cowered behind them, not quite sure who they were more frightened of – the Republic outside the city, or the thirteen insane priests within.

“What is that?” demanded Ashina, priest of the supreme god Survictus.

“The Republic, master,” a timorous slave replied, wishing for the thousandth time that he could go back to hoeing rows of vegetables and cursing the haughty Palma-Fayre dukes. At least he had never seen them!

“Republic?” Ashina spat in frustration. “What Republic? What does that mean?”

“It’s the old Vyatic caravaneers, from over in Cherson Province, don’t you remember?” Nehavend, priestess of the goddess of vengeance, Lamia, prompted him. “Remember? We saw it on that map up at the palace.”

“And on all those scrolls and parchments we wasted our time going through,” Barsilia, the priestess of the goddess of fertility, Verbeia, said acidly. “Treaties here and treaties there, as if they thought they had any right to decide what they would or wouldn’t do!”

“We’re going to be issuing a lot of reminders,” Mozharka said with a sigh as he took the arm of Barsilia, his partner since he served the god of fertility, Setlocca. “Whatever made them think that they had the right to decide their own destinies?”

“Us not being here, that’s what!” snapped Khuvrat, priest of Unseni, the god of plague. “We should never have travelled to meet those pestilent DeÁine! It’s been a disaster from start to finish!”

“And you speak as if we don’t already know that!” bit back Gyevicha. His god, Ratis, the god who took souls down to the Underworld, was one of the most invoked along with Unseni, but their two high priests were not so aligned and regularly argued.

“Well I don’t know about the rest of you,” said Szarvas, whose god, Alator, was the god of war, “but I’m feeling stronger than I have in years. Shall we show these upstart Vyatics what the penalty is for raising their hand against us?”

By now all thirteen of them had come out onto what had once been a luxurious roof terrace at the top of the mysters’ guild-house. The attack of the gryphons had reduced the once flourishing lemon and orange trees to charred stumps, and the pretty arbours and comfortable seating areas were a shadow of their former selves, but this last remaining ledge was still a good place to come to to look out over the city from. And on the seaward side they were now looking at a fleet of ten ships lined up beyond the city’s sea-walls.

“We could blast them with another of those winds,” Kundajik suggested mischievously, but then his god, Thetys, was always the disrupter with malevolent mischief.

“Only one problem with that, pea-brain!” snapped Szarvas, who was never known for his patience. “We can’t do that without the help of our prisoner! He was the one who reached out across the ocean for us. He was the one whose unholy Power could do that thing with the wind!” 

“Then let’s send for him!” Kundajik hissed back. “No sense in keeping a dog and barking yourself! He’s only up at Al-dushara, not the ends of the earth.” Both totally forgetting that they had previously sent for him and he had never appeared.

Ashina intervened before a full screaming session could begin. “I don’t think so,” he said firmly. “We have him secure at the moment, but to get him down to the city we would have to open the gates, wouldn’t we. Not a good idea until we’re sure we can handle these upstart traders, eh, Kundajik? So shall we see what we can do ourselves now that we can all feel the Gift so strongly again?” There were vague murmurs of assent and so he turned to Turmecsu. “Can you use your affinity with air to summon a basic wind?”

It was couched as a question, but Turmecsu knew it was a thinly disguised order. “Hmph! Us doing the work again, eh? Just because I serve Panakeia of the Air, and my brother and sister priests serve those who rule water and earth, it’s not an excuse to keep dumping all the hard work onto us,” he protested. “All we three have done since we got free of the DeÁine emperor and his minions is track people down, or summon this or that. You even made us the ones to link with that horrible thing our prisoner calls the Power.”

“Well you three are the most expendable!” Szarvas retorted.

“Expendable, are we?” objected Hyonite, who was the priest of earth. “Well in that case you can do this without us!” and he and Turmecsu shepherded the third of their sub-group, Maniakh, to the stairs, and the three of them disappeared from view.

“Hrabar, go and soothe their precious egos,” Ashina sighed, the request being made of the priestess of Sattada, who was the goddess of intercession. Hrabar was always the one who brought people round after a row, but for once she had something to say on the matter.

“I will, but they’re right, you know. You’ve worn them ragged trying to track down the stranger who appeared. If any of the rest of you had tried to do what you’ve asked of them, you would know it’s far from as simple as you want it to be. And if you want to blast those ships out of the water, Szarvas, then I suggest you start living up to your position as the high priest of war and do it yourself!”

It was so rare that she ever took anyone to task that the remaining nine were too shocked to reply until after she too had disappeared.

“She has a point,” Kundajik declared, enjoying stirring the already turbulent emotions, “you are Alator’s representative in this world.”

“Naaagh!” roared Szarvas, and spun back towards the water and vented all his anger towards the ships via an out-flung arm. To their own astonishment a wall of water was swept upwards until it towered above even the masts of the ships, and then it slammed down on them, driving them into the seabed as surely as if a fist from the gods above had hammered them into the mud below.

As he then slumped to the floor of the roof garden, senseless, Nehavend said weakly, “Oh gods! We didn’t expect that, did we? What have we become?”
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Chapter 2​
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Having ploughed through the books that the eight fugitives had brought from the library at Irtysh over the course of a week, it was disheartening to find that they were little better informed. Feeling relieved that they no longer needed to rush through them whilst on the roads through Dhaspara, and fearing being hunted by the Khol-Reyne’s winds at every turn, they had taken their time and read carefully, but were frustrated by how little there was which was relevant for them.

“Gods, but the bloody Khol-Reyne have been a secretive lot down the ages!” Olwine declared in disgust as she closed the final book she’d been reading. “All of this and nothing but a maze of hints and misdirection!”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” Mark said soothingly. Since he and Miramere could not read the language of the texts, their main job had been to go out hunting, fishing and gathering while the others read, but it also gave him a different perspective on things. Every night they had all gathered round the fire and shared what little had been found, but Mark had seen something vaguely like a pattern emerging that the others, engrossed in the details, hadn’t.

“Why do you say that?” Rufus asked cagily. “Please don’t tell me we’ve missed something obvious.”

“Not obvious,” Mark hurriedly reassured him. “It’s just that although I haven’t been able to help you go through this stuff, it doesn’t mean I haven’t been thinking about what you’ve said every night, and I think I can see something in the wider picture that isn’t clear in the detail.”

Rufus gave Imry a nudge, “Here we go again, this’ll be interesting!”

Mark gave a good-humoured smile. “I’m not that clever, Rufus, just different – and it helps. But what I was going to say is this: from what you’ve all said, I think that the Gift gradually developed. I don’t think it came all in one lump, if you see what I mean. And because of that, there’s not going to be an entry in these books saying ‘Gods preserve us, the Khol-Reyne suddenly have strange new powers!’ because they didn’t. Not all in one go. And it made sense to me the more I thought of it because of something you said, Rufus.”

“Me?”

“Yes. You said that when your grandfather and others of your people were fighting the DeÁine, that part of the problem was that the DeÁine lived much longer than you. You said that each one had several times a normal person’s lifetime to develop their powers in, but that they also remembered things in a very personal way which were just family memories for you. Well I think we’re seeing something like that here. Not to the same degree as those DeÁine priest you talked about...”

“The Abend.”

“...Yes, them. You said they lived for many centuries. But what I did notice as you lot were sharing the information, was that the further you moved on in time from when those special rooms were built for them out of what Miramere calls the ‘live-rock’, the longer the Khol-Reyne seemed to live. In the beginning they were dying like ordinary men, so each time you mentioned names they were new ones. But the closer to now you got, the more the same names would crop up several times over, even in accounts written decades apart.”

Elias gave a low whistle. “By Thetys, now there’s a thing! But certainly, going on what I was reading, you’re right, Mark, they did start to live longer.”

Mark nodded. “And so if you take that as a starting point, is it possible, then, that the Gift grew because as each priest lived longer, they had more time to work out how to extract the energy – or whatever it is – from the stones?”

“And more time to absorb it into themselves,” Teryl agreed softly as she stared up at the stars, thinking furiously. “Yes, that agrees with what I read too. The biggest landmark event any of us came up with was the first time the Gift was used to defend the people of Tyhros, and we all agreed that that didn’t sound like it was an unqualified success.”

“Hmmm,” Olwine mused, “that was the time when they chased off the raiders from out of the empire, but then couldn’t stop the beasts until winter came. But if that wasn’t just a case of them not knowing how to control the beasts, but not being fully strong enough either, then that puts it in a whole different light, doesn’t it?”

“It certainly does,” agreed Imry. “Given what Mark’s just said, do you think that the more they used the Gift, the stronger they became?”

As the others began nodding in agreement, Mark said,

“And I know this won’t make a huge amount of sense to you here in this world, but in mine we had a form of power which we could make by using other fuels. I can’t even begin to explain electricity to you other than to say it was like a very controlled form of lightning, but years ago I went to see a place where they did this process. It was up in the mountains, and there was a natural lake that had been dammed to make it bigger. 

“What used to happen was that during the day, when people needed the power, gates would be opened, and the water from the lake would gush downhill and turn machinery which made the electricity. But at night, using electricity produced by other means, most of that water was then pumped back up to the lake so that it could be reused at times of need. Now disregarding the strangeness of that power to you, can you see that there was a kind of loop going on there? It wasn’t simply a case of the energy being used up and then that was that, it sort of fed back into itself.

“Well I’m wondering whether there isn’t something along those lines going on with the Khol-Reyne? We know that this ‘live-stone’ can be warmed up to the point where it has the energy to move the beasts around by the heat of the sun. So all of their energy isn’t just from something inside of them – if it was, we could have exhausted them and then broken them up. But what if something similar is also going on with the Khol-Reyne? After what happened at Irtysh, I think we all agree that they’ve gained something extra from being back in their homeland again. And if that’s the case, then they are clearly drawing something from the stones. 

“Do you see? The Gift isn’t a self-contained thing within them. It has to be fed by the stones to become really powerful. That’s why the dukes of Palma couldn’t use the Gift – they didn’t have the ability to draw it from the stones. Only the Khol-Reyne have been able to form this strange symbiotic relationship with it, and only they can then transfer some of that power into others.

“That’s why the dukes would also gradually get sick and their lines die out, as well! This toxic power would do some serious damage when handed on to others not physically prepared or able to handle it. In my world we’ve seen the like too. The residue from ...from ...oh, just take my word for it, it was a nasty, evil weapon of massive force, the like of which had never been seen before and never since! Well even four or five generations on from when that weapon was used, there were still children being born with terrible deformities because of what was left behind. (That’s what’s happening to Miramere’s people, by the way.) 

“But what if it also happened to those noble families the old kings chose to be their guard-dogs? They got infused with the Gift, but it changed them inside, and so their lines failed and a new line – a new family of guard-dogs – had to be infused with the Gift? Your family actually got lucky, Lyris, because they were the last ones to be created as guard-dogs before the kingdom fell, and so they didn’t get to use the Gift. If they had, you might not be here, or your father!”

As Lyris went pale at the thought, Rufus suddenly declared,

“Yes! That makes sense! And I’ve just had a thought too. Do we think that – given that the first king we read about who had the Gifted Khol-Reyne in his lands, also had terrible trouble with them wanting to take over from him – maybe the king actually forced the Khol-Reyne to hand on some of their power to nobles he could trust against the time when they might rebel again? Maybe threatened them with expulsion if they didn’t?

“Do you see the difference? These nobles weren’t men the Khol-Reyne particularly wanted to share the Gift with, but they had to comply, and so they didn’t particularly care if those nobles then didn’t last for long. In fact, it probably suited them all the better, because it didn’t give the chosen nobles much chance to learn how to develop their talents with the Gift and become a true threat to the Khol-Reyne. And they didn’t get the chance to hand any such knowledge on to the next family either because the last man standing, so to speak, would be a pretty sick man – maybe even a bit mad.”

“Holy Thetys!” Elias gasped. “Now that’s a thought and a half! But it makes sense, by the gods it does! The kings were effectively on the Khol-Reyne’s doorstep, looked at that way. So if, as Mark’s realised, the priests were starting to live longer – and you’d be pretty much guaranteed to notice it if the ones who were around in your grandfather’s reign were still active in yours – then the kings might well have started to feel threatened by them. And in their shoes, wouldn’t you have made it a condition of their being allowed to stay in the kingdom and keep tapping into the power in those rooms, for them to share that power?”

Olwine sniffed in disgust as she added, “And kings being kings, they wouldn’t want to take the risk themselves, would they? Especially after the first time when everyone noticed that the poor family who first got the Gift ended up sterile as mules. That’s not a kingly attribute!”

“I think it was one of the king’s brothers,” Teryl said absently, then blinked and said more positively. “Sorry, just thinking back to something I read. I’m sure that I found that one of those early king’s younger brothers was the first to have the Gift outside of the Khol-Reyne. But it never came to anything because the writers said that he never had sons to pass it on to.”

“Sattada!” Imry breathed. “But if the truth was that he died a rather nasty death because of it – and that’s not the kind of thing which you’d let leak out of a court! – then they’d make bloody sure that the next recipient wasn’t one of their own! Lamia send them to the Underworld, but it sounds only too plausible.”

“But if it made the noble families sterile, how did they pass it on?” Lyris demanded.

“That’s the big question, isn’t it?” Mark agreed, giving her a smile in praise at having picked up on that. “Lyris is absolutely right. There had to be something different about the Khol-Reyne – or at least the later ones – which made it possible. Did they take lovers from a particular family group? People who might have had some strange attribute none of the others had? 

“Or – and this is a really nasty thought, but one I’m afraid we have to consider – did they simply use their political power to get babies brought into their temples or Gift-filled rooms, and see which ones got sick and which ones perked up in there? In other words, did they keep refining what started out as nothing more than a tolerance for the poison of the Gift, and then made sure that they effectively bred their own new priests? Were there whole families brought under duress into their enclaves in that vast city which is now underwater?”

Elias and the other locals by now were staring at Mark in open-mouthed horror, but Rufus and Miramere were both nodding thoughtfully.

“I think that makes much sense,” Miramere declared. “Over the generations whole families of my people have died out because of living so close to that cursed rock. But some of us seem able to survive it better, and we’ve become the main families amongst the Delven. And that’s just been because that’s how it worked out. Nobody did anything deliberately, but I presume if you treated people like cattle to be bred as you desired, then it would happen a lot quicker?”

Appalled as he was at the thought, Rufus grimly concurred. “It makes sense, by the Trees it does! If using the Gift makes you sterile, then they’d have to have some way of ensuring that the new priests were suitable wouldn’t they? And why wouldn’t they use things like the rooms they had filled with the Gift to test for that? Flaming Underworlds, but Mark’s got it right again!”

Mark thought that this was also probably the time to drop in the bombshell he’d been brooding on for a couple of days.

“And I know you’re not going to like this, folks, but I’ve also noticed something else. That room you were reading about? Well it was in Tyhros, wasn’t it? So that means it’s under an awful lot of water now, and that in turn means that it can’t be that room which the current Khol-Reyne have gained access to, can it?”

The stunned looks on everyone but Miramere’s faces said that this hadn’t even occurred to them. Miramere and he had talked this over between themselves away from the camp, and the Delven mason had been most insistent that Mark be the one to break the news, even though his contribution was to say that he thought he’d heard something which might mean that there was more than one such room.

“Oh bollocks!” Elias swore softly. “How did we miss that one? Of course, it’s so bloody obvious, isn’t it!”

“So where are the others?” Rufus asked, and then seeing Mark’s quirked eyebrow, slapped himself on the forehead. “Sacred Trees! That’s the question isn’t it! And if there’s one, then there might be more.” Then he truly caught up with what Mark had been saying, and groaned before adding, “And I of all of you should have thought about the fact that these Khol-Reyne we’re facing will know that, even if we don’t, because that’s the point Mark was making about the DeÁine my grandfather fought – it was their own memories, not just something handed down to them. If this lot are, or were before they left, the head priests of each of their septs, then of course they’ll know where all of the rooms at least once were, even if some are destroyed now.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself,” Mark said soothingly. “Until we got here, how many nights had we gone without proper sleep? Nobody thinks clearly after being that long without a rest.”

Olwine cleared her throat to break in on the conversation, saying, “And I don’t think we were too far off the mark, which is why we didn’t see it. It’s what you said, Elias. Al-dushara was very much the royal hunting lodge back then. So if the Khol-Reyne of various eras were keeping as much of an eye on the kings as the kings were on them, then it makes sense that they would have had another of those rooms nearby. And I’d put my money on the mysters’ building in Staer-Dushan, myself. I reckon that’s where it would be, because it’s the one place outsiders were never allowed into – and that’s why we’ve never heard of it!”

Teryl gasped. “Oh gods, that makes sense!”

“Doesn’t it!” Elias agreed.

“In which case,” Mark continued with some caution, “the only way we’re going to find out if those bastards have another room, or rooms, they can draw power from is by talking to the people who made them. We have to ask Miramere’s people for their help.” As Lyris’ face creased into a frown he hurried on with, “We’re not going to find references to them in any books, I suspect. Because by the time they were being made, the Khol-Reyne had already become far too adept at keeping things secret from any king, and his spies, for them to end up in any records but their own.”

“Time to move on, then,” Rufus said firmly. “We’ve all had a rest. We’ve read everything we can and found all that we’re going to. And we’ve remained hidden for long enough to give the Khol-Reyne a good headache wondering where we’ve got to. So we need to get back in the boat and start heading west.”

“But where are we going to?” Lyris asked plaintively, no doubt fearing another series of days and nights living very rough indeed.

“We do what Old Rancid and his fellow captains did,” Elias said firmly. “We use that fast tide between Drinya and the Karse Peninsula to give us an easy ride for a day or so. But when we get to the end of it, instead of turning north for Askold as they did, we’ll go straight across to where some of the old deserted towns are which, before the flood, were once hill towns. Then we’ll hug the Republic’s coast and come down into Packers Bay. That’s nicely out of the way of the most important Vyatic guildsmen’s home territories for us not to run into anyone who would have ever been to Al-dushara as part of some delegation.”

He turned to Mark and Miramere. “You two won’t be as aware of this as the others ought to be,” and Mark picked up on the censorship of Lyris even if she didn’t, “but even within a bunch of traders like the guildsmen, there are layers of importance. The ones who came to the palace would come from the topmost families. They’re the ones who often have the most money, but who sometimes are amongst the decision makers because once upon a time they were noble families of the old kingdom who then turned their hand to trade. They’re the nearest thing the Vyatic Republic has to old money. They will all have houses in the capital, Mirabar, and likely their estates are also on the main island. But there are a lot of traders beneath them, and the poorest get to eke out an existence on the lands and rivers closest to the Narwal Horde’s territories. Many of them have no love for those who lord it over them, and they’ll be the ones we may run into in Packers Bay.”

“And from there?” Mark asked curiously.

Elias shrugged. “Depends. If we find someone who’s had the lordly ones up to the back teeth and wants to help us, then we may be able to hitch a ride on a caravan of mules and wagons heading down to the ports in the next big bay, which is Guildsmen’s Bay.” 

And now he gave a conciliatory smile at Miramere. “And if we go this way, then we’re also likely to pick up word of your sister, if any. Anyone dealing in slaves wouldn’t be amongst the wealthy. It’s thought rather grubby and not something they want to soil their hands with, even if they like the profits the trade brings. But also, the best markets for slaves are with the Horde, because they then take them on north through The Gullet to the Jastrovian Empire’s markets.”

“I’ll be sorry to leave this place,” Olwine said wistfully. “It’s started to feel almost like home, even after just a week.”

Teryl looked about the place sadly. “I know what you mean. It’s been bliss to just be able to go to sleep normally. Not be worrying about what might come on us in the night.”

Mark reached over and squeezed a hand of each of them, saying comfortingly, “But we can always come back here. While you’ve been reading, Miramere and I have not only been hunting and gathering what we needed each night. We’ve been making a store of stuff. The first fish we caught we mostly smoked in a makeshift smokery. Now we can take a bit of it with us, but we can also hang some up in some of the other old chimneys around this place with some more wood smouldering beneath it for a while to preserve it even better. You probably didn’t notice us doing it, but we’ve put capping slates over the ones we’ve used already to stop the rain running in. Even if we come back here without any supplies at all, we won’t starve for the first week or so.”

He didn’t add that if they didn’t come back within a few months then they’d either be dead or, less likely, have won such a resounding victory that they wouldn’t need to and could pass on the food’s location to Ul-Reisen or others. He certainly wasn’t envisaging the food store having to remain eatable for even as long as a year, but he wasn’t going to say that openly. In the meantime, he was glad that Olwine and Teryl’s expressions melted into open relief, and he reminded himself that both women had found this whole experience harder than the others, albeit for different reasons. 

Teryl had been through so much before she’d even got to the Duchy that ripping her away from the only stability she’d ever known had rocked her world. For Olwine there was the different torment of desperately wanting to start a family, and Mark wasn’t about to underestimate what that was doing to her at an emotional level, no matter how calm and collected she seemed on the surface. Alone of the men he knew what hormones were, and that Olwine could no more turn them on and off at will any more than she could have sprouted wings to fly. First-class captain in the guard at Al-dushara she might have been, but she couldn’t fight her own body.

Oblivious to that, though, Rufus was already declaring,

“Right! Then tomorrow we get packed up. We take the time to make sure we’re as prepared as we can be for another long journey. It’s the first time in weeks we’ve had this preparation time, so let’s make the most of it. Unless the weather turns so bad it would be daft to set out in an open boat in it, we’ll make an early start the morning after.”
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To the dismay of the three women, the morning of their departure was bright, clear and sunny with a light breeze – exactly what they needed to get the boat underway. Only Lyris puffed and pouted about it, though, and as the late winter sun rose above trees shrouded in the steam of heavy dew being burned off, they pushed off from the river’s edge and began to drift downstream. The danger of submerged roots and fallen branches meant that they were not about to hurry along, but let the current take them.

“We’ll be more likely to spot any dangers from the way the water ripples around them if we’re travelling at the river’s own pace,” Elias told Rufus firmly when the big commander expressed frustration at how slowly they were moving.

Yet they were glad they were going no faster when they reached the mouth of the river, for there, stretched out across the water and heading into and through The Gullet, lay what looked very much like the entire Narwal fleet.

“What in the gods’ names are they doing here?” Imry gasped in shock. “I thought they’d be long gone by now!”

Mark and Elias were standing up in their small craft, as they were in the centre of the boat and able to hold onto the single mast for support, but were getting a better view than the others.

“This is the tail end of them!” Elias declared with certainty. “Look!” and he pointed westwards to where they now realised the sea was empty.

“But what are they doing here right now?” Rufus fretted. “They should have been long gone, surely?”

Miramere’s brow creased in puzzlement. “But why wouldn’t they be here? You and I know full well that this current is fierce. It must take them five or six times the length of time to row back up the strait as it does to ride the current down it. By the time they all assembled before Khazarig and did some bowing and scraping, that must have taken a day or two. Then they’d have had to resupply their ships if they were going to make a good show of intending to pick up Khazarig’s soldiers. Even the leaders can’t have set out sooner than four days ago, surely?”

“Miramere’s right,” Mark agreed. “Why is it such a shock to you? Especially if they aren’t rowing so hard as to exhaust the oarsmen, it’s not so improbable that the last of them should just be getting to The Gullet.”

“But it is!” Elias exclaimed in frustration, then slapped his forehead. “Oh Thetys! Of course, you two don’t know, do you?”

“Know what?” Mark asked suspiciously.

“Well you don’t think the Horde sweat their guts out every time they want to go through The Gullet by flogging up the strait, do you? They have a ship hoist. Well several actually! They sail north right up to the neck of the bay where Askold is, where the Karse Peninsula is narrowest. Then they beach the ships and pull them up the beach on wooden rollers. There they put what amounts to a large sling made out of the same canvas as the sails under each ship, attach ropes to the sling which lead up to great wooden hoists, and pull the ships up the softer face of the ridge – on rollers again where they can on the gentler slopes, and actually lifting them up the rougher bits. They can then swing the hoists round, so they lower the ships back down on this side, down a nearly sheer cliff face, until the slope is shallow enough for them to roll the ships again down to the beach.”

“Sounds like a lot of hard work,” Olwine said dubiously. “Why go to all the trouble?”

“Maybe not,” Mark mused. “What kind of wood are their ships made of Elias?”

The small spy grinned back at him. “A lot lighter than our merchants’ big ships are made of. And you’ve got it, Mark. The Horde’s ships are comparatively lightweight, light enough for the slaves who normally row the things to be able to haul away together and move it without putting their backs out.” He looked at the others in mild exasperation. “Did you never wonder how the Horde could appear around The Gullet so suddenly when we’d not seen them before?” Then he turned to Mark again. “But do you see? It makes it all the more puzzling that they’ve taken the long way round when they have a shorter, easier route?”

Yet Mark was now shaking his head and smiling. “No it isn’t! Think, Elias! You’ve said the answer without realising it. Time! That’s what they’re playing for – time! What’s the betting Khazarig doesn’t speak their language, and the Khol-Reyne don’t either? So when Ul-Reisen and his fellow captains started rattling on in their jaw-cracking tongue, and making like they were issuing orders to start loading up the ships to go and fetch the soldiers, that’s what the Khol-Reyne and Khazarig thought was happening. But I’d bet good money that in amongst those orders were also orders to get the women and children to safety, and for the men to quite deliberately take the long way to give them that time. And I’d also bet that no mention of those ship hoists were ever made in the presence of Khazarig and his men, just in case any of them knew just enough of the Horde’s tongue to understand what was said.”

“Ul-Reisen took your advice!” Rufus exclaimed, with a grin spreading across his face.

“Yes, I think he has. He and those other rogues still care enough for their own to want to give them the best chance of getting away that they can. I wouldn’t be at all surprised to find that if we watch the top of that ridge we’ll see some kind of signal going up to let the captains know that the families are as safe as they can be. And the reason why they’re not exactly rushing through The Gullet is because they’re waiting for that signal. Look at some of those last galleys. Do they look like poor stragglers to you? They don’t to me. To me they look like ships which have seen some serious fighting, and that says to me that they’re at the rear just in case they need to turn back in a hurry to defend their folk.”

“So what do we do?” Teryl asked.

“We sit here and wait,” Mark said a breath before Elias also said,

“Wait! We can’t afford to be seen just in case the cursed Khol-Reyne have someone on board one of those ships keeping watch on the Horde. Of course, given what Mark’s encouraged Ul-Reisen and his friends to do, that person won’t live for long once the ships get out into the proper sea. But we can’t afford for that watcher to turn round and see us and start asking questions here and now.”

Slowly the day drew on to midday, the sun moving round and warming them as they came out of the shadows of Drinya’s mountains. Mark and Elias thought they were safe enough, though, as long as they stayed still. The wooden spike of their mast would be indistinguishable against the woodland as long as they weren’t moving.

Then Imry suddenly cried “Look!” and pointed to the ridge.

Right up on the top at the farthest point, something was flashing, and suddenly even at the distance they were at, they could see the water around the remaining galleys start to foam white as the oarsmen finally put their backs into rowing. With remarkable speed compared to that which they had been travelling at, the Horde ships disappeared from view towards the shadow of the great rocky channel that was The Gullet.

Imry shook his head admiringly at Mark. “You were right!”

“He was,” Rufus agreed with a wry smile, “and it’s proof, had we needed it, that the Horde will carry out the rest of the plan and dump Khazarig’s mercenaries into the deepest trench of the sea for us. Marvellous!” He looked down at Lyris, still able to tower over her even when they were both sitting down. “Now do you believe that your father will be alright?”

She hung her head at the chastisement, but Mark noted the bitter set of her lips and thought they had still not heard the last of this by a long chalk.

However for now everyone was too occupied getting the sail up, and then hanging on to the side of the boat once they got far enough out for the current to start speeding them up, to argue. Now Mark saw for himself just how fast this tidal race was, because the small boat was positively rocketing along, and he could see how clever the Horde captains had been to come this way. If they had any watchers on board there would have been no need to fake how hard it was to fight this current going the opposite way.

As he helped Elias by adding his strength to handling the tiller, he asked,

“Is it always this fierce?”

The former spy shook his head, grunted with effort as he and Mark shoved the tiller over to avoid a suspicious swirling which might indicate something submerged, then said, “No! In fact in a few months it will ease off substantially, and by the time we’ve moved on half a year the current will be running the opposite way! Not that it’s quite as fierce at this end of our sea at that time of year. 

“It’s all to do with the way the currents out in the proper oceans north beyond The Gullet and south of Sinzeim run. The sailors tell me it’s got something to do with the moon and stars, but I don’t understand that. 

“All I know is that in the winter, the storms out to the north of us seem to push the water hard through The Gullet, and its effects are felt right down in the south by Sinzeim. Even down there the fishermen say that you don’t want to be trying to get into the inner sea from outside of it for easily a month either side of the winter solstice, because you have almost no control of your ship.”

“And is the summer as bad?” Mark wondered. “I would expect it to not be so fierce because the seas around the outside aren’t running so high.”

Elias nodded. “You’d be right in that. In the summer the Horde have an easier time negotiating their way to come from the north southwards through The Gullet than in the winter, even if they have to row a bit harder. I’ve never heard of them going out of our sea to the south beyond Sinzeim, so I couldn’t say how they’d fare then. They normally wouldn’t be daring to set out on ventures to the north for at least another month from now precisely because of the problems of getting back. And it’s not as though they can land on the coast on the north side of the Karse Peninsula at this time of year. If they try that in anything but the calmest seas, they run the risk of being pounded on the rocks.”

A grin began spreading on Marks’ face.

“What?” Elias asked, curiosity piqued.

“Well what do you think the odds are that the Horde have already told Khazarig this? If Ul-Reisen and the others are as crafty as you say they are, I reckon we might find quite a few bodies of soldiers floating back through The Gullet in a few weeks’ time along with some wreckage – just to make the point to the Khol-Reyne! Do you see them passing up a chance like that? To use the natural forces they’ve undoubtedly told Khazarig will be against him? I didn’t know about all this when I made my suggestions to Ul-Reisen, but the Horde captains aren’t fools, are they?”

Elias’ laugh of relief came out with such force it was almost a bark, making Rufus and Miramere turn round in surprise as the next ones forward of them in the boat. As Elias and Mark told them what they suspected, Rufus’ face broke into a huge grin.

“Cross of Swords, that’s the first bit of truly good news we’ve had since this bloody catastrophe began! I was beginning to think we’d been deserted by any kind of good fortune, but that’s a real turn for the better, and all the more welcome for coming without any efforts on our behalf.”

By the time the daylight was failing, they were already more than halfway down the strait, and taking Elias’ advice, they simply dropped the sail and rigged a couple of lanterns to the prow, and had one person sitting watch for obstacles, rather than trying to stop for the night.

“We’d need to be far better sailors than we are to beach the boat safely in this current,” he told them firmly. “Chances are, on these banks we’d be more likely to hole the boat on the rocks than find a safe haven! Anyway, with any luck we’ll pass the Horde’s settlement of Tarkasu under the cover of night if we carry on. It’s not that I have any fears anymore about the Horde themselves, but like Mark said about the ships, we have no idea who might have been forced on them as an uninvited guest. Beady eyes watching and with someone else behind them is the last thing we need when we’ve finally got the edge on the Khol-Reyne!”

They all felt that their luck was holding when they actually got close to Tarkasu, because it appeared just as the first lightening of the sky came in the east, and they were able to douse the lanterns before they ran the risk of those being spotted from the shore. Instead, they just let the current take them, watching the lights of cooking fires beginning to flicker into life as the first of the settlement roused themselves for another day. And as the only one amongst them who had seen this place since Rufus and Gabor had fought the Horde in these parts, Elias had encouraging words to say about the lights and fires too.

“That’s far fewer than normal,” he declared with confidence. “I think we can safely say that many of the women and children have made for the hills. That valley behind Tarkasu, which you can’t really see properly in this light, has been cut by a wide river with good wooded banks – just the place to be able to hide folk and have them live comfortably in the winter. And it comes out on a nice flat plateau before the mountains of the interior of the island really start climbing, and I’m sure they must have some kind of shelters up there. If Khazarig thought he’d find easy hostages here I bet he’s been sadly mistaken!”

“That’s even better news,” Mark said with satisfaction. “The less of a hold the Khol-Reyne can get on our allies the better.”

“Why do you care about them?” Lyris said through chattering teeth, and giving the men black looks for her suffering. “You’ve already said that they’ll do what you want. Why do you care what they do after that?”

Olwine looked down on her with disgust from where the three women were sitting together around the mast.

“Gods! You really never give a thought for anyone else, do you? Well here’s a thought for you: if the Khol-Reyne got a grip on the weaker members of the Horde – and their women and children will be every bit as vulnerable as our own, even if you don’t choose to recognise the fact – and then those twisted priests choose to make an example of them, it might mean that they could be forced to act against us. And I don’t just mean in refusing us if we should be the ones to need folk shipping somewhere! We’re already thinking of them as allies, aren’t we? So it would be all too easy for them to betray us under duress by acting as though they’re still our friends, but instead leading us into a trap.”

“You might!” Lyris sniffed, burying herself deeper into the blanket which she was hogging all to herself. “I don’t! They’re not my friends!”

“Charming! Where are Ul-Reisen’s fleas when you need them!” said Rufus, sotto voce to Mark.

“It’s one of the blankets he gave which us she’s hanging onto,” Mark replied with a covert wink, “given to us especially for her use! She got some nice pink spots on her neck already! When she warms up she’s really going to feel those bites – ever serve her right!” and the two of them dissolved into quiet chuckles over the tiller.
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At the end of the strait, they temporarily kept to the coast of Drinya until they could safely pull in and replenish their supply of fresh water. Then after a two-day wait for a squall to pass over, they set sail again to make the crossing over to the Vyatic Republic’s territory. They wanted to avoid the two known Horde settlements on the coast facing Drinya – Gurvich and Chusdan – for the same reasons they had avoided Tarkasu, and although those two places would have meant a northward turn for their boat, Elias was also firm about the dangers of landing directly across from Drinya.

“It’s not far enough out of sight,” he said firmly. “Look northwards. Can you see where the land fades away northwards on the Karse Peninsula? Well Askold is only just around that tip, and we know Khazarig is there, don’t we! And if he and those with him suddenly realise that they’ve been deserted, they might well get the last few Narwal there to take them to the next settlements. Now I’ll grant you that that’s likely to be Ecilburg, straight across the water from Askold, but we don’t want any of the Horde who are fleeing north to join the others bringing word of a small boat making an unexpected crossing, do we?” As the others all shook their heads with varying degrees of conviction, he concluded with, “Right! So we go a bit south and get round those first two fingers of land sticking out into the sea first.”

Less publicly he told Mark and Rufus that actually any of the three bays would do in reality.

“If a squall comes up we’ll make for the nearest one and take our chances,” he said practically. “All three have old deserted settlements from the kingdom’s days at the head of the bays. And they all have the remains of good clean wells and places where we can rest for a day or so in safety. But if possible I’d still like to make for the furthest.”

In the end a soaking wet day made them head for the middle one just in order to get dry and warm again.

“What’s this place called?” Teryl asked as she and Olwine held onto Lyris as she refused to loosen her hold on the blanket, not even to get safely over the moss-covered flagstones of what had once been a good-sized road.

“I don’t know,” Elias admitted. “It was one of the places wiped out in the first deluge. It’s pretty much in line with the gap the wave made coming through to the west of Sinzeim, you see. This whole peninsula got obliterated. Well you can tell that by the way some of the town is poking up out of the water.”

Everyone but Lyris agreed, having seen how carefully they had had to come into what was now a shore.

“I can see why the Horde never made this place a camp,” Mark said to Imry and Miramere as they shouldered the packs, and followed Rufus and Elias who had gone ahead to scout out a shelter. “Is that an old temple we can see the dome of above the waves?”

“Could be,” Imry agreed. “It’s a bit small for something like a theatre, and in somewhere provincial like this you’d expect more to see an outdoor arena for entertainments. I can’t imagine they had that many noble families here who would have wanted to see top-class performances of the tragedies and comedies. The choice entertainment would be more like a few slaves knocking several shades of shit out of one another in combat, with plenty of wagers on the side.”

“Then I hope they have none of the carvings we’ve come to associate with temples,” Mark said dryly. “I’ll take a slightly rickety wooden house over some smart stone place any day!”

Clearly Rufus and Elias had had the same thoughts, because as the three toiled up a steep slope with the bags, Rufus came hurrying back to help them, declaring,

“Fourth house up on the right! Elias found enough dry wood in a crumbling outhouse to get a fire going in the stone hearth, but the rest of the place is good old oak. It’ll take another century before that starts to fall!”

Their supplies were starting to run low, but Mark managed to rustle up a substantial soup with some flatbreads, and everyone was too glad to be having something hot to eat to complain at the lack of variety.

“Where to next?” Olwine asked. “Up into Packer’s Bay itself or one of the places closer to the Republic?”

However before anyone could declare a deciding factor, Rufus cleared his throat and said,

“I’m sorry if this throws a brick into the pond of anyone’s plans, but I need to say something.”

It took Mark completely by surprise. If he’d expected trouble from anyone it wasn’t Rufus. “What’s up?” he asked, hoping he didn’t sound as pissed off as he felt.

The big commander sighed. “Look, I know I’m crap at this skulking around that you and Elias do so well, but I’ve spent my whole life in one army or another, and a most of it as an officer. And because of that I can’t simply forget that we’ve left four of my captains struggling to cope with a whole flood of refugees from the east side of Dushan on the west of that island. Flaming Underworlds, for all I know, Theo never made it to them, or any of the others for that matter! Dreya might be over there all by himself, may your gods forefend!

“Now I know I can’t go back in person to help him because I’m as likely to bring all manner of woes down on him and our people – although it galls me like mad to have to admit that. But I would really like to get to somewhere where we might get news from Dushan.” 

He held up a placating hand to halt Elias, who was already drawing breath to protest vigorously. “I know! We can’t even think of going to Maribar. That would be foolish and ill thought out. But just because it’s the capital doesn’t mean it’s the only place ever to trade with our duchy. I seem to remember that one of the main merchants who had a warehouse at Staer-Dushan came from Vironne – and that’s on the inner channel between the Vyatic Islands and the mainland, isn’t it? Well they must trade that way too, surely?”

“I see where you’re going with this,” Elias said, visibly relaxing, “and I don’t think there’s a conflict of interests in doing what you ask. I was going to say that I think it would be better to work our way down the coast anyway.”

He turned to the rest of them. “There are a couple of biggish rivers which come out into Packer’s Bay. Now there’s not a big trade going up them, but from what I’ve heard, mule trains head up into the mountains from there. They go to collect lightweight but valuable goods from some pretty fierce mountain men, who trade across the inner passes and peaks of the mountain range which goes deep into the land, and take them foods they can’t otherwise get in return. Given that we have three women with us, I think it would be foolish to put into Porto-karsa, Porto-fluviana or Porto-terra, which are the three places at the mouths of the rivers. Someone there might think to get on the mountain men’s good side by bringing in a bit of fresh breeding stock, if you get my drift! Especially when it’s not one of their own women...” He left his sentence hanging, but no-one needed further illumination.

“Let’s stay well clear of them!” Teryl said emphatically, with Olwine and Lyris nodding vigorously in support.

Elias smiled back. “Yes, well clear. In fact, I think we might give the next town going south a miss too. That’s Porto-rosa. By the time we reach the one after that, Porto-petra, the mountains are too much of an obstacle for folk to do anything but go up and down the coast. And for you, Rufus, it’s the most easily accessible port for anyone coming directly westwards from the duchy. We can then start to work our way southwards going from town to town until we get down to Majar-Tai – that’s the Republic’s biggest town on Guildsman’s Bay, Mark. But what I want us all to think about is ...what story are we going to spin when we get to these places? We can’t just turn up out of the blue and not expect people to ask questions.”

Mark thought he had a good point. “What will sound convincing to them? I’m afraid the Vyatic Republic was the one group I had almost nothing to do with in my short time at Al-dushara, so I can’t help you here.”

“I think we stick close to the truth,” Rufus said firmly. “Not the whole truth, of course, that would be disastrous! But I think we can reasonably think that they will have heard about the fall of the Duchy by now, don’t you? So if we say that we were part of the contingent who sailed for Drava and Hellas, that’s not so bad, is it? We can say that we were set adrift when we wouldn’t pay the family in charge of the main ship any more money.”
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