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        To Klaus, Hywel, Leonard and Meurig

        who brought Middendorf to life.

        To ‘Teeny’

        who would never, ever

        uncover her ears in front of strangers

        and

        to anyone brave enough to say ‘Scathach’*.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      A tale as old as time itself, they said, because no one could remember when it had first been told. Every child knew the stories as soon as they were old enough to sleep through the night. Whispers passed from brother to sister, painted, as children do, with vibrant, gory detail.

      Adults, however, treated it with significantly more respect. Few dared speak of it at length, and even fewer dared speak its name for fear of calling it to the village. Every adult knew the tales, the rhymes, the traditions, and deep in their hearts, they carried the same fears as they had in childhood.

      Don’t stand under an elm tree at new moon, always carry a string of beech nuts, don’t hide people’s shoes, put milk out on the step, and never, ever say ‘Scathach’*. The fear lived on the edge of human imagination, in the minds of people who knew that it was just a childish fancy, a nonsense. People who were too busy to bother with tales and tradition, more concerned with keeping the sheep fed and reaping the corn than carrying a string of beech nuts.

      And then, someone must have said Scathach.
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            FADING LIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Alexandr wheezed. The hill had not been this steep last month; the walk back from market had never taken so long. Kendric and Bleddig had been forced to stop by the roadside, out of breath about a mile back, but he had carried on alone in spite of everything. He had promised Grette he would be home before sunset.

      Pausing by an elm tree, he leaned heavily on its trunk and drew in a deep, rattling breath. A dart of pain shot across his chest and bent him double with the agony of it. As he straightened up, he coughed a little, and the familiar metallic taste of blood came to his tongue. He spat onto the yellowing grass, and a thick red lump splattered in front of his feet. His chest was getting worse, but he couldn’t say anything. There was already too much going on in the village. He rubbed his hands together, but they did not get any warmer. He thrust them into his armpits and, heaving in another agonising breath, continued up the hill.

      The light was fading, and the forest had become murky and grey. He tried to hurry himself towards the main road, but his legs were leaden, and his breath was not coming easily. Looking at the sky, he reckoned that there was about an hour of any kind of light left. He had nearly six miles to go. He was not going to make it before dark. Perhaps he should have stayed with the others. Either way, it was going to cause a fuss.

      It had been a difficult year so far, with no sign of an end to the troubles. The winter had been particularly hard on them all, carrying Josef with it. His brother, Leonard, was not cut out for an important role in the village, but nevertheless, tradition dictated that the title of alderman fell to him, and he wore the mantle awkwardly. He had done his best to guide them through the months that followed, but few could stop themselves from comparing his quivering indecision with what Josef may have said or done. In truth, no one knew what Josef would have done. Things had gone from the ordinary sort of tough to something which they were at a loss to describe as anything other than a waking nightmare.

      It started in the way these things do, with simple occurrences that, whilst bad, didn’t seem to be beyond the usual scope. Sheep began to go missing, fearsome howls pierced the night, there was blood on the road, and something dwelt in the shadows. Common thought was that a pack of wolves had moved onto their land. Then the shaman, Beddlib, withdrew into her cave and spoke very little to anyone. She was not normally troubled by wolves.

      One night, about a month ago, Rufus the goatherd disappeared without a trace. Some folk were still blaming his wife, Cara, but few were really convinced. They had all felt it. It was not a foul old shepherdess who lurked in the shadows, killing the sheep.

      Absent-mindedly running his hands over the string of beech nuts, Alexandr didn’t stop to dwell on these thoughts. He just continued to drag himself up the hill, one hand clamped around his talisman. His weary bones protested every step. He kept telling himself that it would get easier once he reached the prow of the hill. He would be able to see the lights of the village at the bottom of the next valley, so it was downhill from there. Just a few more steps, and he would be able to see home. Just a few more steps.

      He willed himself that far and stood on the ridge.

      Below him, not much more than three miles away, he could see the lights of Lachndorf, and then beyond that, through the sparse trees, would be the comforting orange glow of the Middendorf tavern. He stepped off the ridge onto the wooded path, and a dark shape stepped out of the shadows.

      The children huddled around the fire. Next to them, the storyteller’s chair, with its peeling white paint and vibrant blue cushions, stood empty as they waited eagerly for Kendric to return from the market. A mug of cider was balanced on the arm of the chair, waiting for him, slowly warming, although his bread and dripping had long since been eaten to stop it from going dry. The buzz amongst the youngsters had died away a little as they were beginning to get sleepy, but it was difficult to rest in the atmosphere of suppressed adult panic.

      Kendric was the only grown-up who didn’t seem to be serious these days, always ready with a joke or a tale. He would no doubt have some unlikely yarn to spin when he returned from the Gelyndorf market, smelling of the sweet musk of goats and ale.

      Eleyna looked over. Her youngest daughter, Anwen, was lolling, her head nodding as she drifted away. Anwen would have to doze on the hearth a little longer before she could be spared to put her to bed. Keila, her eldest daughter, was sitting with the blacksmith and his apprentice, tending to a burn, and Hywel was playing cards with Leonard. She knew better than to disturb his cribbage.

      Wiping her hands on her apron, she looked around. Everyone was now eating, sipping, and nibbling cautiously at spoonfuls of steaming stew. The children had been fed first, then the men, then she had been around the women, but she had a nagging feeling that someone had been missed.

      A rasping, rattling cough cut across the noise of the eating villagers. Meurig. He had been asleep when she had gone around before. Looking in the pan, she could see that the scraping that was left would barely half-fill a bowl. If it had been anybody else, she would have split her portion with the dregs, and they would have had equal, but not Meurig.

      A heavy cold clung to his chest still, and his chilly hands shook. It troubled her to see him so sick this far into the year. The summer months usually eased these damp-induced sicknesses, and her balms and lotions should have carried away the rest. However, her ministrations and the warmer weather had done little to loosen it. She couldn’t help wondering if this was perhaps Meurig’s last heavy chest and, in fact, it had been his last winter.

      She barely recognised him anymore; he had become so drawn. She looked again, with longing, at her steaming bowl and sighed. There was enough in the pot to eat with some bread later, and who else should go without? She picked up her own dish and pushed her way slowly through the crowded tavern.

      Meurig was dragging himself upright in his chair as she approached, one hand clamped to his breastbone. She smiled at him warmly, and for a moment, he returned the gesture with a flicker of softness.

      “I’ve brought your dinner, Meurig,” she said, having to speak quite loudly to be heard above the din of the tavern. “Eat it quickly, whilst it’s still warm.” He took the bowl from her and raised it to his face. The warm steam covered him, and he sniffed it contentedly. Then he took the spoon and began to eat.

      Eleyna knew better than to expect a thank you from Meurig, so as he lifted his spoon, she turned and started to make her way back through the crowd. Before she had gone more than a step or two, she felt a pull on her arm. Meurig’s bony fingers had wrapped themselves around her wrist. With surprising strength, he tugged her back towards him. She met his weary grey eyes and saw in them a tenderness that she had missed in his brother’s eyes for years, although the gaze was sad and tired. The touch was surprisingly gentle for a farmer’s gnarled hand.

      “You’re a good woman, Eleyna,” he said quietly. She heard every word, although his voice was not raised above a whisper. “My brother does not deserve you.” The rest of that sentence was left unspoken, as it had been for more than twenty years. The implication was not lost on Eleyna, who smiled weakly back at Meurig. It was not the first time he had said these words, and it was not the first time that she wished that she had chosen the other brother. But it was done, and she had married Hywel. To a young woman, he had seemed the right choice—dashing, romantic, and strong. His taciturn older brother was no match, in spite of his expected claim on their father’s farm. Older and wiser, she looked back and saw the kindness in Meurig’s silent eyes and wished for more than a moment now and then that things had been different. Eleyna squeezed Meurig’s hand and left him before wishing became regret.

      Niklaus watched as Keila examined Dinan’s foot. No doubt the boy had not intended to drop the tongs on it, but he had to wonder if the lad had secretly been hoping that Keila, and not Eleyna, would see to it. The boy was coming to that difficult age, and it was only natural to start looking around for a woman. Keila was a pretty enough girl, but more importantly, strong and useful—she’d earn her keep all right and bear him some bonny children. He picked up his ale and drank as Keila began to rub a thick yellow paste onto Dinan’s toes. Neither of them appeared particularly engrossed in the endeavour, Niklaus noted, but that meant nothing with the young.

      Maybe it was just an old man’s fancy for the son he’d never had, but if there was one thing his years had taught him, it was that waiting for the future was a mistake. Dinan needed to grab his future now and hold on to it with both hands because it was increasingly likely that if he didn’t take it soon, he wouldn’t get it at all. As Niklaus took another swallow of Klaus’ special vintage, a flash of pain rushed across his chest, and he flinched. It was happening again. His own future was short—of that, he was certain—and he would have liked to see the boy right before he went.

      He drained his mug and went to the bar. Klaus, the landlord, was leaning against it, polishing mugs with a grubby cloth. He was a thick-set, dark man who had not been around long. He seemed quite sullen at times, and several of the women found him too intense for comfort, but Niklaus liked him all the same. He didn’t ask questions, and he didn’t give answers. He just served beer and liquor and kept himself to himself. He was also the best brewer and distiller Niklaus had ever met.

      Leonard had been scared to approach Klaus when the trouble had started, afraid he would refuse to let the tavern be used as a safe haven, but he needn’t have worried. Klaus had agreed instantly and played the silent yet obliging host with relatively good grace. As he had pointed out, it wasn’t too much out of the ordinary, as nearly all the men had come to the tavern every evening anyway.

      Niklaus put his mug down on the bar with a coin, and without speaking, Klaus refilled it. As he leant back on the bar, Niklaus could see the whole room in front of him, jammed with villagers gobbling stew, laughing fractiously, and arguing. It should have been a heart-warming sight, but somehow, it filled him with dread.

      The Carter family were now two days overdue, and he suspected that they would not be coming at all. The tension was rising; eyes darted to the door as women waited in brittle silence for the men who had gone to market. Darkness had fallen, and they were not home. Anxiety was growing in the hearts of these women as every horrifying scenario that could have delayed their husbands played out in their heads.

      Grette, sitting on the rocker by the fire, her new baby Michael cradled in her lap, was telling everyone who would listen that she had made some bacon and turnip broth for Alexandr when he returned because he was bound to be ravenous, and that she was going to get someone to come with her so she could go and warm it through for him soon because he’d be home any minute. In spite of her seemingly cheerful words, there was a strange fragility about her smile, and she had yet to move towards the door. Bleddig’s wife, a meek little thing not long in the village, was perched next to her. She had not taken her eyes from the door for more than half an hour now, a bowl of stew clutched on her knee, remaining almost untouched as it cooled. She just kept nodding faintly at Grette’s prattling. No one knew quite what to say to either of them.

      The poor mite nearly jumped out of her skin as the rickety old door lurched open, bringing a sharp draught of night air. Her feverish excitement was short-lived. It was not Bleddig, or in fact, any of the other late-returning traders. Beddlib, the shaman, stood in the doorway for a moment, shaking her hair out of her hood and letting the green smoke from her vile pipe form wreaths around her ragged head. The chatter died slowly as all eyes turned to this unusual arrival. Taking little notice of the attention she was drawing, she scanned the room with an authoritative gaze, taking stock of the faces in front of her. At last, her eyes fixed on Eleyna, who was sitting with the crock on her lap, scraping the bottom with a piece of flatbread. Deliberately, Beddlib removed her pipe from her lips and used it to gesture to Eleyna with a beckoning motion.

      It was unusual for Beddlib to come as far as the village, never mind the tavern. Eleyna sprang to her feet, abandoning the crock and the bread on the chair, and went to the shaman. The shaman pulled her into a quiet corner and moved her face close into Eleyna’s. With a tiny movement of her eyebrows, she gave Eleyna an appraising look that clearly scolded her for giving her own dinner away. Then she spoke in a rasping whisper, her eyes flitting about urgently. Beddlib’s voice was like the grinding of a rusted vice, and her stale, pungent breath filled Eleyna’s nostrils, but she did not dare recoil.

      “I hear screamin’,” the foul old woman breathed, “in’t woods, no’ long aft’ dark. Sounded like ‘em beast.” Eleyna nodded purposefully, determined not to let her face betray the seriousness of the conversation to the others in the tavern. Beddlib continued, hot spittle flying onto Eleyna’s skin. “An’ tha’s no’ all. Tha’ Potter woman, one that lives up yon hill? Dances wi’ no drawers on?”

      “Ceeli?” offered Eleyna. Beddlib nodded; she had little regard for names and continued:

      “When were the las’ time you saw ‘er? Cos I’z knows she’nt one for the takin’ o’ advice and all, so I’z jus’ been up’t her cottage t’ check on ‘er and what’av you, and she’m no’ there.”

      Panic flashed through Eleyna as she scanned the faces in the tavern. She hadn’t seen Ceeli’s face tonight—she was sure of that—and she hadn’t seen her the night before either. Suddenly, she felt sick. She hadn’t even realised Ceeli was missing. Swallowing hard to keep her emotions under control, she turned to the room and spoke.

      “Gerard,” hissed Iona, “would you pick up your bloody skirt? I keep stepping on it.”

      “Well, madam, if you didn’t stand so close, it wouldn’t be a problem,” sniffed the irritated mage, tucking the hems of his robes into his pantaloons anyway.

      Derek sighed; it was too early in the day for this row. It had been going on for nearly three weeks, which was, in fact, the entire length of the journey Derek, Iona, and Gerard had made from Aberddu. Iona stropped off to the front of the party in protest at being called madam, and Gerard was now muttering darkly in High Elven in the sort of tone that made Derek wonder if he was, in fact, incanting under his breath. He had never asked Gerard why he always wore robes on adventures, particularly as he always wore pantaloons underneath them anyway. Perhaps it was for the same reason that he always cursed in High Elven. Perhaps bare pantaloons were unseemly for a mage of Gerard’s class and standing.

      From behind Derek, a pompous, reedy voice shrieked.

      “Mr Jaegar, will you kindly remove your wives?”

      Derek stopped and, with great trepidation, turned to look. Pyrs, the flabby, overblown Law Priest, was standing stock still in the middle of the path in the manner of someone trying not to attract the attention of a venomous snake that hadn’t spotted them yet.

      There were no wild animals to be seen, only two women. One was very tall—six and a half feet if she was an inch—with the build of a female orc but not green. Her skin was a translucent, ghostly white, and her hair and eyes were raven black. Her ears were vaguely pointed at the tips, but she bore no elven markings. The best guess anyone had been able to make at her lineage contained Nachwerten, Orc, and possibly Fae. No one had ever dared ask her.

      Underneath a coarse black cotton netting tunic, she wore a highly polished metal breastplate. It was the best-fitted and most highly ornamented piece of armour Derek had ever had the privilege of seeing, although the netting shirt provided an element of camouflage.

      Tight-fitting leather trousers covered her frighteningly long legs and disappeared into her heavy black calf-length boots—each one fastened with a dozen black metal buckles.

      The other woman was completely different. She was short, plump, and ginger with an ample bosom. She wore her thick, frizzy orange hair in tight buns on either side of her head. Her rosy face was adorned, as always, with a broad, mischievous grin, and she was wearing what would have been a nondescript doublet and hose outfit had it not been for two things. Firstly, she was dressed identically to her somewhat taller, slightly balder but no less ginger husband. The second thing about this outfit was the colouring. One half of the doublet was bright white, the other half pitch black. The two halves were attached by an invisible vertical seam. Her hose were made in a similar pattern and worn so that the black half of the trousers was below the white half of the shirt. The effect was rather like that of a walking chessboard.

      Around her waist, she wore a thick leather belt with a highly polished metal skull for a buckle and almost a dozen pouches hanging from it at different heights. On her back, safely strapped into a black and white leather papoose, was a baby. It appeared to be asleep.

      These two women were the primary wives of the iconic Chaos cleric Adarius Jaegar. All three of them had insisted on accompanying the guild on this mission and had refused to leave the baby behind. Derek had long ago put to bed his misgivings in this regard. If there was one thing he had learnt from the Family Jaegar, it was that trying to predict what was going to happen in the next twenty minutes was generally a waste of time. Besides that, he couldn’t deny they were entertaining company.

      Currently, the two women were standing either side of Pyrs, smiling at him. Their hands were clasped firmly behind their backs, and they were swaying gently from side to side. As far as Derek could tell, neither woman had laid a hand on the petulant priest, but he was clearly crawling in his skin already. Derek suspected that this was the point of the whole exercise. It would not be like the Jaegar women to waste time, effort, money, or magic on upsetting someone if they could do it merely by smiling at them.

      Derek chuckled under his breath before putting on his guildmaster face and saying, “Come on, ladies, we need to move on.”

      Giggling like two small schoolgirls—a noise that was particularly incongruous coming from the larger Mrs Jaegar, whose name was Cassandra—both women trotted off to find their husband.

      Pyrs shuddered and nodded a curt thank you to Derek. He was about to start on a lecture about the dangers of Chaos followers that Derek had already heard three times, but Derek didn’t let him. He turned smartly about and made his way back to the front.

      It had been a long journey to Paravel, Derek had to admit. Gerard, Iona, and he had come by cart through the Middle Kingdoms. It had taken the best part of three weeks and seemed much longer due to the constant bickering. Gerard and Iona could fall out over the colour of the sky. Coupled with the lack of suspension in the cart, Derek had arrived in Paravel with both a pain in the arse and a pain in the neck, which he felt was somewhat appropriate.

      On their way, they had collected a number of other adventurers who were heading for the rendezvous point. As they walked together into Gelyndorf, he was beginning to wish he’d let them all portal.

      Gelyndorf was a Paravelian market town like any other. It looked a bit shabby and down-at-heel as the noon sun pushed into every corner. Paint was peeling from the buildings, and the streets were strewn with detritus. By the looks of it, market day had just passed. On both sides of the main street, traders were still disassembling their booths. Drovers and carters were gathering themselves together, blocking the thoroughfare with herds and wagons. People were gossiping, and one or two hopeful bards tried their luck with the stragglers.

      Derek led the adventurers to an ornamental fountain in the middle of the market square. The water smelled fresh, even if it was warm to the touch. The summer heat was making him sweat into the leather of his tunic. He thrust a bandanna into the streaming water and then squeezed it out down his front. A number of the others followed suit. All three of the Jaegars stuck their heads directly into the pool, and the smaller wife, whose name was Morrigan, was blowing bubbles. Then they all sat down on the cobbles around the edge of the fountain and rested their feet. They couldn’t have been more conspicuous about the fact they were strangers in town if they had posted a notice about it.

      For a moment of blessed relief, Derek didn’t care. His feet were raw and steaming, and his brain was already buzzing, trying to remember the directions he’d been given months ago. Somewhere around here was an inn called The Wizard’s Particular, and they were expected for lunch.

      Lord Faundorf shivered. He had no idea what exactly it was about Inquisitor Vaondur that disconcerted him so much—she was polite and kind. Perhaps it was her thin, disingenuous smile that made chilly darts dance up and down his spine. It might have been her white-blonde hair, always scraped back from her rat-like face, or her pale blue, penetrating eyes.

      Perhaps it was the way she had appeared unannounced six months ago and informed him that she had replaced Inquisitor Bruist.

      With a visible shudder, Lord Faundorf recalled her face when he had enquired, politely, as to what had happened to Bruist. She had fixed him with a sharp, steely glare and said quietly that she would be taking over his affairs. Lord Faundorf had the sense not to question her any further.

      He had mentioned his distaste for the sleek, stark woman to his daughter, Charlotte. Usually, she attributed any negative opinions about women to his outdated attitudes towards gender roles. However, this time she had agreed with him. It seemed that Inquisitor Vaondur made her nervous as well.

      Charlotte was with him now. It seemed only right that she should witness this agreement as the land was to have been part of her dowry. She smiled at him kindly and put her soft hand on his, she was so very much like her mother had been. He could feel a lump rising in his throat. He deeply regretted what he was about to do. He felt like he would have appreciated some form of ceremony. A little pomp would have gone a long way right now. Perhaps a fanfare or a snifter of brandy in the rose crystal tots. Something, anything at all, to mark the enormity of the occasion. Instead there was this sparse woman, who made no pleasantries and who would not even take tea.

      “Bruist would have enjoyed the tea,” thought Lord Faundorf resentfully, “and probably the snifter as well.”

      Inquisitor Vaondur handed Lord Faundorf the quill and placed the parchment in front of him.

      “Sign here, please your Lordship,” she said in her sharp clinical tone, “and here, and here.” She pointed with a bony figure to various places throughout the detailed document. When he had done, she took back her quill and waited for him to stand up. Then, curtly, she shook his hand, said

      “The Inquisition thanks you,” clicked her heels together smartly and left.

      Lord Faundorf winced again. It was a bad day when a Paravelian Lord was forced to sign over part of his daughter’s dowry, never mind aiding and abetting the Frisian Inquisition in the process. Miserably, he watched out of the drawing-room window as Vaondur marched down the sweeping driveway and then disappeared with a red flash.

      “Come, Papa,” said Charlotte softly, looking at him with a mildly distressed expression. “Let’s take a walk in the gardens.”
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      The Wizard’s Particular did not live up to everyone’s expectations. Gerard was less than impressed by the building and its surroundings. This particular wizard had been hoping for a fashionable coaching inn in the better end of town. He had been hoping for some of the world-famous Gelyndorf duck, good wine, and a fine vintage brandy. He’d fancied that he might even shell out a few extra gold for a private room with an enamel bath and a feather bed. Disappointed didn’t really cover it.

      The Wizard’s Particular was, in actual fact, a flea-bitten watering hole not far from the town’s Trade Gate. The name on the front of the building was missing all three cast-iron ‘a’s. A metal sign cut into the crude shape of the silhouette of a pointy-hatted wizard hung creaking in the wind above the main entrance. The blue paint on the rickety door was curling away from the wood, and the door itself had dry rot. It seemed to be clinging onto its hinges by willpower alone.

      Derek opened it gingerly, concerned that he might be charged if it came off in his hands. The pervading odour of animals, grain liquor, and pipe smoke spilled out into the street, followed by a ruckus of raucous laughter. Even before they had stepped through the entrance, Gerard had tutted and tucked all his pouches into his over-robe for safekeeping.

      Inside, the tavern was no better. A cloud of yellowish smoke, mixed from rough local tobaccos, swirled around the low ceiling. The all-pervading smell of cheap alcohol clung to everything. The murky room was bursting with activity; most of the patrons were traders relaxing after the market. Many of them had been drinking their profits for most of the day, and the rest seemed to be gambling them on various games of cards and dice. A grubby wench with a plate of steaming stew in each hand pushed her way through the crowd towards them.

      “I’ll be wit’ you in a moment, ducks,” she said cheerfully to Derek, who was standing in front of the others, as she glided by with the plates. Pondering for a moment, Derek wondered if he recognised the wench, well aware that they were meeting Tollie and Sylas here shortly. He decided that it was probably not Sylas because, even under a magical disguise, he wouldn’t be able to manage quite such an impressive flaking rash. When the wench returned, Derek tried not to stare at the unsightly skin complaint all over her neck and arms as she led them through the crush of bodies to the private room at the back.

      Gerard let out a very feminine squeal as a pig pushed past him. This only served to blacken his already foul mood as the Jaegars and Iona continued to cackle about it far longer than was strictly necessary. By the time he had taken his seat at the table, he was glaring daggers at the four of them and anyone who he thought might be responsible for either the number of livestock or the choice of pub.

      Iona and Derek had no complaints. The landlord and his wife had laid on quite a spread, given a certain definition of ‘spread’, at a very reasonable fee. Derek had to admit that he hoped fervently that the scabrous wench hadn’t been involved with the preparation. He helped himself to some of the soup from the crock in front of him and sighed; another year, another tavern, another half-cracked Resistance plan. Stirring his bacon and turnip broth plaintively, he wished he was back on the farm. These turnips were pathetic compared to the ones they grew back home. He spooned the broth into his mouth pensively and sighed again.

      Iona leaned across Derek and helped herself to roasted potatoes before the Jaegars ate them all. They had already appropriated one platter of cold cuts and a jug of cider. She watched the three of them squabble merrily between themselves and smiled mournfully to herself. She missed having a husband to bicker with. It was about this time that Pringle had died, four years ago. It was a melancholy time of year, but she was not so absorbed in this thought that she didn’t notice the pale hand snaking towards the pan of vegetables in front of her. With a swift motion, she clamped her hand around the pale wrist.

      “Hang on, Cassandra,” she said firmly. “I’d like some of those.” Cassandra gave her an amused smile and pretended to look innocent. She let go of Cassandra’s muscular wrist and served herself some of the limp greens, then passed the dish to the Family Jaegar, who fell upon it with enthusiasm.

      At the far end of the table, Gerard and Pyrs were having a far less jolly time. Gerard, muttering mutinously about a complete lack of standards, pushed a slice of cold roast beef around his plate with a two-pronged fork, at which he kept scowling. As the only high-born Paravelian currently present at the table, he was the only one in a position to know just exactly how far down the food chain they currently were. Grumpily, he took a gulp of cider from a well-scrubbed wooden goblet and grimaced.

      Next to him, Pyrs was playing with an apple as he eyed the Family Jaegar with poorly concealed disdain. Stuck at this end of the table with the joyless magicians, Margog the dwarf had stopped trying to make conversation and was scoffing a large piece of pigeon and ham cutting pie smothered in pickled cabbage with revolting alacrity. Washing this down with half a flagon of cider, he let out a belch so fulsome that it actually made Gerard whimper. Derek managed not to giggle too loudly.

      Sylas smiled as they walked in through the Gelyndorf Turn Gate. This brought back memories, although he had to admit it was nice to be here wearing a doublet, jerkin, and hose. That pink dress did nothing against the harsh Paravelian wind, and the ringlets had made his ears stick out. He was a little nervous about going back to the Wizard’s Particular in case someone recognised him and demanded their money back, or worse. Ahead of him, Tollie and Tal Daris were chuckling quietly, probably reminiscing themselves. After all, they were heading to the bar in which they had all first met, back in the hazy days before the Summer of Fire, when everything seemed less serious. If he remembered correctly, the tavern was on the other side of the town, just by the Trade Gate.

      As he crossed the market square, he tried to keep a low profile, pulling his cloak’s hood up over his head. Tollie and Tal Daris strode onwards without looking back to see where he was, making no attempt to hide their faces. Sylas supposed neither of them had committed a great deal of fraud in this town. It had been a long time, but Sylas was not relying on that. It never paid to be lax in the hope that other people had short memories or didn’t recognise you without ringlets and a frock.

      Suddenly, the two in front halted in their tracks, and Sylas was forced to stop too. From across the plaza, a tiny man dressed in a bright patchwork cloak and a large floppy hat was waving at them wildly. The figure was hobbling across towards them at speed, hampered by a lute that was hanging from his belt and banging against his knees. Whoever he was, he seemed agitated by something, judging by the frantic flinging of arms he was doing. Sylas’ stomach filled with lead. The approaching bard seemed oddly familiar. Had he robbed this man when he was here before? Had he been recognised? Was he about to be waylaid and arrested? The Paravelian penalty for theft was drowning. Sylas wasn’t about to wait around to see; he ducked down an alleyway and pressed himself against the wall.

      He was concealed there for about ten minutes before he heard Tollie’s disgruntled voice saying,

      “Hang on, he was here somewhere.” Tollie’s face appeared at the end of the alleyway. “Sylas, what in heck are you doing down there? Dingelo’s here, and he’s brought that Basil bloke with him.” Sylas let out the breath he had been holding. Dingelo. An adventurer. That was why he seemed familiar—Sylas must have glimpsed him last time he was in the Guild House.

      “I’m just taking a piss,” Sylas called up the alleyway in a vain attempt to preserve what was left of his dignity. He swaggered out, pretending to adjust his hose. Tollie gave him a look that told him firmly that he, at least, had not been fooled by this pretence.

      “Guilty conscience?” he whispered into Sylas’ ear as he passed and sniggered under his breath.

      “Shut up,” hissed Sylas through his teeth, not yet able to see the humour in the situation.

      The light was starting to fade as the small group left the market square. Dingelo gabbled away to them as they strolled across Gelyndorf. Tollie made several oblique references to Sylas’ little misunderstanding, which nettled Sylas and amused everyone else, although they were unaware of the root of the humour. Sylas slipped into sullen silence, walking at the back with Dingelo’s taciturn companion, Basil, who had yet to remove his thick leather helmet. He was almost glad when he saw the tavern’s famous wizard-shaped sign swinging outside a building in front of them. Not taking any chances, he turned the collar of his doublet up again and pulled up his hood.

      As the group ambled the last hundred yards to the tavern, they were overtaken by a sleek, dark carriage that splashed through the muddy street. Sylas was amused to see that the shiny black-painted coach was drawn by a team of four pure black horses with foot-high black feather plumes on their proud heads. The coach was spotless in spite of the mud; in all probability, someone had paid an arm and a leg to have it enchanted against dirt. Had the carriage been longer, Sylas would have assumed it was a hearse. Chortling to himself, he realised that, given they were in Paravel, it might well be a hearse. Quite a number of the wealthy dead in Paravel did not require a long space to lie down in, nor a funeral. In a country where Necromancy—the art of raising the dead—was basically a national pastime, it was not unusual for a family line to have four, five or even six generations all alive at once. It made inheritance a difficult business for those families that bothered with it at all.

      Sylas watched with interest as the coach pulled up outside the tavern and a scrawny footman, wearing a perfectly tailored black frock coat and top hat, hopped down from the footplate. Sylas couldn’t think why someone who could afford both a top-hat-wearing footman and four pure-bred black horses would want to go to an inn like The Wizard’s Particular. The footman opened the door, and his questions were answered.

      Two immaculately dressed men stepped out and waited as the footman handed them their weapons belts. Sylas had no idea who these men were, as they had yet to turn around, but they were used to carrying arms, judging by the speed with which they had donned their belts, the sheathed blades clanking as they did so. The others had stopped by the tavern door to greet them. Sylas was so busy examining these men that he walked straight into Tal Daris’ back.

      Anthony Devlin-Smythe, Earl of Rumilian, was a man Sylas had hitherto assumed to be dead. In fact, he had even drunk a large glass of Albion brandy in his honour. Sylas gaped at him as he shook hands vigorously with Tollie and Tal Daris and bowed low as he was introduced to Dingelo the Bard and the still-helmeted Basil Wendland. Sylas stuck out his hand and let Anthony shake it. Anthony gave him a brief questioning glance and then, when Sylas didn’t speak, chose to ignore his expression of shock. He then introduced them all to his companion.

      The man that stood next to Anthony made him seem inferior in almost every way. He was at least an inch taller than Anthony’s six feet two; his gleaming green eyes sparkled more than Anthony’s blue ones. He had a strong, reliable chin and a face that was clearly used to getting its own way. As Anthony introduced him as ‘The Honourable Bartholomew Ellicle Fortescue, Lord Vaunch, Third Earl of Carniol,’ he removed his hat and shook his dark mane of hair like a dressage stallion.

      Sylas looked at Dingelo, who was the only person present who was in any way impressed. Bartholomew Ellicle Fortescue, Lord Vaunch, Third Earl of Carniol, bowed low. When he straightened up, he paused for a minute, waiting for the others to bow back, and then, when it became apparent that they weren’t going to, he stuck out a large hand and said genially,

      “Call me Barty.”

      Eleyna shook Grette’s shoulder. The baby was whimpering; it needed its mother. Grette had been sitting in the same chair in the tavern since early yesterday evening. She hadn’t moved. Eleyna was willing to guess she had been awake all night, watching the tavern door. Now, her head was lolling on her shoulder—she had fallen asleep at last. Beddlib looked on impassively from the doorway; the ways of the village folk were beneath her understanding.

      As worried as she had been about her sister, Eleyna’s first responsibility was to her own daughters and Hywel. She would have come back to the tavern after putting the girls to bed the night before, but Hywel had point-blank refused to accompany her. He had poured himself into bed and was snoring before she had tucked Anwen into her cot. She had no choice but to go to bed herself, hoping without believing that when she awoke, the three men would have returned from market. In her dreams, she could see their faces. They were sitting around a table in the tavern, chuckling at the distress of their wives, having been held up by nothing more than strong drink and a rowdy game of Tun-Tug.

      When she got up at daybreak, she was not particularly surprised to find that she had been holding out a false hope. She popped into the tavern on her way to the hunters’ cottage just in case anyway, on the pretense of cleaning her crockpot. That was when she had first found Grette sitting there, gazing at the door, her eyes still wide; baby Michael wriggling fractiously on her lap. The only other person in the room was Klaus, who was cleaning tankards with a rag. He told Eleyna with a look that he did not have the heart to shoo Grette away.

      Gently, Eleyna leaned forward and mumbled into Grette’s ear.

      “Come on, Teeny, the baby needs feeding.” Her sister murmured something and looked down at the child. She didn’t have time to stay and sort out her sister—she had other people to see in the village. Dressings needed to be changed, lice removed, and chest tonics distributed. More people than ever were suffering from thick, damp, wheezing coughs. Eleyna had wondered if her tonic was losing its power until Meurig had scolded her and promised that it had brought comfort, if not a cure. She could still feel his cold hand on hers as he’d chided her gently.

      Eleyna’s morning round now lasted nearly all day, and she had returned to the cottage to find Hywel sullenly pulling tomorrow’s loaves from the proofing oven. Hywel was spoiling for a fight, and she was too busy now for that. She just turned, ignoring her own need to eat, and went back to the tavern. It was late afternoon already, and dinner needed to be put on the range. Stopping briefly to put a brace of pheasants in the larder as she passed and to check that Keila had Anwen well in hand, she didn’t even speak to Hywel. As she opened the tavern door for the second time, she found Grette still sitting there.

      Klaus was holding the baby now, cradling him in the uncomfortable manner of a man with no children of his own. Grette had fallen asleep, and even the baby’s cry had not roused her. Eleyna took Michael from the nervous innkeeper and began to prepare dinner with one hand. Only when the shaman had turned up did Eleyna find she needed both hands.

      Leonard could not hide his look of distress. The tavern was starting to fill up as the day drew in, and Eleyna was well aware that his obvious panic was not going to help matters. Ensconced in the corner with Beddlib and Leonard, she had been deep in discussion about the state of things for almost an hour. Bleddig Hunter, Alexandr Weaver, Kendric Farmer, and Ceeli Potter were the latest names on a steadily growing list of disappeared villagers. The Carter family had been easy to excuse, as they were only resident for a week every month. Cara Herd had insisted that Rufus had gone out and not returned, but the undertone in the village suggested that this was not as suspicious as it might have been. It was common knowledge that Cara and Rufus despised each other—he could have easily done a bunk, or she’d shoved him into the ravine on the way to Idldorf.

      ‘The Potter woman’ was well known for erratic and flighty behaviour—she might be anywhere. Leonard, clinging to the notion that all this was coincidence, kept reverting back to these facts, in spite of the rest of the evidence about the more recent disappearances. Bleddig was recently married, and Alexandr had not just a young wife but a new baby. Kendric Farmer, although not a family man, was a solid, steady chap who had lived in the village all his life. None of them would have just wandered off, and it was too long to assume that they were just drunk in Gelyndorf. Even if they had been delayed by drink, they would not have stayed away more than an extra night.

      Beddlib had suggested a scouting party to look for signs of them, but Leonard, reluctant to cause further panic, had refused. In the event, Leonard was adding to the panic by failing to do anything except look shocked, but he could not quite see that. He knew what the women were thinking, but he was almost certain they were wrong. Children’s fairy stories don’t snatch elderly goatherds or young family men. He saw Eleyna’s hand dart to her other wrist, and a bracelet of beech nuts. All of them had been thinking the same, hideous thought, but none of them had been brave enough to say ‘Scathach’.

      As people arrived, mismatched chairs were brought into the back room of The Wizard’s Particular. The landlord, who knew a good thing when it arrived in his pub, kept bringing fresh plates and dishes to the table. A good meal was the most important thing before a mission, and this meal was fantastic. It had lasted for nearly six hours so far and was set to go on late into the night. The diners were heading from jolly to raucous as the cider jugs passed around. The Family Jaegar had started singing the kind of songs that made Pyrs and Gerard suck their teeth with indignant disgust.

      Derek belched with satisfaction as he helped himself to another helping of pigeon and ham-cutting pie and a baked apple. He counted the heads around the table—there were three missing still. He looked from face to face. Time was when he would have been excited by the new faces around the table, but now they unsettled him. He thought of the faces that had been there before them. They had worn the same carefree, hopeful smiles. They had had the same chilly fear deep in their eyes.

      The friends he had lost clung on in his memory. It was three years since they had brought down the Freetown Bridge, and four since the dark days of the Summer of Fire. The evil was supposed to have ended; they were supposed to have won. It didn’t feel like it. Even those who had lived through it all had not remained unchanged. They had all lost someone.

      He thought of Freemonte. He may have walked away from the Freetown Bridge, but he had not survived. Unable to take the shock of his wife’s betrayal, he had disappeared. There were rumours of him, but none of them were corroborated. Every time Derek sat down at a table like this, he expected to look up and see the Captain’s baleful brown eyes staring back at him.

      He looked at Gerard, the prematurely grey and careworn mage who never went a day without thinking of Paylen, the wizard who had destroyed himself to topple the Freetown Bridge. Next to him, Iona was chuckling at the Family Jaegar, her constant, well-worn grief concealed by bravado and cider. Not only had she lost a husband in the Summer of Fire, but she had lost friends at the Freetown Bridge and then been betrayed by a woman she had thought of as a sister. Her left arm had become a tattooed litany of those she had loved and lost.

      She had once told Derek, on a quiet night when it had just been the two of them, that she would never stop fighting the Frisians because she had already lost so much she couldn’t bear the thought of giving in.

      Perhaps, he thought dolefully, that’s what keeps us all going.

      Iona jolted his elbow, knocking him out of his melancholic reverie. He could see from her liquid glare that she had had more than enough cider. She handed him the jug, slopping some of its contents onto the table as she did so.

      It was apparent that if he didn’t do it now, it would be too late. He took a bottle of cheap brandy from the table and uncorked it with his teeth. Then, scraping his chair back noisily, he stood up. He cleared his throat and waited for quiet. It took only a few seconds for the chatter and jollity to roll to a halt; seemingly, everyone had been waiting for this moment. He indicated without speaking that the others should stand up, and with some pantomime, they managed it. When it was silent again, he spoke.

      “We remember the Fallen.” As he said the words, people bowed their heads, out of respect or the desire to hide their tears. There was a brief pause, and then he said, “Danz, Borri and Brek,” and put the bottle to his lips. No sooner had he spoken than Anthony put his hand out for the bottle.

      “Corporal Jacob Cooper,” he said sadly, took his drink, and closed his eyes. The bottle passed on swiftly, with few pauses. There were plenty of Fallen to toast. Those who could not name someone who had been lost at the Freetown Bridge remembered someone lost before or since. Margog toasted Tobin; Dingelo honoured Taryn Shadowflight as a fellow bard, even though they had never met. In his turn, Pyrs took the bottle and drank to Darik, passing it straight to Gerard, who, with a strange mawkish air, made an eloquent toast to Paylen Nivern—a friend he would never forget—and drank. Iona watched calmly as the bottle worked its sombre way back down the table. Blinking back tears, she took it from Sylas.

      “Josephine De Beaujolais Freemonte,” she said almost imperceptibly. Every eye turned on her. Even after three years, the name and the treachery lived on in Guild memory. The story of her infamous betrayal was passed from old hand to new recruit almost as part of the initiation. Trust was thin on the ground now. Iona gazed back at them all, lashes sticky with tears, her hazel eyes daring anyone to challenge her. Gerard snorted as she took her drink, and she handed the bottle straight back to Derek. No one spoke, even when they had re-seated themselves. It was difficult to know what to say after that. Lost in thought, they picked plaintively at the plentiful food still in front of them and continued to drink. Then, there was a flash of blue light, and a fire elf woman appeared in the doorway.

      Strictly speaking, he was breaking village law by being up here after dark. Dinan shrugged to himself as he thought of the scolding he was likely to get from Niklaus when he got back. It was too bad; he had to come, and they had been far too busy all day at the forge to slip out for an hour. Ever since this whole thing began, people had been desperate for dead bolts and padlocks and the like. It was fiddly work and time-consuming, particularly as neither he nor Niklaus were accomplished locksmiths.

      He had to admit that he had been disturbed to see the cottage in shadow as it rose over the crest of the hill. Usually, Ceeli lit a candle at dusk. She preferred to stay up late into the night decorating her pots with etchings and paint. It was one of the extravagances that made the village women talk so ill of her. Dinan didn’t care; she was special to him at least. She had long red hair and sharp grey eyes, two traits she had not inherited from this village or the man who was supposed to be her father. She liked flowers and sunshine and bright-coloured clothing. She refused to cover her ears in the presence of strangers or the menfolk, and best of all, they said she danced about at full moon without her drawers on. Dinan had no idea if this was actually the truth because he’d never managed to catch her at it, but the thought of it kept him warmer at night than the forge fire ever had.

      When he had heard from Keila, as she was changing his dressing, that Ceeli had gone missing, he couldn’t help worrying. She was a small woman, no match for a monster really. According to Keila, that foul old shaman had said she had been up to the cottage, but Dinan was unconvinced. He was almost certain that no one would have bothered to check. He winced as he stepped on a sharp stone with his injured foot. Even through his boot, it was tender. Those tongs had been heavy, and Keila had said she suspected that he had broken a bone as well as the burn. There was nothing to be done, though; he couldn’t very well sit around with his foot up. He hefted his hammer in his hand to reassure himself as he passed a patch of thick bushes, hoping very much he wouldn’t need to run away.

      The night was oddly silent as he drew closer to the cottage. There were no meadow noises, no birds or animals, or even insects twittering in the night. He could see the door was slightly open. He decided against making a lot of noise. If Ceeli was around, then she wasn’t well. His boots crunched on the remnants of a broken pot by the fence. The rickety gate squealed as he opened it and found himself walking on more crockery fragments. He gripped his hammer tight, his knuckles white. Gingerly, he nudged the door with his healthy foot, and it swung open. Behind him, clouds parted, and the full, round moon shone brightly through the doorway.

      Dinan dared not breathe. The room in front of him had been ransacked; furniture and pots were strewn everywhere. There was no sign of Ceeli, and judging by the dust that had formed on the mess, she hadn’t been there for some time. Then, something moved, and his eyes were drawn to the fireplace at one end of the cottage. A large figure, its back to Dinan, was crouched down, raking through the ashes in the grate. As it moved again, the moonlight glinted for a second, showing Dinan the outline of a claw the size of a small child. Only one creature had claws like that. Dinan gasped. The creature turned. Dinan saw a pair of glistening yellow eyes fix on him out of the darkness as the creature took a step towards him. Then he turned on his heels and fled.

      As he sprinted back towards the village, he had no idea if the creature was following him. His heart was pounding too loudly for him to hear anything else. For all he knew, he could be drawing the creature after him. He snatched at breath and grimaced; his injured foot was agony now. He did not care; he needed to get back to the light and safety of the tavern, although he did not know if he dared say what he had seen. Only one word was on his lips: Scathach.

      Klaus took the bottle of Old Peculiar Reserve from under the bar and discreetly poured himself a shot. He didn’t usually drink on this side of the bar, but something told him that he might need to start. Passing the glass under his nose, he took in a draught of the potent vapours and coughed—’peculiar’ was right. Gods only knew what was in this stuff. He had inherited it when he had bought the tavern, and there were still a dozen unopened bottles in the cellar.

      At first, he had assumed that they were some kind of ale or cider given the size and number of the earthenware flasks, but Niklaus had explained. Apparently, it had been the speciality of the previous landlord, and from the smell of it, probably what had killed him. He took a deep breath and held it; it was best not to breathe whilst drinking the Peculiar. Then, he tipped the shot of liquor down his throat and waited as it burned a steady path down to his stomach. After a few seconds, he put the glass back down on the table and ran his tongue over his teeth. His sinuses were stinging.

      Looking around the inn, he couldn’t remember ever seeing it this full. A publican should be proud of this crowd, but Klaus was troubled by it. Before all this, only the men ever really came in here, save for high-days and Sundays. They had sat in the dim, playing tun-tug and cribbage by the light of the fire. They drank cider, ale, and Old Peculiar Reserve, and they smoked. It was companionable and restful, and Klaus had enjoyed it, even though he knew it would never make him rich. Rich was not necessarily on his agenda anymore; after all, it was money that had brought him here. If this was where money got you, then you could keep it, frankly.

      Not that Klaus disliked Middendorf. Until a month ago, he had been quite contented here. Then, all this started. He didn’t resent having the whole village here. He understood why Leonard had needed the tavern. In fact, he even quite liked it sometimes, when his heart was not so black. The women brought comfort to the place, and the children brought it alive. He watched now as Eleyna passed out the night’s dinner. Her face was lined and weary beneath her cap, a fast change. Perhaps she was the only other person who could see the endgame of all this. She knew this wasn’t just a temporary measure. There was no backtracking from this now. This wasn’t going to suddenly pass one day. This was how it started—huddling together, being neighbourly. Then, there was the terror as they started to decrease in number, the ill-contained panic, the sleeplessness, and the arguing. Then, finally, there were only a handful of them left, and whatever that thing was stopped being afraid to come in.

      For a split second, he could see the bodies lying lifeless across the tables, blood sprayed up the walls. He had seen it start before, and he had hoped he was wrong.

      Then the boy had arrived. Dinan had come in, his eyes wide and his face white. He had just come straight to the bar, asked for a shot of Old Peculiar and a jug of ale, and retreated to the corner with Niklaus. Klaus went over on the pretext of cleaning the tables and listened as the lad told Niklaus, in frantic whispers, what he had seen. He had the sense not to make too much of a hoo-ha about it at least, although the smith had scolded him furiously for going out alone. He mentioned the creature, and Niklaus just gaped at him. That was when Klaus had decided he needed a drink.

      From the bar, he looked at Kendric’s empty chair by the fireplace and Alexandr’s slowly unravelling wife. He poured himself another shot of Old Peculiar, held his breath, and drank. There was no sense in saving it.

      Perhaps it was his idea of leadership, but Leonard’s pathetic efforts to maintain a cheerful countenance were paining Eleyna. It made her wonder, in the pit of her stomach, whether her uncle was acting like that merely to convince himself. He insisted vehemently that this was not what it seemed to be. This was poor luck and bandits, he claimed, not the beast. Eleyna couldn’t help noting that, even in his disbelief, he still carried his beech nuts and still wouldn’t say the word.

      She really couldn’t understand how he could pretend like that. He was sitting now with Hywel and Owain Fisherson, playing Paravon-rules Tun-Tug and drinking. Had she not been so tired, Eleyna would have taken him to one side and thumped him hard. As it was, she was too busy. There were people to feed, and once that was done, she would need to tend to the sick again before bed.

      There were an alarming number of them right now. None were bed-bound, thankfully, but there was a glut of them huddled around the fire. It was mostly chest pains and wheezing—unusual for this time of year. Some of them didn’t seem to ever warm up, even in the hot sun of the day. Her supplies of goose grease and sedargrass rub were running worryingly low. No more geese could be spared, and she had virtually no time to replace stocks in any case.

      Keila was battling valiantly to do a woman’s job that she was really still too young for—raising Anwen, brewing the medicines, and some days doing part of the rounds. Eleyna was proud of her; she had never once uttered a word of complaint, but she could not do everything. She didn’t know how.

      Eleyna looked over to the fireplace and sighed. There, on the hearth rug, fast asleep in the middle of the other children—two of whom were playing a noisy game of pat-a-cake over her—was Anwen, her youngest daughter. Maybe in a couple of hours’ time, she would have a spare moment to be a mother.

      With a brief glance at Hywel, she knew that he was not to be bothered. As she passed by with empty bowls, she paused and threw a rug over Anwen.
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      Inquisitor Vaondur looked at the intelligence report again. She could never decide whether the Resistance weren’t as smart as they thought they were, whether they thought the Inquisition was both blind and stupid, or whether they just didn’t care. It could also have been an intricate game of double and triple bluff, but she severely doubted that.

      Perhaps they hadn’t realised that Gelyndorf had already changed hands. Given that the public notices weren’t going up until this morning, that was entirely possible. If this was the case, however, then they were definitely slipping.

      It was something that Inquisitor Vaondur had always relied upon: the Resistance being what they thought was one step ahead at all times. It made her life so much easier when they thought they knew what was going on. Either way, it was still foolhardy behaviour so close to the border.

      Three of the Top One Hundred Most Wanted Enemies of the Inquisition had walked into Gelyndorf in broad daylight. Then another one had joined them by carriage that evening. This amounted to one thing only: the Aberddu Adventurers Guild were up to something.

      This was not, strictly speaking, news. The AAG were usually up to something. A group of mismatched, ragtag ne’er-do-wells, waifs and strays of all social classes, with questionable talents and learning and only a rudimentary grip on military tactics, magic, and etiquette they may be—but they had an uncanny way of staying alive.

      Interfering with world politics was one of the things they took the most delight in, along with upsetting serfs by trying to set them free, sticking their noses into the affairs of the wealthy and powerful, mass murder, and tomb robbing. Where they thought they got the moral authority to rally against the Inquisition was anyone’s guess.

      Inquisitor Vaondur wouldn’t normally care that they were up to something. The might of the Inquisition was more than capable of halting them. However, this time, they were up to something on her patch.

      She had had control of the area a mere six months, and it would be easy enough to have her replaced. She wasn’t about to stand back and let that happen. She would have a close watch put on them. If they started to interfere too much, she would know about it.

      Then, she would have no choice but to inform Him, and the outcome of that was bound to be unpleasant to witness.

      Inquisitor Vaondur gathered her papers and tapped them on the desk until they formed a neat pile. She smoothed down her hair and reached across to the bell pull. It was going to be another long day.

      Even summer mornings in Paravel are notorious for being cold. Shivering, Derek made his way across the courtyard to the privy, where he found Iona already waiting, a thick cloak clutched around her shoulders.

      “Morning,” he yawned, and she grunted a reply, her breath misting in front of her.

      From the sound of the activity within, it might be a better idea to use a drainage ditch, he thought to himself. That was the problem with towns—too many buildings led to a significantly reduced number of places it was considered polite or hygienic to go for a piss.

      He was still looking around for somewhere to go when one of the doors opened and Adarius Jaegar walked out. His normally rosy face was grey in the watery sunlight, and his eyes were bloodshot.

      “Morning,” said Derek brightly, because it amused him.

      Adarius didn’t speak; he just turned his head slowly to look at him.

      “Maps in half an hour, provisioning, and then off after lunch,” he added conversationally, as Adarius stared at him.

      The Chaos cleric nodded his head gingerly and walked on to the horse trough.

      Derek looked on as the tall man in black and white wove his way across the yard and stuck his whole head into the murky water.

      Maybe next time, he would suggest that they had apple juice instead of the last dozen or so jugs of cider.

      Back in the private dining room, Anthony and Bartholomew were tucking into an enormous breakfast. They seemed to be the only people genuinely pleased that it was the morning. Gerard suspected that they had slipped the landlord’s wife a handful of gold for extra pillows, more blankets, a draught-free window, and possibly a mattress with no lice. He was beginning to regret not attempting to do the same. He was feeling particularly uneasy this morning because he had arrived at breakfast wearing trousers. He had made sure he was early and therefore was seated when everyone else turned up. He didn’t feel like being the brunt of the barrage of banter that would no doubt arise when everybody noticed he was not wearing a robe.

      Between worrying about the mission, the inadequate accommodation, and the noise of the carts going back and forth to the Trade Gate all night, he hadn’t slept very well in any case. He poked his sausages around the plate and wished he was at home. Apart from the exotic gardens, the excellent cook, the exquisite oriental rugs, and the feather bed, his brand-new tower had another comfort he was sorely missing: an enchantment that blocked out all extraneous noises from the outside world, letting in only birdsong. He looked queasily at the trail of grease his sausage had made on the dented pewter plate and tried to swallow. This was all some awful mistake; he should have stayed in bed in Aberddu. It was all made worse when Sylas strutted into the room, looking remarkably amused by something. He wandered over to Gerard, winked playfully, and said in a cryptic fashion,

      “Not quite the September Hotel, hey?” Then, without further comment, he passed on to a table behind Gerard with his plate of oatmeal. It took Gerard a few moments to catch up, and when he had, he was not warmed by the memory. Closing his eyes, he took a bite out of his sausage and tried to imagine that it was made of the finest wild boar.

      “Scylayla,” said Derek calmly. “Scylayla.”

      The stubborn elf did not respond. She had arrived in a flash of magic late last night, without the courtesy to portal outside and enter on foot. Since then, she had been domineering and rude to the point of violence. Deep in his stomach, Derek had wished she had not come. She was almost certainly the most strikingly impressive fire elf Derek had ever seen, and he could not deny she had skills. However, she barely responded to his authority, had her own poorly hidden agenda, and she was incredibly conspicuous. Easily six foot six, she towered over most of the other guild members. Her skin was deep red, and she had orange and yellow veins on her neck and in her dark hairline. She had a fierce, elongated face and black eyes that seemed to burn into your soul as she looked at you. The contrast was striking and would have been alluring if it wasn’t so frightening. Right now, Derek’s main concern was that Tal Daris was turning purple.

      “Scylayla,” he bellowed, the veins on his neck distending. He hated raising his voice—it made everyone stare at him—but he had no choice. At least she responded; she turned to glare at the guildmaster. Switching back to his normal tired but gentle tone, he said, “Put him down and let him finish.”

      Tal Daris had stopped struggling, clearly trying to spare his limited oxygen flow. He was turning slightly blue around the lips. Scylayla didn’t move. There was a sonorous and theatrical chink as Anthony unsheathed his sword. To him at least, failure to respond to a guildmaster’s order was a serious business. Stepping closer, actually angry now, Derek hissed, “Put him down, or I’ll cut him down.”

      There was a movement in the room behind him—the sound of guild members standing up and readying weapons. He had little doubt whose side they would be on. Scylayla had not been around that long, and Tal Daris, whilst not a guild member, was an old and trusted friend.

      “He thinks that a few humans are more important than whole villages full of elves,” she hissed, her large, claw-like hand still grasping Tal Daris by the throat. She had, however, slightly slackened her grasp; her razor-sharp nails were no longer cutting into his neck. Before Derek could answer, Iona was on it. He hadn’t realised she was standing so close behind him. She lunged forward and pressed her knife against the woman’s kidneys.

      “I used to like you,” she said softly, although not so quietly that it wasn’t audible to everybody else in the room. “But now you’re being remarkably stupid. You have two choices: I flick my wrist, or I don’t. If I flick my wrist, you’ll die, and Tal Daris will be able to breathe again. If I don’t flick my wrist, it will be because you have let go of him. You have five seconds to decide.”

      The woman didn’t move. She didn’t speak. She clearly didn’t believe Iona. Derek stood back and watched; Iona was counting under her breath, and he had distinctly heard her mumble four.

      “He hates elves,” growled the fire elf again.

      “You really are as stupid as you look,” retorted Iona. “He’s been fighting Frisia since before you were born. He is an elf.” Then, she twisted and flicked her wrist; Scylayla’s blood streamed out over her hand, and the towering woman crumpled to the floor. Tal Daris slumped on top of her, gasping and choking.

      “Heal her,” ordered Derek in a weary but grateful tone, giving Iona a complex look that was both friendly and territorial. Pyrs scuttled over and started preparing to heal the bleeding elf. Iona knelt down, heaved Tal Daris into a sitting position, and cradled him against her shoulder. Tenderly, she stroked his hair until his breathing relaxed, whispering to him softly. Derek just stood and watched. He didn’t usually think of Iona as someone’s mother—after all, they had been friends before she had had Rosemary—but every once in a while, she did something truly unexpected.

      It didn’t take long for Tal Daris to get back to the map table. Resistance operatives didn’t last long if they had a less-than-swift recovery rate. He had just been about to show a comparison of the old and new Frisian borders when Scylayla had swooped in and grabbed him by the throat. The conversation had gone like so:

      He had said the Frisians were slowly buying up Paravel one barony at a time and that the sales were under some sort of perpetuity agreement that appeared to be completely legal under complex Paravelian inheritance laws. The agreements gave the Frisian state ownership of the land and serf population of each barony but not the title, trading status, or economic rights. It seemed that there was little that anyone could do against any of these ostensibly lawful actions. However, there had been reports of disappearances in the villages, and that had drawn Resistance interest.

      At this point, Iona had interjected, saying that disappearances and kidnaps were a normal modus operandi for the Frisians. In fact, large-scale kidnappings, including whole villages that had been snatched overnight, were not unheard of. That was when Tal Daris had unwittingly said the words that had caused so much trouble: Yes, but those were elves, and these are humans. He didn’t have a second to draw breath, never mind qualify his statement. Scylayla had flown for him with her talon hand and raised him clear off the floor.

      Now, with slightly more trepidation, he said the same sentence again, and then, without pausing to draw breath this time, qualified it.

      “They’re taking humans, not elves. Think Frisian for a moment. Elves they are happy to waste in their thousands; in fact, some of the sicker bastards in the Inquisition even believe that they are actually doing the elves a favour by killing them. Humans, on the other hand, are a different thing entirely. And it becomes even more troubling when you consider that the humans in question are, under the terms of the perpetuity agreements at least, actually Frisian citizens.”

      This statement precipitated a momentary silence. To the more experienced adventurers, this was visibly troubling. For all that the Frisian Inquisition were a single-minded organisation, barbarous beyond imagining, they treated their own citizenry well. It was true they expected total loyalty and a certain amount of discipline, but apart from that, the Frisian proletariat were some of the wealthiest and healthiest in the world. It was a commonly held belief that this abundance was the key to the Inquisition’s phenomenal success. For all their evil and vile plots, they had the complete support of hundreds of thousands of well-fed, well-trained, and fiercely loyal peasants. Why now should the Frisians start to kidnap their new batch of fairly purchased countrymen?

      The questioning quiet was broken by a yelp and an angry howl as Pyrs fought to restrain the now-conscious Scylayla. She was pinned against the wall by the whole of Pyrs’ not inconsiderable body weight, struggling to break free, mumbling curses in Elven under her breath. Pyrs was bleeding where she had bitten him. Iona strode purposefully around the table back to her, and, looking down on her, said:

      “Do you really want to call me that?” in an infuriatingly calm and mildly amused tone.

      Scylayla didn’t desist, failing to read the warning in Iona’s seeming sweetness.

      “Listen to me,” Iona continued, the sweet edge suddenly lost. “When the guildmaster gives you a direct order, you follow it, or you will die.”

      Still struggling underneath the bulky priest, Scylayla turned a look of disdain onto Iona.

      “It doesn’t matter what you do. I was healed,” she sneered. “This priest just couldn’t stop himself.”

      She turned her derisive stare on Pyrs, who was turning slowly red, trying to keep her limbs down, his hand still bleeding.

      “Only because Derek told him to,” snarled Iona back, putting her boot on the woman’s shoulder and leaning into it. As Scylayla’s face twisted into an ugly, pain-ridden contortion, Iona leaned in and whispered, “Next time he won’t.”

      Bested but unhappy, Scylayla ceased to struggle. She just slumped back against the wall and looked deliberately away from Pyrs and Iona.

      “Anyway,” said Derek, his irritation tinged with mild amusement at the reach of his power. “You were saying, Tal Daris?”

      “Well, clearly something is going on,” he said, looking over at Scylayla, although the phrase was somewhat redundant. “Obviously, we have been on the ground, trying to find out what the locals think is going on.”

      “And?” asked Margog, clearly growing impatient with the interruptions and the suspense. He shot a peeved glare at Scylayla as he said it. Tal Daris looked slightly sheepish at this point.

      “Well,” he said, “they think it’s the Scathach.”

      As Tal Daris said the word Scathach, Dingelo gasped, and Bartholomew tutted. All other eyes turned to them. Sensing his chance, Dingelo stood up.

      “A foul beast, the Scathach, a creature of old,” he began, setting the scene with a hushed tone and sweeping hand gestures. “Feared beyond imagining,” he continued, looking around the room.

      A number of the adventurers were diverted by this over-the-top display, but both Bartholomew and Gerard seemed annoyed by it. Dingelo continued regardless, building tension clumsily.

      “At the dead of night, when the moon has risen, Scathach lurks in the shadows, watching, waiting, ready to…”

      “Oh, please,” interrupted Bartholomew, giving Dingelo a fiercely withering look.

      Dejected, the little patchwork bard sat down with a thud. He knew when his audience was lost. All eyes and ears were now on Bartholomew.

      “It’s that kind of yarn-spinning that perpetuates the blasted myth,” he sneered, shooting another filthy look at Dingelo. “It’s nothing but a cradle tale, a peasant story, a yarn, a superstition.”

      He fixed Dingelo with another, harsher glare that dared him to disagree.

      “A monster supposedly the size of a large man, although I have heard accounts that place it at as much as eight feet—for all peasants know about size and measure. It lurks in the shadows and sneaks into the village after midnight to steal chickens or children, depending on where you live. I suppose some children taste better than others.”

      Bartholomew’s words were dripping with cruel, derisive amusement.

      “No one knows where it hides, what it looks like, or why it does it. No one’s ever caught it, and if the legend is to be believed, it must be damn near immortal because that tale’s as old as the hills.”

      The adventurers took this in; it was a not uncommon story. Similar legends exist in every village in every country in the world. Shadows dance, and children need to be convinced to behave. Bartholomew continued, now sounding bored with it all.

      “If the villagers have been particularly immoral or the harvest fails, then the Scathach might kidnap an adult or two as well. In fact, anything suspicious or unpleasant that happens in a Paravelian village is blamed on the Scathach, including the weather.”

      He snorted again as punctuation, and there was more nodding.

      “The villages have had it good for a while,” Bartholomew reflected out loud, with an unpleasant undertone that suggested that perhaps this was more than they deserved, “and so the Scathach had been forgotten—nothing to blame on it, you see. Then, suddenly, something happens, and what was a children’s story yesterday has become a living horror today.”

      He sounded almost scornful now, clearly wearied by this provincial thinking.

      “You wait, they’ll all be out there with their beechnut bangles, refusing to stand under elm trees or uncover their ears, or whatever other nonsense they believe will stop it. I ask you.”

      “Anyway,” interrupted Tal Daris, before Bartholomew launched into the kind of anti-peasant rhetoric that was likely to lose him more friends than he’d gain in his present company. “Scathach or not, something is kidnapping the peasants. It’s highly unusual, and we want to know what’s actually going on. That’s where you come in.”

      There was another pause, and all eyes turned on Scylayla. She was now sitting, knees folded up to her chin, scowling at the room, and clearly, she had been listening intently.

      “Everybody happy with this?” asked Derek, glaring directly at the Elven troublemaker. “Now’s the time to leave if you’re not willing to undertake this mission.” It was a barbed remark, but it appeared to fall on deaf, pointed ears. “Scylayla?” he said, giving up on the subtlety.

      “What?” she snapped, not pleased by the sudden attention.

      “Do you have any questions?” said Derek, in a rare fit of outright irritation. Either Scylayla hadn’t noted his tone, or she didn’t care. The prudent answer would have been ‘no’.

      “Yes,” she said, “just one. That man,” she pointed at Tal Daris, “has no markings and rounded ear tips. In fact, he has no Elven traits whatsoever.” Her face wore the self-satisfied smirk of someone who had just spotted the flaw in the argument of someone they truly despised.

      “Oh really?” sneered Iona, a smile curling nastily across her face. “Really?” Then, without much warning, she turned to Tal Daris and, with a single complex hand motion, unbuckled his weapons belt and unlaced his hose so that they both dropped to the floor around his feet, revealing the green veins that coiled around his legs. “What do you call those then?”

      The room fell breathlessly silent as the majority of the gathered crowd stopped chattering and goggled open-mouthed at the trouserless resistance operative, whose flushed face was a picture of embarrassed amazement. Iona smirked at Scylayla, who glared back at her, narrow-eyed in ill-natured defeat, and Derek gazed again at Iona with growing amusement. After a moment of awkward silence, the spell was broken, and Tal Daris began to frantically rearrange his trousers. Iona bent down to help him with his weapons belt, which had become tangled in the drawstring of his hose. He batted her hand away crossly, and she gave in. Derek leaned over to her and whispered in her ear,

      “So, how did you know about that then?” Turning to look at him without breaking even the vaguest hint of a smile, she said,

      “He showed me.”

      Derek just raised his eyebrows. “What?” she demanded through gritted teeth.

      “He showed you?” repeated Derek slowly, with a wry grin, trying to get Iona to laugh.

      “Yes,” she said, tight-lipped. “He showed me,” stubbornly refusing to smile.

      “Okay,” said Derek, turning back to the map and thinking to himself that he might save this for later.
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