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The Path of the Hawk


Ballas swung an uppercut into the first guard’s jaw, clashing his teeth together. A second guard swept a knife at Ballas’s face, but the Hawk seized his wrist and twisted and pulled, flinging the guard over the balustrade. Then something cracked against the back of his skull. Sparks blossomed in the Hawk’s vision, drifting and glittering. Stumbling, Ballas turned as a cudgel swept forward and cracked his eyebrow. Roaring, Ballas grabbed the guard’s tunic and, shifting his weight, brought his boot down on the man’s knee. The joint broke loose, detaching with a muted pop, and the guard fell, yowling. A fourth guard remained, clutching a short-sword. He looked very frightened, very confused. He had entered the bed-chamber with three companions, spurred on by a hunger for glory. Now, he was alone.
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PART TWO




PROLOGUE


… and here is there, in the Forest.


The tall, broad oaks are not the wholesome trees of the corporeal world, but warped monstrosities, their boles twisted, their branches snaking sinuously to form – so it seems – unreadable sigils. Their bark glistens darkly with a gelatinous fluid, reminding Kraike of the effluvium covering a newborn baby, and they breathe, these trees, ever so slightly, their trunks flexing with every in and out breath, their thick roots pulsing.


The oaks grow closely together but there is space for other vegetation to thrive. There are thornbushes, their barbs long and curved; clumps of wet grass, infested by dark beetles with overlong antennae; and a variety of fungi, some bulbous, others slender and tapering, all dripping with a sweat-like liquid, erupt from the dark earth. Overhead, the oak branches intertwine, but there are gaps through which a red moon shines, full and fat, a perfect blood-drop on the floor of a surgeon’s room.


In the Forest, there are no stars. Nor clouds. No rain falls; no wind blows. Time does not pass here. Everything is locked in a single unending moment.


Thirty paces ahead stands Toros. The barest essence of a man, he consists only of what is needed for survival. His slender body is locked solid with muscles so sleek, stark and sinuous they do not seem to be muscles at all, but smooth lumps of gristle. Blood-fat veins ensnare his chest, arms and legs; he is naked, except for a loincloth and, hanging around his neck, an amulet crafted from a piece of black bark, torn from one of the oaks and threaded upon a string of braided grass stalks. His entire body is hairless; although white as milk, his skin bears a faint bluish tinge, a subtle phosphorescence of the kind observed in certain deep-water fish; his heavy-browed, heavy-jawed face is neither cruel nor kind, but purposeful – the countenance of someone concerned purely with practical matters. And his eyes – they are not eyes in any meaningful sense, but glistening black orbs, with neither whites nor irises; yet they are expressive in a way Kraike cannot understand. Kraike knows that if he were to venture close, he would see swirls of colour glossing their surface, an iridescence like oil upon water.


But he does not – cannot – venture close. In the Forest, he is no longer a man, but a soul, lacking matter, density, weight – a tangible nothingness. Nonetheless his body – no, his being – feels heavy.


He stands, stares, hoping that for once Toros will not notice him …


No; it is too late. Toros stirs, his gaze alighting on Kraike. At first, the shaman does nothing. Only watches. Then he tips back his head and roars at the sky.


Although the cry is delivered full-heartedly, Toros’s mouth stretching wide open to expose teeth sharpened to fierce little points, the noise is muffled, as if travelling through water. Even so, it is the most appalling sound Kraike has ever heard. Terrified, he too cries out, involuntarily – a pathetic non-sound, too feeble to stir the air.


Why has Toros roared? Because he is angry, and wants Kraike to understand how deep that anger runs. More than that, he wants to attract the Forest’s demons. He wants them to come through the dark trees, prowling like wild animals lured by the scent of some injured creature.


And come they do, three of them, emerging from the moon-splashed redness between the oaks.


It is believed there are an infinite number of infinitely varied demons in the Forest. Kraike is unsure if this is true. He has seen the same types of demon, again and again. Perhaps some are more common than others; maybe certain regions of the Forest are frequented by certain types. Whatever the explanation, these demons are well known to him.


The first is Curlew, a bird as big as a man, walking with a man’s upright posture, its dark-feathered wings folded cape-like around its body, its black-taloned feet digging into the ground, its beak a monstrous curving barb as long as a sword, sharp enough to pierce steel. The second is Hateful Embrace, a man whose bones erupt in sharpened stubs through his flesh. And the third—


How Kraike hates the third. The Spirit of Innocence is a boy-child, its body swaddled in puppy fat, its face warped by a gleeful grin so obscenely outsized that the demon’s stub nose is pushed up between its eyes, and the eyes themselves are scrunched shut by the pressure of its up-surging cheeks. It brandishes two long knives, the blades shining star-bright; skipping and hopping, he clanks the weapons together, striking up music only he finds pleasurable.


The three demons advance on Toros. Spotting the amulet, they halt, abruptly; somehow, the symbol keeps them at bay. They hesitate, uncertain. Then they turn to Kraike.


Kraike knows what will follow. He has endured it thousands of times before.


He knows, too, there is no point in fleeing. In fact, the most sensible option is to accept what is coming, and wait.


But this is also the impossible thing. He can no more stand there, resigned and unresisting, than he can sprout wings and fly away.


The demons approach, slowly, as if sizing him up. Curlew’s feathers glimmer in the blood-hued moonlight; its long beak casts a longer shadow. Embrace moves cautiously, whilst Innocence skips, hopping from foot to foot, full of eagerness and impatience.


Then they are running, hurtling toward Kraike, Innocence leading the way, followed by Curlew then Embrace.


Spinning on his heel, Kraike breaks into a sprint. Almost immediately, he trips over a clump of vegetation, sprawling face-down on the Forest’s strangely warm soil. Scrambling up, he sets off again, tearing between the trees, low-hanging twigs scraping his forehead, thorn-riddled undergrowth clawing at his shins.


Where is he running to? Where, in the Forest, can he find sanctuary?


There is only one refuge in this nightmarish land: Paradise.


And Kraike knows he will not find it. Nor does he hope to. Even if he knew its location, he would not reach it before the demons caught him.


And catch him they will: glancing back, he sees they are gaining ground.


‘Leave me be!’ he shouts, noiselessly. ‘I do not deserve this!’


He runs on and, hazarding another backward glance, sees that Curlew has vanished, and only Embrace and Innocence remain. He knows what this means. Behind the two remaining demons, snapped branches and broken twigs fall lazily to the ground, floating down as gently as dandelion spores. He glances up, peering through the Forest roof at the patches of sky visible through the branches.


A shadow sweeps overhead, momentarily occluding the moon.


Ahead, more twigs and branches fall. Curlew descends, wings beating, alighting gracefully on the ground.


Kraike stumbles to a halt. Curlew is twenty paces ahead, blocking his way onward. Innocence and Embrace are forty paces behind, getting nearer with every passing moment.


He turns, intending to run away to his left. That way, he will avoid the demons – but for how long?


Not long at all.


He has taken two or three steps when the air ripples and Curlew glides toward him, twisting and spinning through the trees, its perfectly black, perfectly circular eyes fixed upon him. Kraike raises a defensive hand—


—and Curlew’s long evil beak skewers his palm as easily as a darning needle piercing silk and, travelling on, plunges into his upper chest, just below the collarbone. Screeching, Kraike falls backward, the beak slithering out from the wound. He starts to rise but Curlew plants a foot on his upper arm, the knife-sharp talons sinking into his bicep. Then Embrace is there, kneeling, seizing Kraike’s other arm between hands of sharpened bone-spikes; the spikes sink deep, and Embrace starts ripping off dripping lumps of flesh; then it grips Kraike’s arm again, and rips again, pulling off more flesh; it will do this over and over, Kraike knows, until his arm is naught but bones.


Prancing over, Innocence sits on Kraike’s abdomen. Its hideous, grin-corrupted face practically glows with feverish excitement; it is hard to imagine a happier child. It thrusts a knife two inches deep into the hollow in the centre of Kraike’s ribcage. Then it wrenches the blade from side to side, cracking the bony structure open; for such a small creature, its strength is extraordinary.


Laying the knife on the ground, Innocence inserts its fingers into the newly made gap and prizes open Kraike’s ribcage, exposing the heart and lungs within. Innocence claps its hands, delighted. Then, dipping its head, it begins to eat, snuffling and wallowing like a pig at a trough.


The pain is astonishing.


Kraike screams, and screaming looks sideways, past Embrace, to Toros.


Toros stands five paces away, watching, his face empty of emotion.


‘Why me?’ yells Kraike. ‘Why did you choose me?’


Kraike jerked awake in the little room at the top of the bell tower. He lay on the floor by the bed and for a heart-ripping moment he believed he was still in the Forest and the walls were trees, the ceiling a dark tracery of branches.


Gathering himself, he got stiffly to his feet, sweat-soaked, shaking, his throat as dry as the Skravian Desert sands. He poured a cup of water and drank it, slowly.


For Kraike, the Forest had not always been a place of crunching fear and savage torments. Once, he had enjoyed his nightly visits; more, he had yearned for them, for they had nourished him, and filled him with a sense of purpose.


In the old days, Toros had not been his tormentor; he had not summoned demons, watching coldly as they tore him apart. Far from it: he had been Kraike’s mentor in the magical arts.


His guidance took an unusual form.


In the Forest, certain rules prevailed. Such a rule was that one soul could not communicate with another. Two souls, both speaking the same language, would find each other’s words inexplicably unintelligible; likewise, if they attempted to convey meaning through sign language, the gestures – no matter how simple, or self-evident their meanings were – would prove baffling. Metaphysicians believed this rule was an essential to the suffering caused by the Forest: if souls could converse, they could offer one another comfort and, perhaps, form alliances capable of fighting off the demons. In the Forest, it seemed, a condemned soul had to be alone, bewildered and helpless.


Thus, Toros could not teach Kraike in the usual fashion. He could not give lessons, like a schoolmaster addressing a classroom. He could not endow Kraike with facts, principles or methods of analysis.


What he could do, however, was infinitely stranger – and much more useful.


Standing close, he would gently place his hands on Kraike’s shoulders and stare purposefully into his eyes. Faint, barely detectable vibrations passed from Toros into Kraike’s immaterial form, each a mere whisper, a tremor as soft as an ant’s heartbeat. It was during such communions that Kraike noticed the iridescence in Toros’s eyes, the various colours swimming brightly over the depthless blackness; and it was at these moments he was overwhelmed by a powerful sense of pride, for Toros had chosen him as his – his what? Apprentice? Understudy?


When the sessions ended, Kraike would awaken and, although he had not learned anything new, he existed in a fractionally different way. Toros changed his instincts, his reflexes, not in an animal sense, but an intellectual and perceptive sense. After each communion, Kraike saw the world with heightened clarity; he noticed the hitherto hidden connections between things and, importantly for a prospective sorcerer, the normally undetectable web of cause and effect which encompassed everything that existed, and could exist. Not only that, he understood how this web and those connections could be manipulated, how they could be exploited with extraordinary results – such as the plague spell.


Of course, Kraike’s transformation was gradual, occurring in tiny increments, beginning when he was a baby mewling in the crib …


… and ending, abruptly, with the failed invasion of Druine.


Somehow, Toros knew Kraike’s attempt to locate the Origin, the spell cut into stone that would bring the shaman back to life, had ended in catastrophe. And it enraged him. The communions ceased; the demon-attacks began. It was obvious that Toros could gain nothing useful by watching Kraike suffer – nothing, at least, that would help him escape the Forest and return to the physical world. But, although he was a disembodied soul, existing in an immaterial world consisting of magical energies, Toros possessed the same desires as any living man who believed he had been badly let down. He wanted to exact revenge. He wanted his own disaster to become Kraike’s disaster, too. Toros, the wise shaman, endowed with astonishing abilities – he was no better than a foul-tempered husband who thrashed his wife for overcooking his evening meal.


So Kraike once thought. Now, he realised it was untrue.


Selindak, and others, had told Kraike that he was privileged to have been chosen by Toros to receive his nightly communions. Toros, they said, was capable of forming such a bond with only one person at any time; it began when that person was born, and ended only upon his death. During this period, Toros could be visited by no other soul, no other individual capable of wandering the Forest.


And this, Kraike believed, was the real reason Toros allowed the demons to eviscerate him, night after wretched night. The shaman wanted to push him over the edge, to shove him into a chasm of despair so deep, so relentlessly awful, Kraike would commit self-murder. Then Toros could choose someone new to take his place.


Ostensibly, this plan made no sense. Why would Kraike take his own life, knowing he would find himself in the Forest as a result? Why would he plunge himself into the very torment he sought to avoid? Why, when he would be not only a visitor to the Forest, but a resident, continually assailed by demons?


Toros understood that Kraike, in his desperation, would fall prey to the absurdest notions. He would believe it was best to get the torments over with, and have his soul cleansed, so that the Four – or any of the similar deities found in various religions – would take him to Paradise. He would become a believer, a believer in whatever brought him comfort and hope.


Toros was no fool; Kraike had indeed felt these inclinations.


Once, out in the desert, he had even attempted the deed …


But that was a long time ago; things were different now.


The Origin had been located, and excavated.


Soon, Kraike was certain, he would redeem himself in Toros’s eyes, and the nocturnal torments would end.




CHAPTER ONE






The Lost Gardens of Dalzerte – who can say what wonders are to be found in that time-forsaken place, that sole-surviving testament to the existence of the Dalzertians? Who can say where the Gardens themselves are to be found, if they are to be found anywhere at all?


Learned men have expended much ink – an ocean’s worth – on speculations, theories and studies. Good for them, I say: a fellow needs a hobby, after all. But I say, too, You fools! How can you discuss a place you have never visited? Plundered from one another’s writings, your knowledge is second, third, fourth, fifth-hand, at best, and no more credible than the fairytale about the lizard and the singing egg.


But I, Cavielle Shaelus, have found the Gardens, and walked their tangled paths …


Extracted from A Glimpse of the Lost Gardens of Dalzerte
by Cavielle Shaelus







Prendle House was a mansion, two floors high, crafted from brown stones. Beyond the wrought-iron gates in the boundary wall there was a gravel courtyard, a sprawling garden and a bell tower, rising from a neatly cropped lawn.


Dusk had fallen. Overhead, nightingales swirled, singing to the encroaching night.


Standaire rang a bell by the gate. Squinting, Ballas saw a face appear at a first-floor window; it withdrew hastily and moments later, a little man clad in black scuttled out of the front doors. He was a peculiar specimen, short in stature, so skinny his leggings gathered in baggy rumples around his knees. He was hunched, his scalp hairless except for a few wisps, his face as pale as soap. As he neared the gates, he picked up his pace, then slowed down, then sped up again, as if gripped by a mixture of excitement and uncertainty.


‘Is it … can it be …’ Halting at the gates, he stared at Helligraine, his little eyes blinking furiously. ‘Is it you?’


‘That depends on who you are expecting,’ replied Helligraine, perching upon the chestnut gelding he had ridden since leaving Redberry. ‘If you were expecting a manifestation of the Four, you will be disappointed. But you are waiting for Helligraine, once of the Church, soon to be of the Church again …’ He stroked his thick beard. ‘Do you have any grooming shears, Leptus Quarvis?’


‘Your holiness,’ gasped Quarvis. ‘Oh, my goodness … You are safe and – and you are here!’


‘Open the gates, my friend,’ smiled Helligraine. ‘We have come a long way. I trust your larder is well stocked? And there are soft cushions on your chairs? I for one am blighted by the most insufferable saddlesores.’


Fumbling a key from his pocket, Quarvis unlocked the gate. As he tugged it open, trotting backward in tiny steps, he turned his face to an outbuilding at the far end of the garden.


‘Girls!’ he shouted. ‘You are needed! Come here immediately! Chop chop!’ A door opened in the outbuilding. Three young women emerged, dressed in housemaids’ greys and whites. Quarvis’s attention returned to Helligraine.


‘Oh, your holiness, I feared the worst!’ Dropping to one knee, he bowed his head. ‘But then, who did not! When your corpse – a corpse, clothed in scarlet – was found, every pious soul in Druine groaned in despair. But it was not you! And now you are here, at my humble home, with your skin whole!’


Dismounting, Helligraine touched Quarvis’s shoulder. ‘On your feet,’ he said. ‘It is not proper that a fellow should kneel before his guest. By rights, I should be kneeling before you. I have dangerous enemies; by accepting me into your home, you are taking a considerable risk … Unless the sour business in the Sacros has been resolved?’


‘Not yet, alas,’ said Quarvis, rising. The housemaids arrived. ‘Stable the horses then prepare an evening meal. And we will need rooms for each of my guests – on the western side, I think, so they are not woken too early by the sun.’


As the serving girls led the horses away to the stables, Quarvis took the Hawks and Helligraine into the house. They followed a corridor into a lounge, furnished with well-upholstered settles, a divan and several deep armchairs. Despite the opulence, there were signs of piety. Holy trinkets rested on shelves, alongside a copy of The Book of the Pilgrims, and a huge, gloriously vivid tapestry of Scarrendestin hung on the wall. Quarvis might have retired from being a Scholar of Outrage, but his faith still seemed strong.


‘So,’ said Quarvis, eyeing the Hawks. ‘These are your liberators, I assume?’


‘Indeed they are,’ said Helligraine. ‘Allow me to introduce General Standaire, commander of the Hawks. You may be familiar with his name.’


‘Oh yes! And such a name it is! Everywhere it is spoken, it glitters, as if gilded – unless one is an enemy of the Church: then, it shines like steel.’ Quarvis shook Standaire’s hand; the general gave a slight nod of acknowledgement.


Quarvis turned to Ekkerlin. ‘And you, my dear?’


‘Hawk Ekkerlin,’ replied Ekkerlin. When she shook Quarvis’s hand, the former Scholar winced.


‘My goodness. A very firm grip you have there.’ Disengaging himself, Quarvis wriggled his fingers and laughed, as if enjoying a good joke. Then he turned to Ballas. ‘And you, sir, who blocks out the light? Who could scale Scarrendestin in three long strides?’


‘Ah, he is Anhaga Ballas,’ said Helligraine. ‘A fine friend and fearsome enemy. Stay on his good side, if you can. And remember, it takes a lot of food to sustain a fellow of his size.’


Quarvis and Ballas shook; the Scholar’s hand was soft and damp, like an unshelled oyster.


‘Please, be seated,’ said Quarvis, gesturing.


The Hawks sat on a settle; Helligraine sank into an armchair.


‘As the girls are elsewhere,’ said Quarvis, ‘I shall fetch the refreshments myself. What do you crave?’


Helligraine asked for red wine; the Hawks requested water. Quarvis bustled away, returning with a pitcher of water and a bottle of ruby-dark wine. Taking five goblets from the cabinet, he poured the drinks.


‘Marvellous,’ said Helligraine, sipping the wine. ‘So much better than Mellavian godspit.’


‘Godspit?’ frowned Quarvis. ‘Why would you sup that frightful stuff? A droplet could melt through iron.’


‘It is a long tale,’ said Helligraine. ‘No doubt we will speak of it soon enough. But first, what news from the Sacros?’


‘I have not heard from Faltriste in nigh on a week,’ said Quarvis. ‘But our communications were never very frequent. You must understand that he was afraid of being discovered; thus, he wrote to me only when it was strictly necessary.’ He raised his goblet. ‘To your enduring good health, your holiness.’


‘And that of my saviours,’ added Helligraine, nodding to the Hawks.


‘Your saviours.’ After drinking the toast, Quarvis settled into an armchair. Suddenly he grew solemn, his good cheer fading like a gaudy painting left in the sunlight. ‘Your holiness, where have you been?’ Then, catching himself, ‘If you do not wish to speak of it—’


‘No, no,’ said Helligraine dismissively. ‘You ought to know.’


He recounted the story the Hawks knew was a lie. He said that he had been snatched off Grimlarren Moor not because he was a Master, but Cavielle Shaelus; he had been taken to a mist-seized village and forced to write forbidden texts by the hound-adoring Dogman.


As Helligraine spoke, Ballas gazed steadfastly into his goblet. He did not so much as glance at Ekkerlin or Standaire; in such looks, secrets were betrayed. He noted, however, that as he told his tale, the Master was utterly convincing. Every inflection in his voice, every cadence, belonged to a troubled man reliving his misfortunes. Even now, Ballas wanted to believe him, and felt strangely guilty for not doing so; Helligraine’s tone made his disbelief feel like a moral crime.


How can you doubt me? Can you not hear my pain?


To conclude, Helligraine described the effect of the ordeal on his soul.


‘It was dreadful, Quarvis. I feared my faith would collapse.’


‘But it did not. It brunted the storm and stood firm.’


‘I contemplated self-murder …’


‘And you resisted.’


‘Even so …’


Silence fell, and lingered. Abruptly, to break the low humour, Quarvis said, ‘And these fine gentlemen – and lady … I trust they lived up to their reputations? As Hawks, I mean.’ A light gathered in Quarvis’s eyes, one which Ballas recognised: it was the hungry glow of someone keen to hear a story. He had seen it a hundred times before. Weak men, barely strong enough to crush a wasp, adored tales of heroism. In some inexplicable way, it made them feel heroic, too. Already Quarvis was drawing back his shoulders and sticking out his flat chest as far as it would go. He gripped his goblet tightly, as if he might crumple it. His lips glistened.


‘You must tell me everything,’ he said to Standaire. ‘Leave nothing out.’


The general’s face remained impassive. But Ballas sensed his discomfort. As did Ekkerlin.


‘I will tell the tale, if I may,’ she said. ‘The general is a man of action. He does not dwell on past glories.’


‘Past glories? But these glories are merely days old! Nonetheless, I take your point. Speak on.’


Ekkerlin recounted the mission from Silver Hoof to the present. Quarvis listened raptly; when the tale ended, he sagged in his armchair, exhausted.


‘Unimaginable,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘And it affirms one’s faith, does it not? Clearly, the Four played their part in your triumph. How else could you have survived?’


‘Now, Quarvis,’ said Helligraine, gently. ‘Let us give credit only where it is due. I did not detect the Four’s intervention. The Hawks succeeded on their own merits. If the Four had stepped in, well, my friends would have had a much easier time of it.’ He sipped his wine. ‘Ballas knows this better than most. You will have noticed how badly bruised his face is; it has healed considerably since he fought the Dogman. He was in a dreadful state after that brawl, on a rooftop in Redberry.’ Another sip. ‘You must tell Quarvis what happened. This fellow, the Dogman,’ he looked to Quarvis, ‘was twice the size of Anhaga. Made him look like a pygmy.’


‘Truly?’ Astonished, Quarvis leaned forward, teetering on the edge of his chair. An inch further and he would have fallen. ‘Spare no details, Hawk Ballas. I am intrigued.’


Reluctantly, Ballas spoke. ‘Me and the Dogman fought. I took a beating and when he sat on my chest, ready to deliver the killing blow, I grabbed the shark’s jawbone he wore around his neck and stuck it in his throat.’ A shrug. ‘I passed out. When I woke, he was dead.’


Denied a long, lurid story, Quarvis blinked, disappointed.


‘One thing you must understand about Anhaga,’ said Helligraine, ‘is that he is not much of a speaker. I have pressed him for a full account several times and always, he tells the tale in two or three sentences.’ He smiled playfully. ‘I think he imagines that men like you and I – that is, holy men –- cannot withstand profanity.’


‘Profanity?’ queried Quarvis.


‘I suspect strong words were exchanged before the fight,’ said Helligraine. ‘Is this not what normally happens? The tongue lashes before the fists fly?’ He wagged a knowing finger at Ballas. ‘There was some to-ing and fro-ing, I am sure.’


‘A few hard words were spoken, aye.’


‘Such as? I am intrigued.’


‘None worth mentioning. Our minds were set on murder. We weren’t trying to impress each other with our wit.’


‘Well, the Dogman is dead,’ nodded Helligraine. ‘That is all that matters.’


A short time later they were taken to a feasting hall. Outside the windows, night had fallen. The housemaids brought fried steak and boiled potatoes, dripping with peppercorn gravy. The Hawks ate silently whilst Quarvis told Helligraine about the various comings and goings in the Church. Once the meal was over, the maids showed the Hawks to their rooms on the western side of the house. Each room contained a wide bed, a washbasin in a wooden stand and a reading chair against the wall.


Alone, Ballas sat on the bed, unlacing his boots.


There was a knock at the door.


‘Are you clothed, Anhaga?’ It was Ekkerlin.


‘Come in, if you must,’ said Ballas.


Ekkerlin entered, followed by Standaire.


‘What do you make of Quarvis?’ asked Ekkerlin, closing the door.


‘He is an irritating little turd,’ said Ballas, removing a boot. Beneath, the woollen sock was stiff with dried sweat. ‘Hopping about like a flea, jabbering like a chimp …’ He peeled off the sock. His feet were dust-grimed, the toenails cracked. ‘He acts as if Helligraine pisses wine and shits butterflies. I wanted to slap him.’


‘Acts,’ said Ekkerlin. ‘Believe it or not, you used exactly the right word.’


Heaving off his other boot, Ballas glanced up. ‘Aye?’


‘It was all a performance,’ said Ekkerlin. ‘Some men are not natural liars; they blush, stammer, trip themselves up – you can spot them a mile off. The problem is, they are too self-conscious; they cannot deceive whilst they are being themselves. So, for these folk, the best thing is to pretend to be someone else entirely. They adopt false, often outlandish mannerisms, hoping their eccentric behaviour will conceal their falsehoods.’


The other sock came off; Ballas tossed it into the corner. ‘So Quarvis is not an obsequious buffoon?’


‘I doubt Faltriste would trust him, if he were.’ Ekkerlin looked to Standaire. ‘General, are you required to inform Faltriste that Helligraine is safe?’


‘That duty falls to Quarvis,’ replied Standaire.


‘I suspected as much.’ Moving to the window, Ekkerlin drew the curtains. ‘We have all been wondering whether Faltriste is in league with Helligraine, yes? Whether there is not one rogue element in the Church, but two?’


She looked over. Ballas grunted; Standaire nodded.


‘Now we are here, at the house, it seems likely Faltriste is involved,’ she said. ‘Since we left Redberry, Helligraine has had several chances to slip away, if he so wished. The night we stopped in Splintercliff, for instance he could have run off then, and I doubt we would have found him again in such a large city. But no, he stayed with us, which means he came here willingly. He did not try to return to the archaeological dig. Or anywhere else. So, we can assume that he wants to be here. And, as this location was chosen by Faltriste, we must assume that he trusts Faltriste – and why would he do so, except that Faltriste is also part of whatever furtive scheme he is involved in?’


‘What about Quarvis? Do you reckon he is involved?’ asked Ballas.


Ekkerlin frowned. ‘Of course he is.’


‘Because he put on an act? Maybe he was just trying to ingratiate himself with Helligraine. I have seen it often before: when they are keeping company with the powerful, some folk abandon their dignity and creep and crawl to make a good impression. What is to say Quarvis was not doing the same?’


‘If Quarvis was genuinely trying to earn Helligraine’s admiration, would he have debased himself so badly? It was impossible to regard the version of Quarvis that we saw with anything but contempt. Honestly, you understand so little about human nature.’ She patted Ballas’s shoulder. ‘But you avoided Helligraine’s trap, I grant you that much.’


‘Trap?’


‘When he asked about the fight.’


‘I would have been a bloody fool if I mentioned what the Dogman told me,’ muttered Ballas. ‘“Oh, Helligraine – just before I killed him, the big bastard let slip that he did not snatch you from Grimlarren Moor, but an archaeological dig on Brellerin Fell. Naturally, I thought naught of it. Why would I? It is but a trivial detail, of no significance whatsoever …”’


‘Helligraine was not interested in what you were saying,’ said Ekkerlin. ‘Rather, he was watching your face closely, seeking signs that you were leaving something out. Perhaps he would have found them, too, if you had not cunningly allowed the Dogman to pound your face into a bruise-swollen pulp. As it was, your features betrayed nothing of import. The Master might as well have tried to gauge your mood by contemplating your arse. General, what is our next move?’


‘Our next move, in a game where the rules are hidden?’ said Standaire. ‘There is nothing we can do, except keep our eyes and ears open.’




CHAPTER TWO


Alone in the lounge, Helligraine allowed his mind to drift. By rights, his thoughts should have ventured toward the future – the Origin, the resurrection of Toros, and the new world that would blossom upon the shaman’s return. Yet it was not so; he found himself gliding backward, into the past. This was perfectly natural, he knew – he had read countless biographies of great men who had grown reflective during the lulls preceding their finest accomplishments – and he felt no urge to resist. Instead, like a wood-and-paper kite torn from its owner’s grasp, he let the winds of memory blow him wherever they pleased … and he was carried back to a time before false names, scarlet robes and endless hours labouring in the Sacros’ Black Archives …


There is no beauty in this desert, thinks Cavielle Shaelus, stumbling over the sand. No poetry …


How long has he been trekking through the Skravian Desert? He cannot say. Weeks, months, years – it is all the same. Somewhere during the journey, he wandered off course and now he is lost, a desiccated stick-thin figure lurching through a wilderness of dunes.


He has not eaten in days. This morning, he drank the last few droplets from his water canteen. His lips are cracked, tongue swollen, and skin peels from his face in translucent tatters. His eyes are burned raw, his throat a simmering corridor of flame. He no longer sweats, shits or pisses. He is dried out to the core; a stray flame, and he would ignite like kindling.


By day, when the sun is savage, he yearns for the ice-cold nights. At night, as freezing winds groan over the contoured sand, he yearns for the searing day.


At all times, day or night, he yearns for death.


Why does he not lie down and die? Vultures are circling, after all: they know it will not be long. But his body is no longer under his control; it plods on automatically, the muscles working and limbs moving of their own accord. He is trapped in an unstoppable gyre of motion. Whether he likes it or not, he will walk until he drops …


And he does drop.


One noon, the mechanism jams; his legs buckle and, making no effort to catch himself, he pitches face-first on the sand. He turns his head, so the coarse grains are against his cheek. He closes his eyes. He does not feel at peace. Nor is he troubled.


This is what it is, he thinks, sliding into oblivion.


He is woken by water splashing onto his face. His eyes open. A circle of faces, shielded from the sun by white linen, peer down at him. He tries to rise, but a gentle hand holds him down. He tries to speak but his tongue is too dry and swollen. Strong arms slip beneath his body, and he is carried into a leather tent.


He is laid out on a groundsheet and immediately falls unconscious. When he wakes, night has fallen. Someone has covered him in thick blankets. Outside the tent, the wind moans, as if lamenting his survival. Inside, a stranger sleeps alongside him. A woman, in her twentieth year or thereabouts. Her skin has been frazzled dark by the sun. Her hair is black, curling out from beneath a fur-lined hat. As he stares, her eyes open, and the irises are the cool green of tropical waters …


He stays in the tent for two days. Wordlessly, the woman brings him water and food, a type of stew that sticks to the roof of his mouth and is difficult to swallow. He says nothing to the woman, nor feels any curiosity about who she is, or why she and her companions have rescued him. He is too dazed to ask questions. He cannot form coherent thoughts. He feels like a barely sentient scrim of dust, a cognizant heap of ashes.


He spends a lot of time asleep.


He wakes to shouting. His eyes snap open. It is night time; he hears the wind, and feels the cold. Outside the tent, there is a great disturbance. He sits up, for the first time in days. He opens the tent flap and looks out.


There is a campfire, spitting sparks into the night sky. Armed with spears, his rescuers – five men and the woman – are rushing frantically back and forth. One of the men is injured, slumped on the sand, blood spilling black from his lower leg. In the darkness beyond the fire, something hisses, then growls, then hisses again. Shaelus has never heard such a noise before; it makes his spine quiver.


Suddenly, a dark shape rushes into the firelight. It is the size of a sheepdog, although its legs are much shorter. Its back is covered by a curved shell, from which a weasel-shaped head protrudes. Two dark eyes nestle above a snub nose, and its mouth is an explosion of crooked fangs. It surges at one of the men, a spray of sand rising in its wake. Panicking, the man strikes it with the pointed end of the spear; repelled, the creature races toward another man, who hurls his spear at it; the weapon bounces harmlessly off its shell, and the creature hurtles on, until its intended victim escapes by leaping over the fire. Thwarted, the creature chooses a new target – the green-eyed woman who, Shaelus notices, is unarmed.


Without thinking, Shaelus rushes out of the tent, dives full length and, hooking his fingers under its shell, rolls the creature onto its back. For a moment he lies with his face inches away from the creature’s spittle-glistening fangs. An instant later, a spear sinks into the beast’s leathery underside. Hissing ferociously, squirming like a man in a fevered sleep, it grows still.


Hurrying over, the woman kneels beside Shaelus. Relieved, but filled with nervous energy, she says the Vohorin words for ‘thank you’ over and over.


‘Enough now,’ says Shaelus, sitting up. ‘You saved my life, and one good turn deserves another.’


These are the first words Shaelus has spoken in days; the woman is astonished.


‘You are Vohorin?’ she asks.


‘I am seeking Rirriel Klaine,’ he replies, avoiding the question. He does not dare admit he is Druinese; he cannot say how the others will react if they find out he is bound by nationality to those who destroyed their country.


‘Then we shall take you to him,’ says the green-eyed woman. ‘My name is Crenfriste; my companions and I are hunters. We have come from the settlement, seeking rare game.’


‘Your settlement – is it close by?’


‘A day’s walk,’ says Crenfriste. ‘That is all.’


Settlement is too small a word to describe the home of the Vohorin exiles. It is a city, of sorts, acres upon acres of tents stitched from tanned leather, sprawling endlessly over the sand. A river flows close by, tinged green by waterweeds; berry-bearing trees stand upon the banks, casting wavering shadows on the water. Crenfriste explains that only eight thousand Vohorin escaped the Scourge but the population is now close to twenty thousand; Vohoria is rising, she says, one birth at a time.


Rirriel Klaine is a recluse. He dwells with his uncle in a tent set apart from the settlement. According to Crenfriste, he has few dealings with the exiles at large. He rarely leaves his tent; he is, she says, a living nothingness. When she asks why Shaelus wishes to speak with him, Shaelus avoids the question. He does not tell her that he is carrying a letter from a certain man in Druine, one who wears the black robes of a Scholar of Outrage.


Crenfriste disappears into Klaine’s tent. When she emerges a short time later, she holds open the tent flap, beckoning him inside.


‘Who are you? What do you want?’ says Klaine immediately.


Klaine is of indeterminate age. His long black hair tending to grey, his face creased and body gaunt, he could be forty years or a hundred. He looks haggard, as though he has not slept for many years, or carries an unbearable burden upon his shoulders. Nonetheless, his eyes are lively, but cold. Next to him, cross-legged on his mat, is a man Shaelus takes to be his uncle. He is old, of that there is no doubt. Lean, bald-headed, his wispy beard is as white as moonlight. He watches Shaelus attentively.


‘I have a message to deliver.’ Shaelus hands Klaine a folded parchment, sealed with a blob of red wax. He has been tempted to open it on many occasions. Always, he restrained himself.


Klaine breaks the seal with a yellowing thumbnail. He reads the document; his expression does not alter.


‘Leave,’ he instructs Shaelus, passing the letter to his uncle. ‘Return tomorrow, at dawn.’


‘A short meeting after such a long journey,’ says Crenfriste as he emerges from the tent.


‘I have travelled further for less,’ replies Shaelus, truthfully.


They walk to the river. Sitting on the bank, Shaelus listens as Crenfriste describes life in the settlement. Then, as she discusses the despair most felt at being forced to abandon Vohoria, she stops mid-sentence. ‘You are Druinese, are you not?’


Shaelus swallows. ‘If I were to say yes … would it matter?’


‘Did you fight during the Scourge?’


Shaelus shakes his head. ‘I have never been loyal to the Pilgrim Church.’


‘Then I can bear you no grudge. And your people are not entirely to blame. Our downfall was the arrogance of our leaders.’ She releases a long breath. ‘What is your business with Klaine and Maritus?’


‘Maritus?’


‘His uncle.’


‘I am delivering a message, that is all,’ replies Shaelus.


‘From Druine?’


‘I would rather not say.’


Crenfriste nods, understanding. ‘Did Klaine treat you courteously?’


‘I have had colder greetings,’ said Shaelus. ‘But warmer, too.’


The next morning, Klaine gives Shaelus a sealed letter. He is to deliver it to Faltriste. Accompanied by a group of hunters – although, disappointingly, Crenfriste is not amongst them – he is escorted through the desert until the ruins of Vohoria are visible on the horizon.


Saying his farewells, he begins the long journey back to Druine.


‘The Hawks are sleeping,’ said Quarvis, entering the lounge.


Helligraine stirred, drifting into the present. ‘You are certain?’


‘Their doors are closed. There is silence.’


‘Silence means nothing,’ said Helligraine, rising from the armchair. ‘The big man, Anhaga – have you noticed how quietly he walks? He could creep up on a deer without it noticing.’ He looked at Quarvis. He had encountered the former Scholar several times before. Always, it had been the same: with his hunched, withered body, he provoked in Shaelus a type of primal aversion. Even if he had not been repulsive to the eye, he would have remained disgusting: although he was intellectually, as well as physically inferior, he was always inordinately pleased with himself. He subverted nature’s primary principle: that only the strong, in mind and body, should survive.


‘You should have poisoned them,’ said Helligraine, as they moved to the lounge door.


‘I mistrust narcotics,’ said Quarvis. ‘They are unreliable – except for lecterscrix. Oh yes, lecterscrix is quite a substance. I have used The Chronicle.’


‘It was enlightening?’ Helligraine was not interested.


‘Oh yes. You have not used it, have you?’ A frown.


They went into the hallway.


‘I have not had the opportunity,’ said Helligraine, voice dropping to a whisper. ‘Nor do I have the inclination. I know what happened.’


‘You know that Selindak murdered Emperor Grivillus?’


‘Yes.’


‘That is good,’ said Quarvis, thoughtfully. ‘Although – and I am sure you will agree – knowing something is different to understanding it. Unless you witnessed Grivillus’s last moments, you cannot comprehend how badly everything hung in the balance. Kraike lay unconscious in the creaking hold of a warship; Grivillus thundered in, crazed by bitterness, maddened by valrux. The emperor blamed Kraike for the invasion’s failure, even accusing him of treachery – a ridiculous notion! When anger obliterated the last shred of his sanity, Grivillus smashed a bottle and touched the jagged end to Kraike’s throat. To see the glinting edge against Kraike’s flesh, knowing that one hard thrust would end not only a man’s life, but cast into the abyss a glorious future for everyone on the globe … It was terrifying! Mercifully, Selindak dispatched the emperor, plunging a scalpel into his back, so he dropped to the floor, paralysed like a fly when a spider’s venom takes effect. Then he seized the broken bottle, did Selindak, and … Well, I am certain you can imagine what followed.’ He looked earnestly at Helligraine. ‘Imagine if Selindak had not acted so boldly? If he had hesitated, even a fraction of a heartbeat? How different everything would be.’ Then, quietly, ‘How appallingly, atrociously different …’ Laughing suddenly, he drew back his sleeve, baring his forearm. ‘Look. I’ve caught gooseflesh just thinking about it!’


They halted at the front doors. Quarvis pulled a key from his pocket. ‘Emperors always seem to perish at the hands of those closest to them,’ he said, silently twisting the key in the lock. He opened the door. Moonlight glowed on the white gravel of the courtyard. ‘Small wonder they are so paranoid.’


They crossed the courtyard to the garden. As they approached the bell tower, Helligraine glanced uneasily at the first-floor windows of the house.


‘I lodged the Hawks on the other side of the building,’ said Quarvis, in a tone of quiet pride. ‘Even if they are awake, they will see nothing.’


In the bell tower they climbed the steps, Quarvis wheezing slightly. Helligraine felt a pang of mean-spirited satisfaction: the former Scholar was half his age, yet he was struggling. For his part, Helligraine experienced nothing worse than a gentle aching of the knees. Purposefully he picked up his pace. He wanted Quarvis’s struggles to worsen. He wanted – yes – the decrepit little man to know he was inferior.


By the time he reached the top Quarvis was sweating. He knocked three times on a door, then bowed his knobbled little head to the wood, listening. Catching some unheard signal, he opened the door.


They went through.


The room was lit by a single candle, positioned on the floor so its glow was not visible through the window. Kraike sat in an armchair, slumped like a bundle of twigs heaped in a wheelbarrow. He was crooked and gaunt, his hair white as sea-foam. His pale, sleek face stared through the gloom. Helligraine gazed at him. He had met Kraike only once before, in the desert, when he called himself Rirriel Klaine, and dwelled in a small tent with Selindak, once high secretary to Grivillus, then posing as a semi-recluse called Maritus.


The sorcerer had aged terribly; he looked like a diseased tree, awaiting the woodsman’s axe.


Foreboding touched Helligraine. Has he lost his wits? Is he mired in dotage? Is he … is he capable?


Suddenly, Kraike rose. Grabbing a walking branch, he limped to Helligraine and embraced him. ‘Shaelus,’ he said. ‘The stout unbreakable sinew, the wire that binds the bones. The inward force that has held everything together.’ Breaking the embrace, he stepped back. He smiled, stiffly, but not without warmth. ‘It is good to see you. If I had known who you were when we met on the sands, if I had guessed at your abilities, and how you would serve us … I would have treated you with greater respect.’ He returned to the armchair and sat. With a crooked hand, he gestured to the bed; Helligraine perched on the edge.


‘I feared you were lost,’ said Kraike.


‘I was, for a time.’ Briefly, Helligraine recounted his abduction from the archaeological site and his incarceration in Whitelock. Already, it seemed as unreal as a fever dream.


As he spoke he glanced at Quarvis. Would he have recovered so quickly? Would he have been able to set aside the hardship and frustration with such speed? No. The little man would have been destroyed by the experience.


‘Did you lose hope?’ asked Kraike when Helligraine finished.


Helligraine shrugged. ‘I took each day as it came, and occupied myself with the texts I wrote. Did Quarvis show you The Loss?’


‘It is a touching, if overblown eulogy,’ remarked Kraike, dryly. ‘I assume it was composed for a purpose greater than satisfying your captor?’


‘Oh yes. I made sure it contained details that only Faltriste would recognise as true,’ said Helligraine. ‘Nothing substantial, just a certain phrase here and there. Also, I adopted my old, distinctive style – that alone was proof that I was alive. As for the text itself – its very existence allowed the Hawks to find me.’


Kraike nodded. ‘You have missed much during your absence. Quarvis tells me the Origin has been uncovered.’


‘Is this so?’ Helligraine looked sharply at Quarvis; he had been snatched from the dig during its earliest stages; he had not laid eyes on the Origin.


Quarvis beamed, his eyes bright. ‘Oh yes,’ he said, fingers fluttering like pale limp anemones. ‘It is a marvel. A vast cave, the walls inscribed with the Universal Script. What a remarkable achievement! It is said that Toros created it in a single night; the strength required to etch so many symbols, with such precision, into solid rock …’ He shook his head. ‘It would defy belief, if it were not true.’ The fingers grew still; he planted his hands on his hips. ‘The excavation was finished three months ago. Were it not for your disappearance, Jurel Kraike would have used it by now. Is that not so?’ He looked at Kraike, seeking confirmation.


‘What happens, happens,’ said Kraike, unconcerned. ‘We sail the vessel, but do not control the ocean.’


‘Quite so,’ said Quarvis. Then, to Helligraine, ‘I assume you still have the optos?’


Helligraine bridled. ‘In other words, you are asking if I have lost it?’


‘Surely you can understand my concern? Without it we may not proceed, and after everything that has befallen you …’


Quarvis’s concern was understandable, supposed Helligraine. The optos was a tiny desiccated berry, no bigger than the red fruit of a holly bush, with powerful narcotic properties. When he created the Origin, Toros ate handfuls upon handfuls; loosening the tight cords of rationality, they enabled the user to perceive the world in metaphysical terms, heightening his visionary abilities. In this sense, it was similar to lecterscrix, only far more potent. The shrubs that produced it were extinct, and Helligraine possessed what was possibly the last surviving specimen; without it, Kraike could not use the Origin.


‘It is safe,’ said Helligraine. ‘I buried it in the ground near the Origin.’


‘In the hope it would grow? And the species could thrive once more?’ A joke, from Quarvis. He chuckled, happily, then grew serious. ‘Will it not have rotted in the soil? The weather is fine at present, but months ago there were storms and—’


‘It is wrapped in leather and sealed in a casket.’


‘Good,’ nodded Quarvis, satisfied. ‘One cannot take chances.’


‘That is true,’ said Helligraine. ‘So, let us discuss your responsibilities. I trust you have a plan for removing the Hawks? We cannot simply leave them behind when we travel to the Origin. I am still in their care, so to speak; they would follow us. Moreover, I do not believe they trust me.’


‘Surely you have not let slip about—’


‘I said they do not trust me,’ interrupted Helligraine. ‘I did not say they know anything. So, what is your plan? Poison would have been the obvious solution. But as you have no faith in the proven toxic properties of certain substances … substances that cannot be detected by taste or smell, and always yield a fatal result …’


‘On the morrow, I will ride to the Origin; when I return, I shall be accompanied by those men most suited to murder.’


‘You must also notify Faltriste of my safe return,’ said Helligraine.


‘I am one step ahead of you,’ replied Quarvis. ‘When I went to fetch the wine, I took time to dispatch a messenger bird. Faltriste will receive word this evening.’ He wiped a hand over his slickly glistening scalp. ‘At last, everything is proceeding as it should. These are great days, are they not? Great days indeed.’




CHAPTER THREE


Daylight seeped through the curtains, falling across Ballas’s eyes. He awoke, grunting. Sometimes, a long night’s sleep refreshed him. Other times, such as this, it had the opposite effect: he felt as if he had been bludgeoned.


Rising, he padded to the washstand and rinsed his face with tepid water from the bowl. Outside the window, birds sang, obnoxiously loud, unspeakably cheerful. Donning a tabard and leggings, he padded barefoot down the staircase and went through to the feasting hall.


Helligraine, Ekkerlin and Standaire sat at the long table, breaking their fasts. The general was in a bad humour. His stony face, sleek and chiselled, bore no clear trace of emotion but Ballas recognised the tiny tell-tale signs: a fractional tightening of the lips, a subtle tension in his shoulders and a faraway glint in his eyes, as though his dark irises reflected something bright and splintered in the distance.


‘Ah, Anhaga! You have risen,’ said Helligraine, looking up from a bowl of porridge. ‘I trust you slept well?’


‘Well enough,’ murmured Ballas, settling next to Ekkerlin.


‘Today is a good day,’ said Helligraine, in tones of quiet excitement. ‘As you will observe, Quarvis is absent: he is on the open road, galloping to the Sacros. He intends to meet with Blessed Master Faltriste, and return as swiftly as he can – bearing fair tidings, one hopes. He estimates he will be gone five days, maybe six, certainly no more than seven.’ He stroked the white linen shirt he had been given by Quarvis on his arrival at the house. ‘As comfortable as this borrowed attire might be, I yearn for the scarlet robes of my position.’ He chuckled. ‘And yet, how often I cursed them! Not in the spirit of blasphemy, you understand. Far from it. But a Master is a mammal, after all, and prone to mammalian discomfort. The robes are as hot as the heart of the sun, and as heavy as a cloak of lead. And as for the Scarrendestin pendants – wrought from gold, they weigh as much, I’d say, as the holy mountain itself. They made my neck ache.’ He scooped up another spoonful of porridge. ‘But these are paltry complaints. Many folk suffer infinitely worse than I. They say a happy man counts his blessings, whilst a wise man gives thanks for the absence of minor discomforts.’ He popped the porridge into his mouth.


Ballas ate his meal silently, then went into the garden.


He sat on a marble bench, the gathering sunlight warm against his skin. A few moments later, Ekkerlin emerged from the house and sat beside him.


She peered at him. ‘Well, did it work?’


‘Did what work?’


‘There was a pitcher of milk on the dining table,’ she said. ‘I assumed you were trying to curdle it with your face. Sweet grief, Anhaga – you look as if it is raining piss and you’ve left home without a hood.’


‘Aye? And what of Standaire? He was less than cheerful.’


‘His anger is justifiable. Quarvis left an hour before dawn. He did not consult the general, or even give him a hint that he intended to leave. He just went, before he could be stopped. Not that the general could have stopped him. Faltriste’s instructions were clear: once we arrived here, the whole matter was to be turned over to Quarvis. He is in charge. But his stealthy departure seems suspicious, wouldn’t you say?’


Ballas shrugged.


‘Yesterday, I observed that he is not a natural liar,’ continued Ekkerlin. ‘Maybe that is why he left so early. Any later, he would have encountered Standaire and been required to offer an explanation. The lie itself would be simple enough. But delivering it? He is an appalling actor, is Quarvis. And he knows it. I suspect he feared he would give himself away …’ She nudged Ballas. ‘You are not listening.’


‘No,’ said Ballas. His gaze was fixed on a black beetle, climbing up a grass blade. At the top it halted, shell glinting; it lingered, then started down the other side. Ballas grimaced. The restlessness he experienced in Redberry before the dogs arrived, had reappeared. It weighed heavily upon his spirits; soon, he knew, it would ripen into something dark, something destructive. Without anything to focus on, he grew … feral, he supposed. That was the word Ekkerlin had once used. By a strange coincidence, she had likened him to a wild dog: during the hunt, he was savage, yes, but disciplined. Once the chase was over, however, he grew erratic.


He stood. ‘I am going for a run.’


‘You cannot,’ said Ekkerlin. ‘Standaire has forbidden us from leaving the grounds. Besides, you ought to rest.’


She was right. Physically, he had not fully recovered from his fight with the Dogman. His body was bruised, his muscles ached, and his cracked ribs had not yet healed. But resting – that was easier said than done. He eyed the garden. Roughly rectangular, it measured a half mile along each side. One circuit would equal two miles … But no; he hated running in circles: it lacked even the illusion of purpose.


‘Be easy,’ said Ekkerlin, quietly. Ballas looked at her. She knew; she sensed he was unravelling.


Ballas scowled. ‘There is naught to do here.’


‘Quarvis has a small library—’


‘That is fine for you. But me?’ His scowl deepened. ‘Piss on it,’ he muttered, rising. ‘Piss on the whole damned thing.’


The day passed slowly, every minute dragging like a flensing beneath the skin. Ballas simmered, a cauldron of black bile. At midday and dusk, he ate his meals in the feasting hall, devouring the offerings savagely, his teeth grinding through the steaks as if ripping them straight from the carcass.


It was childish, he knew. Here he was, a Hawk, sulking like an adolescent. But knowing this made no difference: the feelings were so thick and heavy, and rose with such stubborn force, he could not tamp them down.


When night fell, he asked a housemaid if Quarvis possessed any sleeping draughts, strong enough to knock him out until morning; it would be best, he decided, to hibernate through this burning winter of the soul. But the housemaid said no, Quarvis did not; nonetheless, she doubted that her master would mind if Ballas took a bottle of wine from the cellar. Not the good stuff, mind you, she added. Only the vintages resting on the uppermost levels of the rack. Or the whisky, arranged on a table in the corner.


Useless, thought Ballas, retiring empty-handed to his room.


He lay down on his bed, the mattress at once too hard and too soft. He glowered at the ceiling through the darkness. Eventually, he slept—


—and woke, abruptly.


How long had he slumbered? He cracked open the curtains. Not long, it seemed – the moon hung in the same part of the sky as before he lay down.


Slumping onto his pillow, he waited for sleep to return. It did not. Nor would it, he realised. When he woke naturally, of his own accord, there was at least a chance he might doze off again. But when he had been woken by something – it did not take much: a creaking branch, a bird scuffling in the gutter – there was absolutely no possibility of returning to the world of dreams. He was awake, and there was nothing he could do.


Except …


An idea sprouted. At first it was a cringing, timorous thing, so weak it seemed merely the idea of an idea; but it strengthened, rapidly.


Sitting up, Ballas swung his legs around and planted his feet flat on the floor.


Would it hurt to take a bottle from Quarvis’s cellar, as the housemaid had suggested? He need not drink until it was empty. A few mouthfuls would be enough to make him drowsy. A few mouthfuls, yes – just so he could get back to sleep?


Standaire would not approve. But the general would not find out, if Ballas was careful. He would bring the bottle to his room – uncorking it downstairs, so the pop would not disturb the upper floor – and when the morning came, he would dispose of it discreetly: give it to a housemaid, perhaps, or simply toss it over the boundary wall into the fields.


What harm would it do? None, as far as Ballas could see. And the benefits were obvious: he would sleep, wake up refreshed and maybe – maybe – the foul mood that had dogged him would have disappeared.


He stood – then hesitated.


Yes, he thought. This is always how it used to begin. Not with a need but an excuse.


Before joining the army, Ballas had lived rough in various cities, keeping company with criminals, derelicts and down-and-outs. Although he was only twelve years old, he had shared their sour wine and cheap cider, discovering that his thirst was far stronger than his fellow drinkers’: when they sipped, he swigged; when they sought a gentle numbing of the senses, he pitched himself headlong into liquid oblivion. And he could always find a good reason to do so, a justification that convinced no one, even himself.


I am downcast …


I need to forget how I got here, and why …


I need to steady my nerves before I go out stealing …


He could not count the times he had awoken in some unfamiliar place, battered, bruised and bloodied, with no idea how he had got there, or what he had done to earn his wounds, or what wounds he might have inflicted on others.


Each time, it had begun with a small sip; each time, it had ended with injury, desolation and despair.


Horseshit, thought Ballas, stepping onto the landing. I am no longer a child, as wild as a moorland cat. I am a soldier, a Hawk; I possess self-discipline. I am not that boy any longer.


He trod silently down to the ground floor.


The cellar lay beyond a door under the staircase. Slipping through, Ballas felt a faint stirring of apprehension. Did he truly need wine to sleep? Could he not simply suffer a restless night instead?


His thoughts swerved in a different direction.


Silver Hoof, Sliptere, Whitelock and Redberry – each place had yielded a separate ordeal. Did he not deserve a reward? Some recompense for his suffering? The Dogman had nearly killed him, for pity’s sake! Should he begrudge himself a splash of wine after all he had been through?


The cellar lay in absolute darkness and Ballas had brought neither a lamp nor a flint and steel. It did not matter. Groping blindly, he shuffled through the lightless space until his fingertips encountered something smooth – and glassy.


The bottom of a wine bottle, hovering at chest height.


He groped a little more, locating dozens upon dozens of bottles, nestling in a honeycomb-shaped rack. He ran his fingers over them, anticipation stirring in his gut. He grew breathless. Carefully, he drew out a bottle, weighed it in his palm.


This will be enough, he thought, turning away.


He took a step toward the door. Halted. Turned back.


Another one, perhaps? he wondered. When he lived on the streets, some eight years ago, he had not been half the size he was now. He had been tall, and broad-shouldered, true, but his body had lacked bulk. Back then, it had taken two bottles to get him tipsy. Performing a rough, haphazard calculation, he decided that nowadays, four bottles would be required for the necessary sedative effect.


Padding to the rack, he extracted another bottle—


—and froze, hearing a barely audible creak of door hinges somewhere above.


Motionless, he waited, listening.


Another creak, as the door swung the other way, then footsteps treading along the corridor leading from the banqueting hall to the hallway. A pause, then a key twisting in the front door. The door opening, closing.


Returning the bottles to the rack, Ballas climbed the cellar steps into the hallway then went through into the lounge. Moonlight flowed through the window, gleaming on the gold-threaded Scarrendestin tapestry; the holy oddments on the mantelpiece cast small, insignificant shadows.


Warily, he looked through the window. A lone figure walked across the white-gravelled courtyard, a plate of food in one hand, a stoppered jug in the other.


Ballas recognised the swept-back hair and shaggy beard immediately.


Helligraine.


Leaving the courtyard, Helligraine trod the short distance over the garden to the bell tower. At the door, he carefully placed the plate and jug on the grass, dug a key from his pocket and unlocked the door. Holding the door open with his rump, he bent to pick up the food and drink then disappeared inside.


Sitting in a chair near the window, Ballas watched and waited.


After half an hour, a tiny window opened high in the tower. Helligraine appeared, emptying of a bowl of glowing embers into the garden. He sucked in a few breaths of night air, then sagged over the sill, as limp as a washrag, his shoulders shaking as if he was vomiting. He stayed that way a short while. Then, straightening, he turned; gesturing shakily, he appeared to speak to someone within the room. The conversation did not last long: a moment later, he vanished from sight.


He remained in the tower another half hour. When he reappeared, he locked the tower and set off toward the house, veering slightly from side to side as though intoxicated, dabbing at his nose and eyes with a handkerchief.
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