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      Lessek


      
      SANDCLIFF PALACE
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Second Age, First Era, Twinmoon 2,829

      Lessek paused long enough to cough up a mouthful of viscous phlegm; he spat into the mud beside the tower wall and wiped his
         face dry. They were coming; he could feel them close behind him now. His side burned with a runner’s stitch, a pain he hadn’t
         felt in almost a thousand Twinmoons. The Larion brother mumbled a spell, coughed again and waited – it’s taking too long – for the sting to fade. His feet were bleeding, his boots forgotten in his bedchamber; his hands and face were marked with
         a cobweb of glass and bramble scratches, and his fever had returned.
      

      Flu. Influenza. That’s what Francesco Antonelli had called it, an infection: a sinister and calculating virus, and to date the Larion Senate’s
         most reprehensible – if inadvertent – contribution to Eldarni culture. He didn’t know which of them had contracted it, or
         who had brought it back, but that was irrelevant. It was here.
      

      And thousands had died.

      Tonight, they were coming; it was time to atone.

      The first pursuers appeared as shadows from around the southwest corner of the keep. They had no torches, yet they were visible
         enough in the backlighting of the southern Twinmoon. The full Twinmoon was still a night or two away, but the winds had picked
         up noticeably since Lessek had gone to bed an aven earlier. The Larion founder used the howling gale and crashing surf to
         mask his retreat. He supposed he could kill them, conjure some spell to eviscerate the entire mob, but that would do nothing
         to exonerate him, or to redeem the Larion brotherhood in the eyes of their true appraisers: the Eldarni people. His only real
         choice was to flee, to reach the tower and to escape back to Italy for a cure. Besides, his own brother was with them, and
         Evete was there, too. He wouldn’t risk either of them.
      

      Just run, he thought. It’s not far now.

      Magic quieted the ache in Lessek’s side and he ran for the north tower. The spiral stairs would be cold and unforgiving this
         evening but with the tribesmen, Harbach, that meddlesome businessman, and Gaorg – and don’t forget Evete, how could she side with them? – running him to ground, Lessek used another incantation to quicken his stride, lowered his head and sprinted the last fifty
         paces to the tower entrance. I hope they haven’t posted a guard.

      He shouted the spell to unlock the wooden door and watched through the half-light as it swung open to welcome him, the master
         of the house.
      

      Metal hinges. Do you see that, Harbach? The rest of you? Metal hinges. I brought back metallurgy unlike anything you’d ever
            seen – and what did you do? You forged weapons. Selfish bastards.

      For the tenth time since leaping through the window of his bedchamber, Lessek thanked the gods of the Northern Forest that
         he had remembered to take the keystone. It had been lying on the nightstand, beside a basin of cold water and a stump of paraffin
         taper. Picking it up had been second nature; he’d been half asleep, still lost in the heady slumber that accompanied his weakening
         symptoms, for he had been getting better, no question. Lessek patted the pocket of his nightshirt and felt it there, irregular
         and nondescript: a rock.
      

      I’ll take it with me, he thought, that, and the book. They’ll be begging for me to return. Antonelli will know what to do; I’ll find him. He’ll be in Roma,
            his civitate Dei.

      He made it across the threshold, spinning around when an alarm, faint behind his fever, clamoured in his head. Arrow! He
         cast quickly, flailing with one hand as he incinerated the shaft in midair. The spell was a simple one, slow, but effective;
         he hoped he wouldn’t be forced to summon anything of consequence before escaping across the Fold. The mob behind him had grown
         to perhaps twenty or twenty-five. There were senators with them, too. A handful carried torches, and sporadic light fell over
         the group, illuminating some while masking others in darkness. It left his pursuers, his friends, colleagues and family, looking
         nefarious and deformed.
      

      Would they kill him? Lessek couldn’t imagine they would, but Harbach was there, and at the very least, the merchant wanted
         to see the Larion leader banished from Sandcliff and a new director appointed in his stead. That alone was enough reason to
         flee, for the moment anyway.
      

      With a spell Lessek slammed the tower door closed behind him, but as the ponderous echo resonated up the stairwell, he heard
         a voice from somewhere in the midst of Harbach’s mob, shouting, ‘No, please! Don’t shoot him. Don’t shoot!’ It was Evete, and
         at that, Lessek felt a surge of adrenalin, energy his magic had failed to provide over the last few days.
      

      Perhaps she is with me still. He started up the steps two at a time, emboldened by love and a sense that there was hope yet for his vision.
      

      Then he fell. Landing hard, he felt blood seep from a gash above his left eye. He pressed on it, regained his feet and kept
         moving. When he heard the tower gate breached, he wasn’t surprised; the spell securing the door was known to almost all the
         senators. Any one of them could have called it. It was Gaorg; you know it was. Lessek wiped his eye clear again and ran on, his bloody feet slipping on the smooth stones.
      

      By the time he reached the spell chamber, he was gasping for breath. He had tried twice to cry a spell that would strengthen
         his lungs, something to keep them full. But the fever, the fall from his chamber window, the cuts, gashes and bruises and
         especially the long sprint up the dizzying stairway had left him starved of air, too weak to mumble the words. Whatever adrenalin
         he had felt when Evete shouted for him had ebbed in a bloody trail along the stairs, and now Harbach’s men were only a few
         steps behind.
      

      Get the book.

      Lessek moved hurriedly into the room, sidled past the spell table and started towards the scroll library, his private office.

      An arrow, undetected this time, cut the air above his shoulder and glanced off the wall. As it clattered down the steps Lessek
         stumbled, then used what strength he had left to slam the chamber door, locking most of the mob in the stairwell for a few
         precious moments. The archer, a tribesman, from the cut of his tunic, looked as though he had seen a ghost. He was alone in
         the Larion spell chamber with the great one, Lessek himself, bloodied, raging and dangerous. The bowman dropped to his knees.
         In a tribal dialect Lessek had encountered a few times on trips south of the Blackstones, he begged for his life.
      

      The Larion Senator considered knocking the bowman senseless but decided not to waste the time.

      Get the book.

      He drew a far portal from its place above the spell table and cast it across the floor.

      Behind him, the door clicked open; there was no time to reach the scroll library or the spell book. Gaorg, you horsecock. When I get back, I’ll flay you alive.

      ‘There he is!’ It was Harbach. ‘Don’t let him escape! Gaorg, do something!’

      Lessek called a spell he had used on hundreds of occasions to bring a far portal across the Fold with him, a doorway home.
         Like picking up the keystone, calling this spell was second nature, but mid-verse, the Larion founder coughed, a feverish
         hack, wet with infection and phlegm. His last few syllables were lost in a guttural rasping fit and when Lessek disappeared
         from the spell chamber, the far portal remained behind. Green and yellow flecks of Larion energy danced in the air above the
         intricately woven tapestry until Gaorg Belsac, Lessek’s own brother, folded a corner with his boot. The Larion spell chamber
         fell silent.
      

      In one hand, Gaorg held a small grey stone, a piece of granite that had tumbled from his brother’s pocket when Lessek slipped
         on the spiral stairs.
      

      ‘Get started,’ Harbach panted. His hands on his knees, the old merchant looked to be only a breath or two from a massive heart
         seizure. ‘Do it now.’
      

      Gaorg stared numbly at Lessek’s keystone.

      ‘You said you could work the spell.’ Harbach turned to Evete and the others. ‘Out of here! All of you. Now!’

      Evete pushed past two bowmen and a scared-looking Larion apprentice. ‘Don’t do it, Gaorg,’ she whispered.

      ‘Get her out of here!’ Harbach shouted, and the archers wrestled Lessek Belsac’s lover towards the stairwell.

      ‘Gaorg!’ she cried.

      Harbach ushered them into the stairwell, then slammed the chamber door. He leaned over the spell table with an air of complacent
         corruption.
      

      Lessek’s brother hadn’t moved; the portal still lay crumpled at his feet.

      ‘Get started,’ Harbach said, examining a cracked fingernail, ‘and secure your place in Eldarni history. You’ve been in his
         shadow too long, my friend.’
      

      Gaorg Belsac woke from his reverie. ‘Very well,’ he said.

   
      
      SCHÖNBRUNN PALACE, VIENNA
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October, 1870

      Saben Wald, valet to the Falkan prince Tenner Wynne of Orindale, the renowned doctor, stepped into the massive rectangular
         clearing as the sun coloured the gardens. To the north, a palace big enough to rival Riverend glowed yellow and ivory in the
         early light. Dry leaves blew about Saben’s feet and tumbled across the now-empty flower beds. To the south, an unexpected
         hill jutted abruptly from the gardens. A switchback path carved into its side led to a collection of marble columns, arches
         and ghostly white statues of horses, raptors and powerful-looking men, gods maybe. The artisans who shaped them must have
         been amongst the most talented in this foreign world; Saben marvelled at the idea that such beauty could be left outside,
         exposed to wind and weather.
      

      ‘What is this place?’ he muttered to himself, a wary hand on his dagger.

      A doorway opened in a low building adjacent to the palace; a group of men emerged. Dressed as they were, smoking, and carrying
         shovels, picks and wooden buckets, they had to be groundsmen. They were certainly not the estate’s landlords – at this aven,
         anyone that wealthy would be still abed.
      

      Saben backed beneath the trees. He hadn’t been seen.

      ‘What is it?’ Regona Carvic asked, worried. She had been a scullery maid in Riverend Palace; now she carried Prince Danmark’s
         child, Rona’s heir and Eldarn’s future monarch, and she would not put the baby in harm’s way by being too stubborn to listen
         to those trying to help her. The sepia-skinned servant peeked into the clearing, watched the men disappear inside the palace
         gates and then glanced at the hilltop and the elaborate fountains and stonework of the now sunlit marble edifice.
      

      ‘I don’t know,’ Saben said, worried, ‘but we can’t stay here.’

      ‘That palace,’ Regona started, ‘perhaps if we—’
      

      ‘No,’ he cut her off. ‘We have to find somewhere safe to hide while we learn more about where we are.’

      ‘It’s cold, nothing like Estrad.’

      ‘This isn’t Rona,’ he said, urging her gently backwards, deeper beneath the foliage. ‘That palace, those carvings, even the
         way the flower beds are laid out: none of this is Eldarni.’
      

      Before this, Regona had never travelled further than Rona’s South Coast; she would have to take Saben’s assessment on faith.

      Saben’s head felt like it was cracking open. They should have sent a soldier, he thought again. He didn’t belong here. That man, the horseman – he had to be a Larion sorcerer – he was the one who had
         sent them away. Riverend was burning and he and Regona had watched as the mysterious man waved to Prince Danmark … and then
         Danmark had stood up straight, looked around for a moment – which was curious, because Saben had heard rumours the young prince
         was blind – and then leaped to his death. It had to have been the work of a Larion magician. And that tapestry – as soon as
         Saben had unrolled it he knew they were not on their way to Randel, and they would not be staying with the merchant Weslox
         Thervan.
      

      The horseman had told him Tenner’s plans had been jeopardised by an enemy named Nerak. Saben had never heard of Nerak, but
         the horseman appeared to know everything: where they were going, with whom they were supposed to hide, even how they had planned
         to get away.
      

      Do not touch me, the stranger had said. Why not? What was it about that man? He didn’t show his face, and he told them only what he had apparently decided was absolutely necessary.
         So why did they comply? Saben shuddered: what if he were the enemy, this Nerak? The horseman said Nerak was inside Riverend Palace, destroying everything, murdering everyone,
         Prince Tenner included. They had a narrow window of opportunity to use the tapestry hidden in the abandoned farmhouse. But
         if the rider knew so much about what was happening in Estrad and why Nerak was bringing death to Riverend, why had he sent
         them here alone?
      

      Stories had spread through Estrad like a prairie fire: the Larion Senate had fallen, and the senators were all dead – but
         was that all but one? Or was the horseman someone else entirely?
      

      Do not touch me.

      Had he really been there?

      Saben tried to recall if the dark rider had physically touched anything, and had concluded the answer was no: not the dilapidated fence, nor the leather strap holding the door closed, nor
         even the tapestry tucked inside the empty fireplace.
      

      Take her hand, and step onto it, that was all he had said, and they had obeyed him – and now where were they? He wondered what had happened to the tapestry;
         it hadn’t come with them. How were they expected to get back?
      

      ‘Where can we hide?’ Regona’s voice broke into his thoughts. ‘We haven’t seen a village yet, just these grounds, that palace,
         and that … whatever it is there on the hill.’
      

      Something screamed in the brush behind them and Regona shrieked.

      Saben felt his heart thud. He had to fight the urge to bolt across the clearing, pound on the palace gates and beg for protection.

      ‘What was that?’ Regona whispered.

      ‘Some kind of animal,’ Saben said, ‘maybe a wild bird or a monkey.’

      A roar, throaty and unmistakable, split the morning. It was answered by another scream, and then a trumpet.

      ‘Wild cats? Grettans? Elephants?’ Regona was shaking. ‘Isn’t it too cold for elephants here?’

      ‘We can’t wait around to find out,’ Saben said, taking her hand. ‘Come on. We’ll sneak along the edge of the gardens and see
         if we can get around that hill. Anything as large as that palace is bound to have a village nearby.’ He looked at her. The
         young woman was beautiful; he wasn’t surprised Tenner had chosen her to carry Eldarn’s heir. He would fight, and die if necessary,
         to protect her and her baby – but would he be up to the task? They hadn’t taken three steps in this world and already he’d
         carelessly ventured into the open, almost being seen, and roused the breakfast interests of a grettan, or whatever the beast
         was. Why hadn’t he brought a broadsword, or a bow, or a rapier, even?
      

      ‘Come with me,’ he said again. ‘We’ll go east, away from whatever’s making those noises.’

      ‘No.’ Regona’s face had changed and she looked strangely determined. ‘Not east, that’s not the way.’

      ‘You heard what’s back there; you can’t possibly want to—’

      No!’ Her voice rose.

      ‘Where then?’ he asked, trying not to lose his temper. ‘Which way do we go?’

      Ringing the gardens were watchlights, lanterns that burned without sign of wood or thatch for fuel. Each was housed in a glass
         container and perched on a thin metal pole. Light fell in radiant waves down on the fallow flower gardens, and as it mingled
         with the morning sun it was lost.
      

      ‘Regona,’ he asked again, most gently this time, ‘where would you have us go?’

      Without speaking, she raised one hand and pointed west, through the palace grounds and past whatever creatures lurked in the
         remaining shadows.
      

      ‘That way? Past the grettans and whatever was screaming at us?’ Saben held her hand loosely. ‘Why that way?’

      ‘I don’t know how, but I know that’s the way: west.’

      ‘All right. We’ll find a place to hide for now and scout out the area once we’re away from here.’

      ‘It will be that direction tomorrow, and for many days, Twinmoons maybe,’ she said.

      Saben was sceptical, but he didn’t push her further. Her mind was obviously made up and in the end, one direction was as good
         as any other.
      

   
      
      BOOK I
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      The Larion Spell Table

      
   
      
      WRAITHS
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      Jacrys awakened, and listened carefully. There were others in the chamber: Pace, and someone with a familiar accent, a lilt
         in his voice that was not unpleasant. It was the one leading the Orindale hunt for Sallax Farro. What’s his name?

      
      He could hear them talking.

      
      ‘About twenty-five days now, almost a Moon,’ said one.

      
      ‘Querlis?’ came the reply.

      
      ‘Every day, but progress is slow. The only healer in the barracks that night was a lieutenant from Averil, a farmer’s son
         who knew something about horses and pigs. He helped us stabilise him until the general’s healer could get back on the Medera.’

      
      ‘En route to Rona by then, I’m sure.’

      
      ‘Yes sir, he was.’

      
      ‘How bad?’

      
      ‘Lung punctured and collapsed. Thankfully, the general’s healer had enough magic to clot the blood and inflate the lung. Otherwise
         we would have lost him.’
      

      
      ‘And Oaklen left his healer here?’

      
      ‘Not the only one in the division, sir, but yes. He ordered me to remain behind as well… wants Jacrys healed, said something
         about the prince.’
      

      
      ‘Word of him?’

      
      ‘Nothing.’

      
      ‘Dead.’

      
      ‘Perhaps.’

      
      The voices drifted too far away for him to hear any more so he turned to his own body. He tuned his senses to the hollow cavity
         inside his ribs. The pain was gone; it had been astonishing. He tried to fill his lungs, but failed. Time passed, and he tried
         again. Still no good. He was breathing, but not well. Twenty-five days, almost a Moon. That seemed significant, but he couldn’t home in on why, exactly; answers eluded him, sneaking away behind shadowy folds of confusion. After a while he didn’t care.
      

      
      More time passed, and the voices, Pace and the other, the lilting one, returned.

      
      ‘Is he coherent?’

      
      ‘When he wakes, he tries to talk. He seems concerned that the girl got away.’

      
      ‘Carderic, right?’

      
      ‘Yes, sir. Brexan Carderic, a deserter. She had been posted along the Forbidden Forest outside Estrad. She disappeared the
         morning Jacrys ordered the siege on Riverend Palace.’
      

      
      ‘Must have known they were hiding something there.’

      
      ‘Yes, sir.’

      
      ‘And she was with this partisan, what’s his name again?’

      
      ‘Sallax Farro, sir, Sallax of Estrad, one of their leaders.’

      
      ‘But he was killed?’

      
      Yes, sir. The girl escaped. She stripped half naked and pretended to be a whore. She walked right out of the barracks.’

      
      Did you now? Good show, Brexan, good show, indeed. You’ve become an adequate spy after all. Jacrys surveyed the room through one slitted eye. The chamber was blurry and indistinct. He could see the two men, little
         more than smears of black and gold: Colonel Pace and Captain Someone, the one from the searches. Good news about Sallax, though. That rutting horsecock needed to die. Jacrys let the knowledge seep through the paralysis and fatigue holding him hostage. It felt good to know the traitorous
         partisan was gone. As for you, Brexan Carderic, if I see you again, my succulent little morsel, I’ll gut you and mount your insides on the wall
            of my dining room.

      
      His eye fell shut; the hushed conversation, somewhere on the other side of the room, faded once again. Dreaming, Jacrys felt
         the bedding wrap him in a gentle embrace, a comforting, woman’s touch, perhaps even Brexan’s. She was a beautiful girl. And if I don’t see you again, my dear, well, then goodbye.

      
      ‘Oh, and Thadrake?’

      
      ‘Yes, sir?’

      
      Somewhere out beyond the coverlet’s billowy embrace, Jacrys heard them pushing their way into his dreams. That’s his name, Captain Thadrake.

      
      ‘What news do you have on the murders?’

      
      ‘We believe it was Sallax all along, sir … killed a Seron with a knife, did it one-handed … same description as the assailant
         who had been haunting the waterfront…’ Thadrake’s voice tumbled back over itself in layers of sound, until, unable to decipher
         any more, Jacrys let go. Twenty-five days, that’s a long time. I’ve been here a long time. Jacrys heard footsteps; that would be Colonel Pace leaving the chamber. Thadrake remained behind, but the Malakasian spy
         didn’t care. It’s time, he thought before spiralling back into oblivion. It’s time to go home.

      
      ‘I still don’t understand.’ Kellin Mora stood near the water’s edge. Her cloak covered underclothes, tunic and overtunic,
         making her look like a wrinkled beige bag topped off with a thin-faced blonde-haired head.
      

      
      Steven Taylor, wiry, pale and tired-looking, waded calf-deep in the river, his boots and socks in a heap beside the fallen
         pine he’d been sitting on.
      

      
      Kellin was still wary of the power she had witnessed Steven wielding against the Malakasian girl, Bellan – or Nerak, or Prince
         Malagon, or whoever that had been – and she felt a pang of distrust for the foreigner. She wished she was back in Traver’s
         Notch, with Gita Kamrec and the rest of the Falkan Resistance. Covert strikes, guerrilla attacks, hoarding silver and weapons:
         she understood these things. Battling wraiths, bone-collecting river monsters and possessed Larion sorcerers was unfamiliar
         and frightening, and she remained hesitant to trust this man completely, despite Brand Krug’s apparent complacency with their
         current assignment. Only her loyalty to Gita and Falkan kept her from sneaking back home.
      

      
      ‘Which part don’t you understand?’ Garec Haile, the good-looking bowman from Estrad, joined her near the river. He liked Kellin
         and welcomed her company.
      

      
      ‘Most of it, I suppose,’ Kellin said. ‘If that little girl was Prince Malagon—’

      
      ‘It wasn’t,’ Garec interrupted. ‘It was Bellan, Malagon’s daughter. Prince Malagon’s body was dropped in—’

      
      ‘South Carolina,’ Steven interjected without looking back. He gazed across the river, choosing landmarks on the opposite shoreline
         and lining them up with a rocky cliff above and behind them. The cliff face was dotted with pine trees clinging to the craggy
         granite. ‘Probably in Charleston Harbour, near Folly Beach. I know that doesn’t mean much to you, Kellin, but rest assured,
         it’s a long night’s travel from here.’
      

      
      ‘Wherever here is,’ Garec mumbled.

      
      ‘Have a little faith.’ Steven turned and smiled at them. ‘This is it. Don’t you remember that hill? It looks like my grandfather’s
         nose. That’s a hard mountain to forget.’
      

      
      ‘That’s quite a grandfather you have,’ Kellin said.

      
      ‘Yeah, well, he wasn’t much of an underwear model, but he could drink his own weight in Milwaukee beer and he could read cigarette
         ashes in my grandmother’s ashtray. That has to count for something.’ Steven turned back to the river.
      

      
      ‘I thought it was tea leaves,’ Gilmour said.

      
      ‘It should be, but old Grandpop never liked tea, and my grandmother smoked enough to kill the neighbour’s dog. So it gave
         us all something to do between dinner and dessert.’
      

      
      Kellin raised an eyebrow at Garec, who shrugged. She returned to the previous conversation. ‘So, Prince Malagon’s body lies
         abandoned in your world?’
      

      
      ‘Right,’ Garec answered for his friend. ‘Nerak, the Larion Senator who had been controlling Prince Malagon, had not been to
         Steven’s world in a thousand Twinmoons. So when he arrived, he dropped Malagon’s body and probably took the first person he
         found.’
      

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      ‘A head full of updated knowledge,’ Garec said.

      
      ‘He can read your thoughts?’

      
      ‘Only from the inside, Kellin.’

      
      ‘So Malagon was inside his own daughter?’

      
      ‘Nope,’ Steven said, ‘that was Nerak.’

      
      ‘Oh, yes, right. Sorry,’ she said, ‘I get them confused.’

      
      ‘It’s easy to do.’

      
      ‘So, Nerak returned here to Eldarn and took Bellan’s body?’

      
      ‘Right again.’ Steven wandered through the water, which crept above his bare knees to dampen his rolled-up leggings. ‘Ah,
         crap. Now I have to dry these again.’
      

      
      ‘You’ll never get the wrinkles out,’ Garec teased.

      
      ‘Wait,’ Kellin interrupted, ‘don’t change the subject again! How did he get back here, without a portal and without a body?’

      
      Steven hunched noticeably, as if the wind was blowing cold in his face. ‘He could have used anyone to make the trip back here,
         Kellin. And as for how he returned, I’m worried that he might have killed a friend of mine, a woman whose daughter I—’
      

      
      ‘He didn’t.’ Gilmour cut him off. ‘Nerak returned here because I opened the way for him.’

      
      ‘How?’ Brand was cooking venison steaks on a flat rock beside the campfire. ‘How did you manage it without a portal?’
      

      
      ‘I made a mistake.’ Gilmour glanced towards his pack and the collection of Lessek’s spells wrapped inside. ‘I opened a book
         I had no business reading. It let Nerak pinpoint my location and make the journey home; I’m sure of it. Hannah’s mother probably
         never encountered him at all.’
      

      
      ‘Let’s hope,’ Steven said.

      
      ‘But didn’t you kill him, Steven?’ Kellin asked. ‘I saw you pick up that girl and throw her inside that boulder. She vanished;
         didn’t she? Is she … or he … dead now?’
      

      
      ‘It wasn’t exactly into the boulder, Kellin,’ Steven explained. ‘It was through a rip, an opening that you weren’t able to
         see. I threw her … him, if you prefer … inside, and he doesn’t have the power to get back out.’
      

      
      ‘So Nerak is dead,’ Kellin said.

      
      ‘Essentially.’ Steven sighted along his finger between a clump of trees and the tip of his grandfather’s nose.

      
      ‘Then why are we still here? We’ve been riding these past few days as if someone is chasing us. Mark’s gone; we didn’t even
         look for him, and we’ve been hurrying through the forest trying to find this cliff, hill, stone table, whatever it is, and
         I don’t understand why.’ Kellin avoided looking at Brand. She was a Resistance fighter; she’d fought Prince Malagon’s soldiers
         and shown her allegiance. Hearing her voice rising as she pleaded for understanding was embarrassing; she cleared her throat
         nosily to cover her anxiety.
      

      
      Steven’s smile faded. ‘We’re still here, Kellin, because we were guilty of exactly the same offence that allowed me to dispose
         of Nerak for ever. We focused on the wrong thing; we believed something that wasn’t true, just like Nerak.’
      

      
      The others, including Gilmour, were listening intently. The battle in the glen had been four days ago, and no one had yet
         endeavoured to explain what had happened, or why.
      

      
      ‘What did you— What did we have wrong?’ Kellin asked.
      

      
      ‘Nerak believed he was powerful, much more powerful than he turned out to be. He actually used a spell to convince himself
         that he was the greatest Larion sorcerer that Eldarn had ever known. He removed the part of himself that understood who he
         really was, almost physically tore it out of his mind, and he hid that knowledge in a friend’s walking stick, an old length
         of whittled hickory, that I found – that found me – on the other side of these mountains. The evil that Nerak released from
         the Fold took him, and it believed what it found inside Nerak’s head, because it didn’t have any reason not to. What Nerak believed about himself was the truth to him, as
         real to him as – as this river is to us.’
      

      
      ‘So he lied to this evil creature?’

      
      ‘It was the evil’s mistake to take Nerak’s beliefs as truth.’

      
      ‘Where is our mistake then?’ Kellin hadn’t yet made any connection.

      
      ‘We did the same thing Nerak did,’ Steven said. ‘We focused on the wrong things.’ He looked over at Gilmour. ‘We spent two
         Twinmoons worrying about Nerak, when Nerak wasn’t the one threatening Eldarn. We should have been worrying about the evil
         that had possessed him – it had possessed Prince Marek and the Whitward family all those Twinmoons ago. When I cast Nerak
         into the Fold, I permitted that evil to break its connection with a tired Larion Senator and to establish a link with—’ He
         paused.
      

      
      ‘With Mark Jenkins,’ Kellin whispered.

      
      ‘We focused on the wrong things,’ Steven muttered. ‘We believed Nerak was at the root of Eldarn’s peril. We forgot that in
         all the time Nerak worked at Sandcliff Palace, researching, learning, teaching, Eldarn was never at risk. It wasn’t until
         the evil slipped free from the spell table that Eldarn’s future was put in jeopardy.’
      

      
      ‘Then how can you just—?’

      
      ‘Just what, Kellin?’ Steven wheeled on her, sending concentric ripples out across the smooth surface of the water. ‘How can
         I eat, sleep, make jokes with you and Garec, stand here like a goddamned fool looking for an ancient relic we aren’t even
         certain will work even if we manage to get it out of the water? How can I do all those things?’
      

      
      Kellin wanted to back down, to apologise, but the soldier in her took over. Now she did look over at Brand briefly, before
         saying, ‘Yes, Steven. How can you do all those things when the real root of your problems, Eldarn’s problems, is wandering
         around back there in the body of your roommate?’
      

      
      Steven hesitated; Kellin hoped it was because some part of the foreign sorcerer was impressed with how she had stood her ground.

      
      Finally, he said, ‘We hurried up here, because Mark is coming, probably with whatever forces he is able to organise at Wellham
         Ridge. That may not be too many, and I’m sure Gilmour and I can take care of them, but I would rather not engage them at all,
         because I don’t want to risk losing the spell table – which might just save us –and I don’t want to risk a confrontation with Mark, because I might inadvertently kill him.’
      

      
      ‘Mark’s dead,’ Kellin said, ‘isn’t he?’

      
      Steven shook his head. ‘No.’

      
      ‘Are you sure?’

      
      ‘When Nerak took possession of people, both here and in my world, he killed them. He forcibly entered their bodies, took their
         minds, memories, thoughts and knowledge, and then allowed them to die. He did it to Gabriel O’Reilly; he did it to Myrna Kessler,
         and he did it to countless others. But when the evil that took Nerak came to Eldarn, it kept him alive. Granted, it abandoned
         his body, because moving about as a spirit let him take others, hundreds of others, that night and over the Twinmoons, but
         they worked as a team. Nerak was alive all that time.’
      

      
      ‘How do you know that?’ Gilmour wanted to believe there was still hope for Mark, but he too was sceptical.

      
      ‘Because he was there in the glen,’ Steven said. ‘He wasn’t propped up by anything; there was no evil puppet master pulling
         his strings. That was Nerak. Bellan was dead and long gone. Hell, we might have battled her sorry soul right there amongst
         those bone-collectors, but Nerak was alive and well when I tossed him into Neverland.’
      

      
      ‘So Mark is alive.’ Garec started up the shoreline. A steely grey day was reluctantly giving way to darkness.
      

      
      ‘I’d bet on it,’ Steven said. ‘That night at Sandcliff, the evil force that consumed Nerak had just burst free from the spell
         table. It took Nerak and learned that it had hit the jackpot. Ka-blam! First shot, and it wins big: Eldarn’s greatest magical mind. But what of all the others, all the Larion Senators living and
         working in the palace? Why not join with Nerak and grab a few others, fifty, two hundred, who cares?’ Gilmour was looking
         sick, so Steven backed off somewhat. ‘The being, the essence of things evil, whatever it is that took Mark didn’t have anyone
         else to take. We’re all still here, still alive. There were just a few farms between Meyers’ Vale and Wellham Ridge. Does
         he need a plough-hand? No. He needs Mark. Mark knows us; he knows me. He knows our plans; he knows where we’ve been and where we hope to go, Gita, Capehill, the lot. Granted, the creature can
         get all that and still kill him, but I’m betting he’s alive.’
      

      
      ‘And what better prize, if Mark truly is Eldarn’s king, Rona’s heir?’ Garec said. ‘First, evil takes Nerak and discovers the
         greatest sorcerer in the five lands. Then it takes Mark and discovers a long-lost monarch.’
      

      
      ‘Two for two,’ Steven said.
      

      
      ‘But is Mark truly Rona’s heir?’ Brand asked.

      
      ‘It doesn’t matter,’ Garec said. ‘Mark believes it. It’s truth inside his head.’

      
      ‘Will evil make that mistake twice?’

      
      ‘Probably not,’ Steven shrugged, ‘but Mark is still a trophy catch. He knows everything about us.’

      
      ‘Rutting whores. I hadn’t thought of that.’ Brand stood, ignoring his steaks.

      
      ‘And you won’t fight him?’ Kellin pressed.

      
      ‘Not yet, no,’ Steven said, ‘not until I have a better idea how to separate him from the evil holding him captive.’

      
      ‘He’s taken Lessek’s key too,’ Garec reminded them.

      
      ‘True,’ Steven said, ‘but as long as we have the spell table, the key won’t do him any good.’

      
      ‘Why don’t we blast it to fish bait with one of your spells?’ Garec asked.

      
      Steven cocked an eyebrow at Gilmour. ‘What do you say? We certainly don’t need it.’

      
      Gilmour sat on his haunches beside the fire, carved a strip from one of the steaks and said, ‘That one’ll have to be mine,
         Brand. Sorry, I couldn’t wait. He finished his mouthful and added, ‘Actually, we may still need the table.’
      

      
      ‘Why?’ Garec said. ‘We needed it to fight Nerak. He’s dead or gone or something.’

      
      ‘We believed we needed it to battle Nerak, but we also needed it to seal the Fold.’ He popped another strip of meat into his
         mouth. ‘Rutting hot, Brand, hot!’ He fanned his mouth, then added, ‘Unless Steven thinks he can close the Fold without the
         Larion magic, of course.’
      

      
      Kellin said, ‘Can you do that?’

      
      Steven shook his head. ‘I don’t know.’

      
      Garec changed the subject. ‘It’s snowing up there.’ He pointed towards the Blackstone peaks in the distance. ‘We may get hit
         before morning; we should think about finding some decent shelter and gathering a more significant stack of firewood.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll get on it,’ Kellin said, glad to have something to do. Before leaving she asked, ‘Steven, isn’t that water cold?’

      
      He chuckled. ‘I suppose it is, but I’m warming it up a bit. It’s a little experiment I wanted to try before diving in tomorrow
         morning.’
      

      
      ‘Warming it up?’

      
      ‘It’s not much, just the water right here.’
      

      
      ‘Isn’t it moving?’

      
      ‘That’s the tricky part,’ Steven said. ‘At least it’s not moving too quickly; I wouldn’t want to try this in a stretch of
         rapids.’
      

      
      Gilmour smiled like a proud parent. He said, ‘You’re sure this is the place?’

      
      Steven nodded, ‘Yup. Old Grandpop’s nose was straight across from that clump of trees over there. I remember them because
         they were all aflame when we came through last time.’
      

      
      ‘On fire?’ Brand asked.

      
      ‘Red,’ Steven said, ‘they’re maples. They stood out like a bloody sore against all that green.’

      
      ‘Very well, then,’ Gilmour said. ‘Tomorrow, we’ll go in.’

      
      A northerly breeze brushed the evergreen forest with a flurry of snow. A break in the cloud cover allowed the occasional beam
         of pale moonlight to reach Meyers’ Vale; with a storm blowing off the mountains, even that little light would soon vanish.
         Eldarn’s twin moons looked distant, almost insignificant. Though their light was faint tonight, it brightened the riverbank
         just enough for Steven to watch clouds of snow whirling their way north towards Wellham Ridge. Behind him, the others slept,
         chatted softly or stared into the fire.
      

      
      The darkness beneath the trees lining the riverbank was depthless. Steven was glad they were in camp this evening; he would
         not have enjoyed travelling through the woods along the river. The tree trunks were cloned columns marked with the blackened
         vestiges of autumn sap, and the branches started high enough for him to wander about beneath the overhead confusion of prickly
         boughs. Something was there, lurking behind the willowy clouds of swirling snow, under the evergreen canopy.
      

      
      Steven watched and waited.

      
      Reinforcement clouds scudded north from the Blackstones and the moonlight went out. Steven stood at his post, turning periodically
         to chuckle at a joke one of the others made as they sat beside the fire. No one asked why he was there; they were content
         to leave him alone with his thoughts, even Gilmour.
      

      
      Something in Steven’s gut warned him. It felt like something slipping slightly off-centre again and again, until he was forced
         to stop and listen. They were coming. He had known that, but it wasn’t magic; rather, the sense that something had been left
         undone, the stove left on, or the ironing board left upright in the guest bedroom…
      

      
      He caught the flavour of a familiar smell, something tangy and unpleasant on the breeze, like over-ripe garbage: the stench
         of old melon rinds and rancid chicken fat, the pungent aroma of decay.
      

      
      Steven wrinkled his nose and peered beneath the trees. The figures came in as indistinct grey mist, as if a handful of moonbeams
         had broken free and gone exploring. The wraiths were taking shape now, and that too was as familiar as the odour of decaying
         meat and honeydew. He had been right.
      

      
      ‘Gabriel, Lahp,’ Steven said. ‘Ms …’ He thought of Myrna as he raised the tone of his voice slightly; she’d taught him to
         do that when he had forgotten a customer’s name. Better to let them fill in the blank, than to fumble around for five minutes and end up filing the transaction in the wrong
            account. She had always laughed at his attempts.
      

      
      He tried again, this time more directly. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t know your name, Ms—’

      
      ‘Can you send me back?’ The woman’s reply resonated between his ears as the memory of her living form took shape enough for
         Steven to recall the young mother, travelling alone with her baby.
      

      
      Steven shrugged, then felt sorry for such an offhanded gesture. She regarded him with disdain: in her mind, this was entirely
         his fault. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t mean to sound selfish, but I don’t … I guess I haven’t thought about whether I can send you
         back.’
      

      
      ‘Think about it now.’ She wasn’t pleased.

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said again, ‘but I’m afraid that if I tried, I might only get you as far as the Fold, and I don’t want to
         leave you trapped in there.’
      

      
      ‘How did you get here?’
      

      
      Without thinking, Steven said, ‘Mark and I both came through—’ He interrupted himself. ‘That might work. We have one of the
         far portals here. You could try slipping through. Granted, it might drop you anywhere on Earth, but you don’t mind … I mean,
         at least it would get you back.’
      

      
      ‘Then you don’t know.’

      
      ‘No.’ Steven looked down. Despite everything he had achieved, and everything he had sacrificed, he couldn’t look her in the
         face. She was right: her death, her baby’s death: they were his responsibility. He didn’t know what she believed, whether
         she thought she might ascend to heaven and join the child there, or whether she just wanted to get back so that she could
         haunt the graveyard where her family had interred the bodies. He had sworn to be compassionate, but at that moment he just felt selfish. ‘I truly think the portal
         will take you back,’ he said.
      

      
      ‘That isn’t good enough for me, Steven Taylor.’ She slipped soundlessly beneath the pines, disappearing in a whirling cloud
         of dusty snow.
      

      
      Steven watched her go, frowning. ‘I’m sorry,’ he whispered.

      
      The wraith that had been Lahp came forward. Even in his ghostly form, the big Seron warrior still ambled awkwardly, as if
         carrying around that much muscle was difficult even after death.
      

      
      ‘Lahp.’ Steven smiled.

      
      ‘Lahp tak Sten.’ The big Malakasian touched Steven’s shoulder with one gossamer hand and he felt the icy chill on his skin,
         colder than the wintry night.
      

      
      ‘You don’t have to thank me, Lahp,’ Steven said. ‘You saved my life.’

      
      ‘Lahp tak Sten,’ the Seron repeated, billowing his facial features into a crooked smile.

      
      ‘Where will you go?’

      
      ‘Forest,’ Lahp said, gesturing over his shoulder as if the journey would take only a moment or two.

      
      ‘Right,’ Steven nodded, ‘the Northern Forest. I wish you well, Lahp. I may see you there before my work in Eldarn is done.’

      
      Lahp raised a translucent eyebrow. ‘Lahp hep Sten?’

      
      ‘No,’ Steven replied, ‘you’ve done enough, Lahp. Have a good journey.’

      
      Like the woman from Charleston, the Seron warrior seemed to turn inside out before he flitted silently northwards through
         the trees.
      

      
      Only Gabriel O’Reilly remained.

      
      ‘It’s good to see you again, Gabriel,’ Steven said. Behind him, the chatter around the campfire quieted to a whisper. His
         friends were listening in.
      

      
      ‘And you, too, Steven.’ Gabriel looked as he had when Steven first saw him, clad in his nineteenth-century bank manager’s
         uniform, complete with frilly shirt, braces and a belt buckle embossed with the letters B.I.S.
      

      
      ‘What happened?’

      
      Like the South Carolina woman and the Seron warrior, Gabriel’s voice echoed in Steven’s mind. ‘I fought the almor. It had
         been hunting Versen and Brexan. When the battle ended, I—’
      

      
      Steven cut him off, saying excitedly, ‘Versen’s alive?’

      
      Gabriel nodded. ‘He was when I last saw him, but he and Brexan were about to face a fierce-looking Seron, a killer.’
      

      
      ‘Brexan? Who’s that?’

      
      ‘A woman, a soldier from Malakasia; she was travelling with Versen. They were both drowning in the Ravenian Sea when I found
         them; Versen’s life had just about ebbed away when I arrived.’
      

      
      ‘When did this happen?’ Steven was anxious to hear the rest of the strange tale.

      
      ‘It was shortly after I led Mark Jenkins to the trapper’s cabin at the southern end of this valley.’

      
      Heartened by this news, Steven asked, ‘How did Nerak capture you again?’

      
      The wraith grimaced. ‘William Higgins.’

      
      Steven started. ‘The miner? But how is—? Oh, right … Nerak took him in 1870.’

      
      ‘Before opening the accounts at my bank – your bank as well, I suppose.’
      

      
      ‘You were pulled back into the Fold?’ Steven wasn’t sure how to ask what he wanted to know.

      
      ‘A small group of wraiths, led by William Higgins and working under Nerak’s orders, found me crossing Falkan and, yes, they
         dragged me back into their ranks. When Nerak finally reached me, I was powerless once again. But you set me free; you set
         us all free there in the glen beside the river.’
      

      
      ‘When I threw Nerak into the Fold.’

      
      ‘When you refused to cast us back into the Fold, Steven, that’s when it happened. You freed me – and Lahp and the woman.’

      
      Steven said, ‘We have a far portal here, Gabriel. You should try to go home. She should—’ He broke off and looked towards
         the trees, but the woman was gone. ‘She should try as well. I can’t guarantee anything, but I’d bet you can make it back.’
      

      
      ‘I’m staying with you.’ Gabriel took him by the forearm and again Steven felt the odd convection of cold and colder pressing
         through the Gore-tex of Howard’s old coat.
      

      
      ‘You don’t have to,’ he said, touched by Gabriel’s offer. ‘You’ve been trapped, enslaved for so long. Why don’t you—?’

      
      ‘That is exactly the reason why I don’t wish to return home, not yet.’ O’Reilly loomed over him, swelling for a moment with
         anger or pride, Steven couldn’t tell which, before shrinking back to his former size. ‘I’ll help you, Steven, and then we’ll
         go home together.’
      

      
      Steven gave up. ‘The evil that was controlling Nerak now has Mark.’
      

      
      ‘I know.’

      
      ‘Can you free him?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      Steven sighed. ‘I had to ask.’

      
      ‘Have you seen him?’

      
      ‘No,’ Steven replied. ‘My guess is that he’s in Wellham Ridge, organising a force to come find us, or maybe to find the spell
         table.’
      

      
      ‘I will find him, Steven.’

      
      ‘Be careful, Gabriel.’

      
      ‘I will try to delay him, if possible, and when this is done, we will go home together.’

      
      ‘Yes,’ Steven nodded, ‘you, me, Hannah and Mark.’

      
      ‘I look forward to it.’ Gabriel glanced beyond Steven’s shoulder to where Garec, Kellin and Gilmour were watching the interchange.
         Brand slept. Raising one ghostly-white hand, the former bank manager waved to them.
      

      
      ‘Farewell, Gabriel,’ Garec said quietly. ‘We will see you again, soon.’

      
      The wraith looked back at Steven for a moment, then faded into the flurries of snow tumbling along the riverbank.

      
      Mark Jenkins approached the barracks from a side street. Sheltered from view by a lumber cart that had stopped along the thoroughfare,
         he turned the corner, surprising the sentry posted outside.
      

      
      ‘Move along, Southie,’ the man warned. ‘There’s no need for you to be lingerin’ here.’

      
      ‘What did you call me?’ Mark growled. The soldier was a private, a conscripted grunt; Mark needed someone of higher rank,
         a colonel or a general at least.
      

      
      ‘I said move along.’ The sentry, a broad-shouldered man with two days’ stubble and a weary, hungover look about him, rested
         a hand on his dagger, clearly a warning.
      

      
      ‘Do you know it was 1619 when the first slave ship arrived in Virginia? Did you know that? Of course you didn’t. 1619. Astonishing
         really, that only twelve years separated the establishment of the first real settlement in the American colonies and the oppression
         of African slaves in the west. Twelve years, and I have to stand here now and listen to that kind of bullshit from you, you
         inbred lump of stinking pigshit.’ Mark spoke a mixture of English and Eldarni Common, but the bleary-eyed private deciphered enough of the rant to understand the arrogant South Coaster was being less
         than respectful.
      

      
      ‘Ruttin’ horsecock,’ the guard growled, but as he shoved the man away, Mark took him through a moist, filthy sore he opened
         on the soldier’s wrist.
      

      
      Mark felt himself being sucked through a dank, cramped canal as he invaded the sentry’s body. He felt suddenly nauseous as
         two hundred and seventy-five Twinmoons of emotions, memories, hopes and failures washed over him all at once and he thought
         he might vomit right there on the street. He wanted to collapse into the mud and rest for a few hours. He felt the soldier
         dying, falling away, and tried to accompany him, to slip past the presence, that creature of smoke and steam that had taken
         him in the forest four days earlier only to crush his will and press him into submission.
      

      
      Not you! the voice thundered inside his head, their head. Let him go; we have what we need from this one.

      
      Mark watched his own body collapse to the plank walkway outside the Malakasian Army barracks. He watched himself strip off
         the jacket Steven had stolen from Howard’s closet, watched himself check the pocket for Lessek’s key and finally watched himself
         remove his gloves and slip them onto his new hands, his pale, white Malakasian hands, the left one dripping a malign mixture
         of pus and blood. Mark wiped it on his favourite red sweater.
      

      
      Let’s go, he heard himself say. We need to find the commanding officer. Where is he? The dead soldier’s memories merged with his own; vertigo gripped his guts with a talon. He needed to throw up.
      

      
      Upstairs. She’s upstairs. The guard’s recollections provided the answer.
      

      
      A she? A colonel? A general?

      
      I don’t know if there are any generals left over here except for General Oaklen. Major Tavon is in charge of the battalion
            here in the South. She’s the senior officer here.

      
      Mark kicked open the barracks door. A soldier, a lieutenant by his uniform, was crossing the foyer. He looked irritated when
         he saw the private. ‘And where do you think you’re going, Stark?’ he shouted. ‘You’re on duty until the end of the dinner aven.
         Do I need to remind you—?’
      

      
      ‘Eat shit,’ Mark said, and hit him in the throat; his strength was unfathomable. The officer’s neck snapped, cracking audibly a moment before he sprawled in a clumsy pile of limbs.
      

      
      Why? Mark tried to speak, to think his outrage, but the creature of smoke and steam pressed him back against the walls of darkness. Mark’s throat closed, his
         eyes bulged and he felt something inside himself rupture. The pain was instantaneous and unbearable.
      

      
      I’ll take what I need from you when I need it. The voice was terrifying, that of a monstrous god capable of torturing him for all eternity. Until then, keep still.

      
      Mark screamed; nothing came out. He tried to weep, to call for his mother, his father, anyone at all, but nothing changed.
         No thoughts breached the shallow well of his own mind. He forgot things the moment he dredged them up from his memory. There
         was no hope, no comfort; there was not even the relative relief that might come from an anguished cry or a desperate scream.
         There was only the realisation that he was trapped, frozen inside a stone slab.
      

      
      Mark took the stairs three at a time and kicked open the door to Major Tavon’s private office. Tearing free from its hinges,
         it crashed across the room, upsetting a table strewn with maps of southern Falkan and the Blackstone Mountains.
      

      
      Major Tavon, a thin, grey-haired woman of about four hundred and fifty Twinmoons, sat behind her desk, her feet propped up,
         a goblet of wine in one hand and a finger corkscrewing so far up her nose that Mark thought she might be trying to scratch
         an itch in her sinuses.
      

      
      ‘Good day, Major,’ Mark said.

      
      Major Tavon spilled her wine as she hurriedly wiped her finger on her trousers. She looked aghast for a moment, and then flew
         into a rage. ‘Stark! You great, stupid horsecock! What in the name of all things unholy do you think you’re doing? I swear
         to all the gods of the Northern Forest, I will have you wiping the backside of every flatulent cavalry horse from here to
         Pellia for this interruption!’
      

      
      ‘Do shut up, you irritating old bitch,’ Mark said as he leaned on the woman’s desk. ‘I need a battalion, just for a few days.’

      
      ‘A what? A what? You’re done, Stark! Life as you know it is over!’ She was still screaming when Private Stark fell dead on
         the floor of her office.
      

      
      Lieutenant Blackford, Major Tavon’s personal assistant, burst into the room, flanked by two soldiers brandishing short swords.
         He skidded to a stop when he saw the major calmly tugging a pair of worn leather gloves onto her hands. ‘Major? Are you all right?’ he asked breathlessly.
      

      
      ‘Yes, I’m fine,’ she said coolly. ‘Nothing to worry about at all, Lieutenant.’ She knelt beside Private Stark’s body, took
         something from the pocket of a brightly coloured tunic he had been carrying and secreted it inside her own tunic. ‘Would you
         have the men dispose of this, please?’ She kicked at the body.
      

      
      The young officer was dumbstruck. ‘Uh, yes ma’am,’ he murmured, wondering what was going on.

      
      ‘Oh, and Kranst is dead, too. You’ll find him downstairs.’

      
      ‘Ma’am?’

      
      ‘And I almost forgot.’ Major Tavon smiled. ‘Out front there is a young man, a South Coaster, in a red tunic. Please see to
         it that the bodies are incinerated out back, down near the stream. Get some of the others to help you, and be quick about
         it. We need to get word to Hershaw and Denne; I require an infantry battalion. I want the captains in Wellham Ridge and prepared
         to march south as soon as possible.’
      

      
      ‘Ma’am?’

      
      ‘Within two days, three at the most, understood?’ Major Tavon righted her goblet, refilled it and gulped down the wine with
         a flourish. ‘Lieutenant?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, ma’am?’ Blackford was still staring at Stark’s body.

      
      ‘Do you understand?’

      
      An innate sense of self-preservation slapped Blackford hard across the face. He blinked several times and nodded yes.

      
      ‘Good. I am going to write two despatches. I need riders ready to take them north; I want them gone within the aven. One is
         to the garrison commander at Traver’s Notch, the other to the ranking officer at Capehill; there is to be a Resistance attack
         on Capehill within the Moon, and I want our forces prepared for the insurrectionists, should they still be in the city when
         the attack comes.’
      

      
      ‘But Major, how could—?’ Glancing at Stark’s body, Blackford decided not to ask anything else. ‘I will make the preparations,
         ma’am.’
      

      
      ‘Excellent. I will be at the tavern on the corner. Tell me when it is done.’

      
      ‘Yes, ma’am.’ Blackford snapped to attention as Major Tavon left the room. When she was gone, he asked aloud, ‘Still in the city when the attack comes? I wonder what that means—’ He looked again at the dead body and hurried to do his commanding officer’s
         bidding.
      

   
      
      PREPARATIONS
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      Steven rolled over. It had grown colder overnight; a little snow continued to fall in the river valley, but the bulk of the
         storm had passed them by. He longed for the comforting red glow of his bedside clock and squinted in the hope of making out
         the hands on Howard’s old wristwatch. No luck. A few embers still burned in the campfire; Steven poked the remaining coals
         to life with a stick and leaned over to see what time it was at home. Ten-thirty. Well, that’s no help, is it?

      
      When the end of the twig caught fire, its glow brightened the meagre shelter they had constructed. Though little more than
         a few stacked trunks and a roof of interlocking boughs, the lean-to gave Steven the illusion of safety and comfort. Warmed
         by the firelight, it felt more like a cave than a stack of firewood. He gently urged the rest of the twig into flames. Adding
         a log and a bit of magic, he rekindled the small fire Brand had built before retiring for the night.
      

      
      The glow reflected twin diamond glints in Kellin’s eyes; she was awake.

      
      ‘Good morning,’ Steven whispered, checking to see if he had roused the others as well.

      
      Kellin nodded and forced a smile.

      
      ‘I don’t know what aven it is.’ He tried to shrug nonchalantly, but came off looking as though he had a tic.

      
      ‘Pre-dawn,’ Kellin whispered back. She reached for her overtunic. Without her cloak, Kellin was like the rest of them: too
         thin, and marked with a map of pink scar tissue, in her case across her arms and hands. Her body was like Brand’s, hard from
         too many Twinmoons of rationed food, forced marches and guerrilla warfare. With her overtunic and cloak on, the lean, wiry
         warrior reverted to the cold, frumpy woman who had joined them in Traver’s Notch.
      

      
      ‘You should go back to sleep,’ Steven said quietly. ‘We don’t need to get started yet.’

      
      Kellin swallowed, summoned her courage and said, ‘I’m afraid of you.’
      

      
      Steven sat up, genuinely surprised. ‘Why?’

      
      ‘Watching you kill that little girl was … unnerving,’ Kellin whispered. ‘I know it wasn’t really a little girl, but it’s been
         difficult to forget the look on her face when you cast her away.’
      

      
      ‘Nerak was terrified, beaten, and he knew it. He knew where he was going and he had no recourse but to beg. The fact that
         he did it from inside his own daughter’s dead body just reinforces what kind of a monster he really was. I don’t want to kill
         anyone, Kellin, I really don’t. I want to save Mark, find Hannah and go home, but I can’t do that until I’m sure that things
         here are set right. I’ve been given a gift, and I admit that I don’t know why. The staff’s magic …my magic … is a critical component of your fight. But it isn’t anything to fear, because I’m not someone to fear.’
      

      
      Kellin wasn’t convinced. ‘It may take me some time. Nothing in my life prepared me for what happened in that clearing.’

      
      ‘Me neither, Kellin.’

      
      She sighed, then moved a pot of snowmelt onto the coals. ‘Tecan?’

      
      ‘Please,’ Steven said. ‘We haven’t had coffee since Sandcliff. That’s too bad; I bet I could convince Mark to break free if
         I could just brew up a pot. He’s an addict; I’d be catering to his one real weakness.’
      

      
      Kellin ignored his attempt at a joke. ‘What will you do today?’

      
      ‘Swim down there, try to unravel the spell protecting that underwater moraine, move some rocks and boulders around and hopefully
         retrieve the spell table without killing myself in the process.’ He pulled a pouch of tecan leaves from his pack and tossed
         them over to her. ‘How about you? Any plans for the day?’
      

      
      Kellin’s smile was genuine this time. Beneath the crusty exterior of a hardened partisan lurked an attractive young woman.
         ‘I understand there is a wonderful hot springs spa near here. I thought I’d go and enjoy a relaxing day in the sun.’
      

      
      ‘Ah, great. Well, bring me back a margarita, no salt.’ Steven wanted her to trust him, but if she didn’t, it would change
         nothing. He had his goals and couldn’t stop to worry about every Resistance fighter who found him frightening.
      

      
      ‘You think you’re ready for this today?’ She sprinkled several pinches of the dark leaves into the boiling water.

      
      ‘Oh, sure,’ Steven joked, ‘they’re always better with salt, but that stuff is so bad for you.’

      
      ‘You know what I mean.’

      
      ‘I hope I am.’ He pulled on his jacket and quietly zipped it up. ‘The difficult part will be unravelling the tendrils of Nerak’s
         spell. I haven’t done that before and I don’t really know how it works.’
      

      
      ‘Can’t you just create a stronger spell to cancel the existing one?’

      
      ‘I wish it were that easy, but I’m afraid I’d destroy the table or kill myself – all of us – in the process. From what little
         I understand about magic, the most powerful spells actually change what is real. They alter reality, and then allow time and space and Twinmoons to go on as if nothing had happened. The magic
         is still there, churning away, but the world keeps going on as if nothing’s different. Reality isn’t suspended momentarily
         – although there are spells that do that too. Instead, what is real is shifted, and then permitted to fill its own niche in
         who we are and where we are and what we’re doing.’ He broke a small stick and handed Kellin half. When she raised her eyebrows,
         he made a stirring motion with one finger.
      

      
      ‘Oh, right.’ She stirred the bubbling mixture, and said, ‘I won’t pretend I have any idea what you’re talking about. How will
         you know what to do when you get down there?’
      

      
      Steven said, ‘I’ve been lucky so far.’

      
      ‘Lucky?’

      
      ‘The magic has shown me what to do.’ He mulled over this another moment, then added, ‘Actually, it has shown me what not to do, what’s not important. Figuring out what is important has been my job. So, yes, I’ve been lucky.’
      

      
      ‘And skilled,’ Gilmour rolled over and rubbed his hands above the flames. ‘Don’t let him fool you, Kellin. He’s been very
         deft at figuring out what needs to be done.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know about this one, though,’ Steven said.

      
      ‘Because you’re distracted by the water and the cold and the possibility of drowning,’ Gilmour said.

      
      ‘Well,’ Steven chuckled, ‘it’s hard to get past those, my friend.’

      
      ‘Nonsense.’ The teacher in Gilmour took over. ‘Don’t think about it as an underwater moraine in an icy river.’

      
      ‘That’s easy for you to say.’ Steven smiled over at Kellin. ‘You’re not the one going down there, Gilmour.’

      
      ‘You must think of it as a pile of rocks on the shore, someplace warm and dry. Deal with the cold and the air first; then
         forget them. You said yourself: the most powerful spells change what’s real. Change the water temperature; change your lungs
         and then get busy working on the moraine. You need to unravel the spell inside the rocks and the riverbed; that’s what we’re
         doing here. The rest of it is extraneous detail.’ Gilmour handed Kellin his goblet and she filled it. ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘Think of it like the doorway to Prince
         Malagon’s cabin on the Prince Marek. Remember that spell?’
      

      
      ‘What I remember is that I couldn’t unravel a damned thing, so I blasted it to matchsticks with the hickory staff.’

      
      Gilmour looked disappointed. ‘Right. So you did.’

      
      Kellin said, ‘I still don’t understand what you mean by unravelling the magic. I thought you said once reality was changed,
         it was changed for ever.’
      

      
      Gilmour said, ‘Yes, it does change. But as Steven also said, the magic is still there, still churning away – like a diverted
         stream, it’s a layer of refocused energy in our existential plane. As long as a wily sorcerer can get at it, he – or she –
         can change it again, change it back, even paint the goddamned thing yellow if he wants to.’
      

      
      ‘Yellow?’ Kellin said.

      
      ‘Insider joke,’ Steven said.

      
      Gilmour went on, ‘So all Steven has to do is find that place where Nerak’s magic comes together, where all the scattered threads
         have been woven into something new. In this case it’s something dangerous. It’s probably somewhere near the base of the thing,
         especially if he cast a spell on the rocks and the riverbed simultaneously. Then, the rest of it becomes—’
      

      
      ‘Geometry,’ Steven finished his friend’s thought, ‘the mathematics of untying knots, imploding old buildings or folding paper
         into complex shapes. It’s all just one turn, one brick, one fold at a time.’
      

      
      ‘Exactly.’ Gilmour handed back his goblet for a refill. ‘So, Kellin, there you have it. That’s all our young friend here has
         to do today.’
      

      
      Steven smirked. ‘Again, that’s easy for you to say. You’re not going down there.’

      
      Gilmour frowned. ‘Of course I am. Don’t be silly; I wouldn’t miss this for anything.’

      
      ‘But the cold, and the water, and the rest of it,’ Steven said, ‘are you really up for all that, all those extraneous details?’
      

      
      ‘I don’t think so,’ Gilmour admitted, ‘but I’m certain that you are.’

      
      It was one o’clock by Howard’s watch, some time after dawn in Eldarn, when Steven sat on the fallen pine to remove his boots
         and socks once again. The river rolled inexorably through Meyers’ Vale.
      

      
      ‘Ready?’ he said to Gilmour.

      
      Gilmour had already stripped to the waist and was standing barefoot in the dusting of snow that had fallen overnight. He looked
         unfazed, as comfortable as if he were on a tropical beach. ‘I suppose I am,’ he said, turning his arms in great spiralling
         loops like an Olympic swimmer warming up. Gilmour’s body was an emaciated, bandylegged leather sack, ribs pressing out against
         the paper-thin skin of his chest. The fisherman Caddoc Weston, whose body Gilmour now wore, had spent many Twinmoons hauling
         nets on the Ravenian Sea, and that time had toughened the old man’s flesh into something near-impenetrable, otherwise Steven
         was sure that Gilmour would have frozen, cracked and collapsed into a pile of jagged pieces right there beside the river.
      

      
      ‘Don’t warm me up right away,’ Gilmour said. ‘I want to see if I can still handle a Winter Festival swim.’

      
      Garec laughed. ‘And if you can’t?’

      
      ‘I guess you’ll have to gaff me and sell me at the fish market in Orindale.’

      
      ‘With all that meat on you?’ Garec said. ‘A half-bucket of eddy fish and a slimy eel are worth enough copper Mareks to buy
         a round of beers. For you we’d be lucky to get enough for a loaf of day-old bread.’
      

      
      ‘Trust me, I’ve got it where it counts, Garec,’ Gilmour crowed, puffing out his narrow chest.

      
      Brand and Kellin laughed at that.

      
      Garec, lightening the mood in the cold grey of another sunless winter morning, looked around and asked, ‘Where? In a box under
         your bed? Because from where we’re standing, it doesn’t look like that old fisherman left you with much – or is that just
         a wrinkle that won’t iron out?’
      

      
      ‘And what would I do with more than a handful, Garec?’

      
      Preparing for an equally hearty dose of ribbing himself, Steven pulled off his jacket and started concentrating on a spell
         to warm air and water. ‘So, size is an issue here, too, huh? Christ. A guy falls through a magic portal into a mystical world,
         and it still comes down to the size of the packet under the godforsaken Christmas tree.’
      

      
      Garec roared with laughter, nearly slipping on an icy rock and tumbling into the shallows. Brand and Kellin joined in as Gilmour
         struck several ridiculous poses, his leggings sagging over his bony backside.
      

      
      Steven focused his will; his skin tautened into gooseflesh, and he felt the familiar sensation of something charged moving
         through his body. The air began to thicken; the pines, the Blackstones and the snowy riverbank all blurred into a distant,
         waxy backdrop.
      

      
      Gilmour stopped his posturing and moved to stand beside him. ‘Is it working?’ he asked softly.
      

      
      As Steven nodded, the others quieted as well and Gilmour asked, ‘How close do you need me?’

      
      ‘Until I get it right, stay here beside me, please.’

      
      ‘Get it right?’ Gilmour put a hand on Steven’s shoulder. ‘My boy, if I don’t get in that water soon, the heat out here is
         going to leave me senseless.’
      

      
      ‘You can feel it?’ Steven wished he had thought to bring along the hickory staff. Somehow having it in his hands gave him
         confidence; it helped him to feel that magic was tangible. His battle with Nerak had taught him he didn’t need it, but for
         the first time since defeating the fallen sorcerer, Steven missed the wooden staff.
      

      
      ‘You’re doing fine. Let’s go.’ Gilmour waded in, gave a quick wave to the others and dived beneath the surface.

      
      Steven stripped off his own tunic and jeans. Standing in his boxers, he turned to Garec and said, ‘I don’t know how long this
         will take.’
      

      
      ‘We’re not going anywhere. Take your time. Give a shout if you need anything.’

      
      ‘I will. Watch out for bone-collectors. There were one or two we didn’t kill back there, and this spell might alert them.’

      
      Kellin’s face was grim. Steven wished she would smile again; it had been good to hear her laughing with Garec.

      
      ‘We’ll be back,’ he said, his voice deep and accented. Even though he knew they wouldn’t get the joke, he smiled.

      
      ‘Good luck,’ Kellin, Garec and Brand called.

      
      Steven let the spell burgeon and as it enveloped him, stronger now, almost malleable, he cast it out. It found Gilmour paddling
         in the shallows and wrapped the old man in its embrace. One down. Get it started and it will go on for ever, like the Twinmoons, the fountains at Sandcliff. One down.

      
      He dived into the steely-grey, forbidding water, ignoring the chunks of ice from somewhere upstream. The river was as warm
         as a summer pond. Beneath the surface, it was clear and clean, untainted by industrial pollution, soil erosion or acid rain.
         Like the forests high in the Blackstone Mountains, this river was perfect to American eyes. Steven and Mark would have had
         to trek deep into the national forest above Estes Park to find anything similarly unspoiled; Clear Creek, the crystal stream
         dancing its roundabout way through Idaho Springs, was oily and foul by comparison.
      

      
      Steven held his breath while he called up the magic; it was ready now, waiting at his fingertips. He reached out for Gilmour, whose toothy grin assured him it was working fine. At first the
         air that filled his lungs was cold, a painful shock after the torrid folds of their mystical blanket. A quick adjustment,
         and the air filling and refilling his chest was positively balmy.
      

      
      That’s better, he thought, then gestured, let’s swim.

      
      Gilmour grabbed his forearm. Wait a moment.

      
      Steven raised his shoulders dramatically, asking why, then his vision, blurry despite the flawless clarity of the mountain
         water, sharpened itself little by little until he could see as clearly as if he were wearing a scuba mask.
      

      
      Holy shit, he thought, that’s an impressive bit of sorcery. He grinned and gave Gilmour the thumbs-up. An inquisitive look from Gilmour meant he had no idea what that meant, so he patted
         him enthusiastically on the back instead and swam towards the centre of the river, careful not to touch the muddy bed.
      

      
      It wasn’t long before he spotted it, in the distance. He had been right; halfway between the fiery maples and the granite
         cliff face above the opposite bank was the rocky moraine. The pagan altar seemed larger than it had on Steven’s last visit,
         and he wondered if somehow Nerak’s spell included a bit of fine print, a clause ensuring increased fortification of the spell
         table’s fortress over time.
      

      
      Hoyt wept. Outside, dawn was unfurling a grey flag over Pellia. It would be another day without sunshine, another icy day
         spent ducking the Palace Guard, and quietly mourning Churn. His breathing was laboured but soft, his sobs muffled by his woollen
         blanket.
      

      
      Hoyt didn’t want Hannah to see him like this. For five days he had managed not to fall apart, weeping and raging that his
         best friend had been left, dead, outside Prince Malagon’s haunted keep, but this morning, Hoyt broke down. Every night he
         had been tormented by dreams of Churn playing that absurd rock-paper-scissors game with Hannah, then slipping off the buttress.
         Last night had been the worst yet. Churn had tried to tell him something, and in his nightmare, he couldn’t understand. Just
         before he fell, the Pragan giant had looked over Hannah’s shoulder – had he really done that? – and mouthed something to Hoyt, standing safe on the snowy balcony. And try as he might, Hoyt couldn’t make out what Churn
         was trying to say.
      

      
      Now the reality of Churn being fired upon, all those arrows piercing his back, falling, the big man falling to the greensward
         below and being left for those Malakasian monsters to rip apart – rutting whores, those things probably ate him – was more than Hoyt could bear. And he wept for his friend.
      

      
      Hannah Sorenson, oblivious to Hoyt’s suffering, stripped to her underwear and washed using the basin of tepid water in the
         corner of the room. While Hoyt still slept she planned to dress and find breakfast for both of them. Alen and Milla were in
         a smaller room across the hall, the little girl sleeping on the mattress while Alen curled up in a nest of blankets on the
         wooden floor. All through their flight from Welstar Palace, their journey using the small boat they ‘borrowed’ and subsequent
         passage north on a civilian barge they encountered, Alen had not left Milla’s side. There was no sound from their chamber
         now, and Hannah assumed they were both still asleep.
      

      
      She would find breakfast: tecan, warm bread, cheese, fruit, maybe even some meat. Hoyt needed nourishment. He hadn’t been
         well since they had arrived in the capital city and Hannah was worried. The young thief was as taut as a piece of piano wire,
         tightening a bit each day. He looked drawn and haggard, worn to the nub, stretched near to breaking-point, Hannah thought.
         She hoped sleep and a good breakfast might help him find some peace.
      

      
      Hoyt watched Hannah in the half-light, stifling his tears. She didn’t know he was awake, hadn’t heard him crying. For the
         past two Twinmoons they had spent many nights together, elbowing one another playfully out of the way as they shared rooms,
         blankets, wine and food and firelight. They had been on a mission, working their way north: Hoyt working for the Resistance,
         Hannah seeking a way home. For all he liked the foreign girl, Hoyt hadn’t really noticed her before now. She certainly hadn’t noticed him.
      

      
      Hannah was striking, standing in her underclothes, those little pants she refused to discard for the bigger, more comfortable
         Eldarni underclothes. Her firm, rounded breasts were rosy, even in the dim light. The hard buttons of her nipples were like
         twin copper Mareks. The skin of her back, disappearing beneath that thin band of clinging material, was smooth, perfect. Her
         stomach was flat, too flat, for she was so thin now after long days walking, riding and eating whatever they could forage
         along the trail…
      

      
      Hoyt had seen her strip to those little shorts countless times before, but it hadn’t meant anything – they’d lived, travelled
         and worked together for two Twinmoons, and trapped in one another’s company, it was unavoidable.
      

      
      This morning, it was different. Hoyt wanted her. This morning he needed her.
      

      
      He felt his stomach knot itself up and he came out in a cold sweat. He feared he might be sick right there in the bed as the
         candlelight shone on the firmly delineated muscles of Hannah’s legs that shifted when she bent to wash her feet. Gods take me, Hoyt thought, just take me now. He coughed, and stifled it, and closed his eyes. Then, sliding one hand below the waist of his own underclothes, Hoyt let
         grief take him, and as he gave in to his need, he wept as he stroked himself, slowly at first, and then quicker. He watched
         Hannah wash herself, an intimate act he would have turned away from a Moon ago. She thinks you’re asleep, you rutting horsecock, he thought. Turn your back; this isn’t your private show.

      
      But he didn’t; he couldn’t. Like a voyeur, he was unable to tear his gaze away from the supple perfection of her candlelit
         body.
      

      
      Now Hannah heard something and whirled around, grabbing up her tunic and clutching it close about her body. She strained to
         see him through the gloom. ‘Hoyt? Are you all right?’ she asked, trying to decipher the strange noises.
      

      
      He didn’t answer as he sobbed in despair, embarrassment and lust. He couldn’t stop watching her and wishing that she might
         somehow forgive him; he couldn’t stop weeping for Churn, for leaving his friend there at the mercy of those diseased creatures,
         and he couldn’t stop himself as he brought himself to fever pitch, pulling faster and faster beneath the blankets.
      

      
      Hannah crossed to the bed, becoming indistinct as her body blocked out the grey streaks of dawn slipping between the drapes.
         He couldn’t make out the look on her face. It had been surprise when she caught him watching; was it anger now? Probably.
      

      
      ‘Hey.’ Her voice was soft, an unnecessary whisper. She reached for his shoulder, felt it moving, saw him crying in the darkness.
         ‘Oh, Hoyt, I’m so sorry.’
      

      
      ‘Please,’ Hoyt said, burying his face in the pillow.

      
      Hannah dropped her tunic and stepped out of her underwear. ‘Hoyt,’ she whispered, drawing back his blankets.

      
      ‘No,’ he wept, ‘please, don’t.’

      
      ‘Yes,’ Hannah said quietly, ‘it’s all right.’

      
      He pushed his fingertips through her hair and down the ridges of her back. She tugged down his underclothes as his hands stroked
         her back. He felt the smooth, muscular curve of her backside and gripped her, guiding her onto him. He held his breath …
      

      
      Hannah took him in one hand, firm but gentle, and drew him into her, engulfing him in her moist, warm embrace.
      

      
      Hoyt thrust his hips up in desperation as, still sobbing, he came with a shriek, a cry that was lost somewhere in the gulf
         between despair and joy. Hannah ground her hips down into him, over him, thrusting for him until Hoyt was through.
      

      
      Later, their arms and legs entwined beneath the blankets, Hoyt finally whispered, ‘I’m sorry, Hannah. I’m so sorry.’

      
      ‘Don’t be,’ she said. ‘We’ve been to Hell and back, Hoyt. If we can take comfort from strangers, we ought to be able to take
         it from friends.’
      

      
      ‘I hate thinking about what those creatures might have done to him.’

      
      Hannah felt her own tears well behind her eyes. ‘Then let’s not think about it.’

      
      ‘Can we … stay here a bit longer?’ He swallowed dryly. He was embarrassed to ask but he would have been happy to have the
         world come to an end at that moment.
      

      
      ‘Hold me now,’ Hannah whispered in his ear. ‘Go back to sleep. Later, we’ll eat too much and try to forget where we are.’

      
      ‘I don’t want to forget.’

      
      ‘Hush now. Go to sleep.’

      
      To his surprise, Hoyt did, drifting off into peaceful slumber for the first time since Churn fell.

      
      Hannah held him, lying awake as morning crept into their chamber and the candle burned itself out on the bedside table.

   
      
      THE RIVER SNARE

      [image: image]

      
      It was difficult for Steven to overcome his natural buoyancy to maintain his position in the current. He’d been trapped down
         here once before, and he didn’t relish the idea of another wrestling match with Nerak’s watchdog spell. To make their excavation
         even more difficult, Steven found that he couldn’t stop himself from continually checking over his shoulder in case one of
         the bone-collecting creatures might be coming upriver to tear him and Gilmour to bloody tatters. He appreciated what Gilmour
         had done for his underwater vision. Being able to see clearly, despite the turbid clouds of silt they were kicking up, helped
         him feel slightly more confident: at least if one of the cthulhoid monsters did materialise, he or Gilmour would spot it coming.
      

      
      Steven circled the rock formation until he found the jagged cavelike opening he and Garec had nearly been dragged into the
         previous autumn. He waved at Gilmour to get his attention, then indicated this was the place.
      

      
      He felt an ominous sense of foreboding as he hovered before the inky-black crevice. With a thought he increased the water
         temperature around them, but even that did little to mitigate the cold emptiness of the cave. There were no fish swimming
         past, not even the ungainly, crippled creatures that had been lurking about last time. A glance across the riverbed confirmed
         that there were no plants either; nothing grew within eyeshot of the crooked pile of rocks and fallen trees. The moraine was
         powerful, so compelling that Steven had once knelt before it, awed by its perfectly random majesty. He realised now that it
         was something more than just a glorious piece of sculpture. There was evil here, and the closer the two magicians swam to
         the obsidian breach in the rocky wall, the more Steven understood that they needed to be extremely careful or they would die.
      

      
      Then Gilmour swam about twenty yards out from the cave and plunged one of his hands into the riverbed, startling Steven so badly that he nearly lost control of the spells protecting
         them. In a moment the old sorcerer was trapped.
      

      
      Steven nearly inhaled a lungful of water as he shouted, ‘Gilmour!’ What came out was a garbled mouthful of bubbles and vowels.

      
      Gilmour was gesturing. Steven watched him tug fruitlessly against the riverbed a time or two, then he grinned, a sinister
         smile, as if everything was working out according to some maniacal plan.
      

      
      Steven shrugged as if to say, I have no idea what you’re doing.

      
      Gilmour pointed to himself, made a twirling motion in front of his face and then pointed at Steven, who looked blank. He repeated
         the gesture: pointed to himself, twirled two fingers near his mouth and then pointed to Steven.
      

      
      You’re telling me. You’re telling me what? You’re telling … you’re teaching me! You’re teaching me? What are you teaching
            me? How can this be teaching me anything other than how to commit suicide? Christ, what timing …

      
      Reading his mind, Gilmour gestured again: motioning downwards with his free palm – calm down – and pointing to his head – and think.

      
      Okay. Okay. All right. I must know what to do. He wouldn’t have done this if I didn’t know how to get him out of here. I must
            know … I must have done this already. Okay, I get it; I’ve done this before. When? Where?

      
      And then Steven remembered: Sandcliff Palace, with the almor. The magic hadn’t come to him until he needed it. He had been
         nervous and frightened – I’m nervous now! – and the magic he needed to find and kill the demon hadn’t emerged until he had placed himself in a position of need. He had
         been so worried, so confused as to which magic to use, his own fledgling power or that of the hickory staff, that he had not
         been focused on what was most important: finding and killing the creature. He’s right, Steven thought. The lunatic sonofabitch is right again. The magic had come to him when he cleared his mind and stepped into the snow; it would work again.
      

      
      You’re focusing on the wrong things, he told himself. You’re worried about the bone-collectors, you’re frightened of the cave; it’s the almor all over again. Get into the snow,
            Steven. The magic will come when you step off the landing and into the snow.

      
      Steven managed a shaky grin and plunged his own hand into the silty mud. Before he could think about retrieving it, he was
         trapped as well.
      

      
      Mimicking Steven’s earlier gesture, Gilmour smiled and gave a thumbs-up.

      
      Steven shot him an incredulous smirk. Oh, yeah, sure. This makes perfect sense, you crazy old bastard. I’ll call you from Hell and let you know how things worked
            out.

      
      But despite his troubling lack of confidence, Steven’s own magic swelled in a gust of protective power. There was no need
         for them to be concerned with air or warmth; Steven’s initial spells went on without interruption. Now there was only the
         riverbed and the moraine, the burial ground for the Larion Senate’s most powerful tool. Steven watched as the thin strip of
         mud separating the rocky cave and the underwater altar came into crisp focus.
      

      
      He felt Nerak’s old spell.

      
      It was there in the mud, running back and forth between his wrist and the cave. A connection had been established, a linking
         of two powers, the magic to hold them fast and …
      

      
      They started to move.

      
      … the magic to drag them beneath the rocks.

      
      Holy Christ, Steven thought, gotta work quick, gotta figure this out—
      

      
      Just as it had when he had been trapped here with Garec, the underwater moraine began reeling the two sorcerers in, dragging
         them immutably towards the narrow breach in its foundation. They would soon become a permanent addition; Steven wondered in
         horror how many others they might find buried inside.
      

      
      He fought to keep his head.

      
      This is no different than finding and killing that almor. The magic is here; it knows we’re in deep shit. I just have to get the
            right variables together to dismantle Nerak’s old spells. Right? That sounded easier this morning, while I was still wrapped
            in my blankets by the fire.

      
      There are two. What connects them? He thought it strange that both times the moraine hadn’t begun to haul him inside immediately; it had been several seconds,
         maybe even a minute, after he had been trapped by the mud. They’re working in tandem? he asked himself. It doesn’t matter where I put my hand or my foot, the riverbed has to find me first, before the rocks drag me in to die? The
            communication between them takes some time – why?

      
      They continued their languid journey across the river bottom.

      
      That’s it! Steven looked over at Gilmour, who was engrossed in his own deductions. It’s a web, a net, there is no spot on which to land; one could step anywhere near the thing, and it would eventually suck
            you in. That’s it. That right hand doesn’t know what the left hand …

      
      A brilliant light flashed, blinding Steven and derailing his analysis. Gilmour had summoned a ball of fire so hot that it
         burned despite being twenty feet below the surface of the water. It was spherical and pulsing with fury, almost breathing; Steven recoiled
         from it as far as his imprisoned wrist would allow. With a gesture, Gilmour sent the fireball slamming into the cave. For
         a moment, the inside of the moraine was illuminated, but the fire was so incandescent that all Steven could make out was that
         the great stone edifice was hollow where it met the riverbed. An instant later the ball exploded. The concussion reverberated
         in a nauseating shockwave that pushed Steven downstream, nearly dislocating his shoulder as his full weight bore down against
         the bones and muscles of his wrist.
      

      
      Goddamnit, Gilmour! he shouted, you’re going to break my arm!

      
      He grimaced, a nonverbal apology: it was worth a try.

      
      Steven shut his eyes until the clouds of silt cleared, then went back to feeling the connection between the moraine and the
         riverbed. He sent tendrils of his own magic into the mud, not waves of rage and fury, as he had with the hickory staff, but
         silent scouts searching for the place where the spells crossed. He was concentrating so hard on his work that he failed to
         see that he and Gilmour were moving more quickly towards the rock formation. The attack had triggered a response, a retaliatory
         measure that promised to bury both of them in a few seconds.
      

      
      Look harder, Steven urged himself, there’s no time. He sent more seekers along the path of the mystical bands holding him down. It has to be there, or maybe just outside the cave?

      
      There was nothing but the same taut, fibrous web; the spider was hiding. Hiding, but where? There’s no place to hide down here. Where would the origin of this thing be?

      
      He pressed his thoughts through the mud, beyond the cave entrance, into the void between the rocky proscenia. It has to be here. There has to be a change; the wiry bands, the manacles, the web: something has to shift. It wouldn’t just
            hold us for ever, it would have to—
      

      
      There it was. Buried inside the cave, a few inches, perhaps a foot deep in the mud, the spell changed. Reflexively, Steven
         jerked his own magic back, for the slightest touch of that place was like pressing a sore, an open wound on Eldarn itself.
         It was circular and deep, neither liquid nor solid, but some home-grown combination of both: a fatty membrane, coated in Larion
         mucus, thin enough to slip through into unimaginable horrors below. That’s where the spell table would be. It wasn’t just
         buried under some rocks; Lessek’s greatest invention had been secreted inside a makeshift, homicidal gullet.
      

      
      To retrieve the spell table, he and Gilmour would have to be swallowed.
      

      
      Steven’s mind reeled from the contact and he began to panic. His thoughts started tumbling and he lost precious moments thinking
         what the vortex of black mysticism might do to him if he failed to free himself in the next few seconds. It was valuable time
         wasted; he braced his bare feet against the outer edges of the cave.
      

      
      Do it the old-fashioned way: tug like hell and scream.

      
      A hand took his waist. It was Gilmour, holding on. The old man sent another fireball careening into the cave entrance, a desperate
         attempt to fracture Nerak’s posthumous magic. Gilmour knew it wouldn’t work, but he had been counting on Steven’s power to
         save them, and it hadn’t.
      

      
      The force of the blast knocked Steven’s feet free and he slid wrist-first inside the rock formation. Darkness swept over him.
         He closed his eyes, ignoring it. The darkness didn’t matter; what mattered was breaking the connection between the power sources.
         Break it! he ordered himself. You can do it; just cut the thread.

      
      He imagined chainsaws, circular saws, butchers’ knives and great laser-sharpened meat cleavers, but nothing worked. It won’t break. I can’t do it, the web won’t break; the spider’s too strong. The web is too … The web! It’s a web, that’s why it took time to find us. You knew that three minutes ago, dumb fuck! Tangle it, don’t break it! With what could only be seconds to spare, Steven cast his magic into the mud inside and around the moraine. He imagined hundreds
         of hands and feet pressing themselves into the riverbed, slapping it, digging holes in it, walking back and forth, even dancing
         across it. Through the skin on his wrist, he felt the impact of a veritable brigade of heavy-booted soldiers marching up the
         river, stomping their feet, digging their hands wrist-deep into the silt, as if some priceless treasure had been buried there
         and was free for the taking a fistful at a time.
      

      
      Their progress slowed, then stopped. It’s working.

      
      Steven, calmer now, looked down at his own hand and thought of an illusion he and Mark had seen at a carnival. A third-rate
         magician in a hand-me-down tuxedo and his flat-chested hippy assistant had performed a traditional set, nothing spectacular
         or novel, and halfway through the show Steven was thinking of bailing out when the magician reached suddenly for a cleaver
         and, chopping down dramatically, severed his own hand. It was masterful: a spray of arterial blood, an unnerving scream and
         a hand with a gold wedding ring lying palm-up in a crimson puddle of blood on a wooden stage. Mark had yelped and spilled his bucket of popcorn. Before anyone could move, the lights went out and the curtain came down, protecting
         the integrity of the illusion for all time.
      

      
      They’d been three or four drinks into the evening and Mark had wanted to believe that the magician had gone insane, lost his
         mind right then and there. ‘What could be more real?’ he’d said as they made their way back to the beer tent. ‘What could
         be more real than actually cutting it off?’
      

      
      ‘Not cutting it off,’ Steven had answered. ‘Who in the audience knows what it’s like to actually lose a hand? Probably no
         one, right?’
      

      
      ‘So?’

      
      ‘So if no one knows, then chopping off his hand can look, sound, smell and feel like whatever this guy wants it to. Who are
         we to argue?’
      

      
      Mark hadn’t been convinced. ‘If you’re right, then the beer guys ought to be cutting him in at the end of the night, because
         half the audience is lining up for a stabilising drink right now.’
      

      
      What does it mean to chop off a hand? Does anyone know? Did Nerak know? He looked down through the darkness. He felt for the hand he could see with his mind; he imagined it had been lost in a childhood
         accident, a car wreck, a disease, maybe a shark attack. He imagined getting dressed, shaving, brushing his teeth, reading
         a newspaper, typing at the computer, all with one hand. He tied his shoes, phoned his sister, ate a lobster, folded his Visa
         bill…
      

      
      When the riverbed released him, Steven kicked wildly against the walls of the cave and clawed his way back into the light.
         He broke free with a cry and swam a good distance away before realising that he was alone; Gilmour was still trapped inside.
      

      
      Shit! Oh shit! He turned in a turbid cloud of silt and swam back as fast as he could—
      

      
      The explosions knocked him backwards and he covered his ears as he tumbled downriver. These were different, no flash of a
         white-hot fireball but more traditional explosions, like the bombs that had levelled Dresden or blew up the bridge on the
         River Kwai. Steven felt like his head had caved in; he was sure his sinuses had filled with blood, which might even be spilling
         from his ears.
      

      
      Finally he was able to grab a submerged tree trunk to stop his downstream fall and, pulling and kicking as hard as he could,
         he started back against the current, watching for any sign of the old man, blood, torn cloth, or even body parts, through
         the almost impenetrable cloud of mud stirred up by Gilmour’s attempts to free himself.
      

      
      By the time he reached the moraine, the water had cleared again to its crystalline clarity. And Steven’s worst fears were
         realised: the cave at the base of the rock formation had collapsed.
      

      
      The storm blew in diagonally through the forests of southern Falkan, a howling, ceaseless roar that rolled and bounced off
         the slopes of the Blackstone Mountains. Lieutenant Blackford did a quick mental calculation and shook his head. It’s not enough. He entered the barracks and made for Captain Hershaw, who was sitting behind Lieutenant Kranst’s old desk, worrying over
         a goblet of tecan.
      

      
      ‘Six days?’ Hershaw asked.

      
      Blackford nodded.

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      ‘I don’t know. Could we be invaded from the south?’

      
      ‘Over the Blackstones, in the dead of winter? Sure, Lieutenant, that happens here all the time.’ Captain Hershaw frowned.
         ‘She’s lost her mind.’
      

      
      ‘I’ve got to go and tell her we won’t be ready.’

      
      ‘Don’t do that.’ Hershaw stood, looking alarmed. ‘She’ll kill you too.’

      
      ‘I have to,’ the lieutenant said. ‘We’ll lose men, unnecessarily, if we attempt this before spring.’

      
      Hershaw said, ‘Good luck, then.’

      
      ‘You want to come with me?’

      
      ‘Rutters, no!’ He grimaced. ‘I don’t think you should go anywhere near her, either. Wait for Pace; he’ll clear this up.’

      
      Lieutenant Blackford folded a sheaf of parchment under his arm and started up the stairs to Major Tavon’s private office.
         ‘Major?’ he called, approaching from the outer hall.
      

      
      ‘Yes, Lieutenant?’ Tavon smiled, but it was a glassy, distant look, devoid of any real emotion. Something about her had gone
         tragically awry in the past three days, and Blackford hoped her illness – that’s what it had to be, some kind of crippling
         mental illness – had not done any irretrievable damage; maybe an Orindale healer might be able to cure their battalion commander.
         He and Captain Hershaw had already dispatched a rider to the capital to bring Colonel Pace and a team of healers as quickly
         as possible. Three officers and two soldiers were already dead, their bodies reduced to ash, and Blackford trembled every
         time he was forced to enter this room – but he was the only one man enough to actually do it. Everyone else, including Hershaw and Denne, who ought to be reporting to her, were
         unwilling even to come up the stairs.
      

      
      ‘We don’t have enough supplies – horses, food, blankets or wagons – to make a six-day forced march.’ He froze, waiting for
         the major’s wrath to explode. Sweat trickled under his collar.
      

      
      ‘Get more.’ Tavon perused a map she had spread across her desk.

      
      ‘Yes, ma’am.’ Blackford turned to leave, then said, ‘Uh, Major?’

      
      Tavon looked up. ‘What is it, Lieutenant?’

      
      ‘I’m not certain where we’ll find supplies enough for the entire battalion for that length of time.’

      
      ‘Then we will make the journey in fewer days. We’ll run the men day and night.’

      
      ‘Yes, ma’am, but—’

      
      ‘Lieutenant,’ Tavon cut him off. ‘I am not stupid.’

      
      ‘No, ma’am. Of course not, ma’am.’ Blackford kept his eyes on his boots.

      
      ‘I know that you have been keeping this battalion running smoothly and well-supplied for the past thirty-five Twinmoons.’

      
      Yes, ma’am. Thank you, ma’am.’ His hands shook, and he clasped them together behind his back.

      
      ‘So I am not going to kill you, Lieutenant,’ Major Tavon clarified, as if it had been obvious all along. ‘Naked and drunk
         you’re still worth more to me than any dozen of these rutters.’
      

      
      Lieutenant Blackford had no idea what a dozen might be; he promised himself he would ask Hershaw when he escaped the office. ‘Thank you, ma’am,’ he muttered. He could
         think of nothing else to say.
      

      
      ‘So I want you to figure this out, Lieutenant. You have until the dinner aven tonight. We’ll march south after everyone has
         eaten.’ Tavon returned to her map.
      

      
      ‘That’s just it, ma’am,’ Blackford said. ‘There isn’t enough food. We have daily shipments from Orindale, but we have never
         had the entire battalion stationed in Wellham Ridge at the same time, so we haven’t ever stockpiled that much food, that many
         blankets, tent shelters, boots, uniforms, any of it.’
      

      
      Major Tavon glared at him. ‘Mark me, Lieutenant Blackford. I don’t give a pinch of pigeon shit if half the men expire from
         hunger, cold or even herpes between here and Meyers’ Vale. It is your job to locate supplies and resources for this battalion.
         You have done an admirable job of it in the past, and that is why you are still standing here breathing. Take what you require from Wellham Ridge itself. Break into civilian homes, requisition their blankets, food,
         carts, horses, even trainers, if that’s what you need, but have this battalion ready to move by the dinner aven!’
      

      
      Blackford trembled as he saluted and agreed, ‘Yes, ma’am. We’ll be ready.’ He backed towards the door, then turned smartly
         on his heel and hurried out. On the landing, he paused to look out the window. The storm was gaining strength.
      

   
      
      THE MORAINE

      [image: image]

      
      The magic hadn’t left him; it was there waiting for him when Steven called it back to his fingertips. He stood on the riverbed,
         ignoring the possibility that he might once again become ensnared by the subterranean spell; somehow he knew that it wouldn’t
         reach out for him now; the moraine had caved in on itself and so there was no need for the web to gather up passers-by. The
         spell table and Gilmour were all but lost.
      

      
      Steven was warm and he was still breathing, despite having been submerged for over half an hour. Get the spells going and they will go on for ever, like the Twinmoons, or the fountains at Sandcliff. Nerak had certainly put these spells in motion, and they had gone on for Twinmoons – but he and Gilmour had beaten one of
         them. He didn’t know if they had succeeded in unravelling the magic, but nothing was reaching out to drag him into the moraine,
         so he was content to believe that it could be done: the magic could be turned, diverted like a stream, or even dismantled.
      

      
      He was seething now, but he waited just long enough for his anger to take a more definite shape. Once he could envisage his
         rage focused to a point, he ascended the mound of rocks, boulders and fallen trees. With the magic rumbling beneath his skin,
         he began to dig.
      

      
      It might have taken nature a hundred thousand Twinmoons to gather such a heap, or maybe Nerak piled them there over the course
         of a few days, but Steven needed only a minute or two to cast half of them across the riverbed, finding unexpected reserves
         of energy and strength. As angry as he was at Nerak – and the riverbed – he hardly noticed that he was chucking eight- and
         nine-hundred-pound boulders downstream as easily as pebbles. Those too heavy to move, rocks as large as a car, he shattered
         into manageable sections. He dug, pulled, heaved, tossed and dragged the moraine into pieces until the once-majestic, beautifully
         flawed piece of sculpture had all but vanished.
      

      
      When the silty bed beneath the moraine came into view, Steven paused long enough to locate the stone that had fallen over
         the swirling membranous spell. Gilmour would be down there, beneath that rock, if not already inside the putrid gullet. He
         shifted the stone, then hesitated as a pang of doubt hit him. It was the same fear that had trapped him on his porch as he
         sat all night long trying to summon the courage to follow Mark into Eldarn. Reaching into the mud now might mean losing his
         arm, losing his mind, maybe – who knew what lurked beneath?
      

      
      The river snare, Nerak’s watchdog, was enormously powerful. Anyone bold and confident enough to breach the moraine’s defences
         would most likely have the magical power to retrieve the spell table, so Nerak struck at the one common denominator all future
         sorcerers would share: they would all – including Steven Taylor – be susceptible to losing confidence.
      

      
      Steven knelt as close to the spell’s centre as he dared and cast his thoughts down inside that cauldron of hopelessness and
         death to search for Gilmour. Do it! he told himself. You’ll never save him just kneeling here – dive in! He looked around the riverbed, hoping some alternative might present itself, and finally, when nothing did, he channelled
         the magic into his fingers and hands and dived headfirst into the centre of the swirling spell.
      

      
      His fingertips entered the mud first, piercing the grim membrane and sending an icy shock through his body, a feeling of abject
         despair, suffering, ultimate loss. Now elbow-deep, Steven felt himself gripped by a paralysis that left his spine frozen and
         his legs twitching helplessly with involuntary spasms. Unable to pull back, he felt hope draining through his fingers, pooling
         beneath him and washing away in the current. This is it, he thought. We underestimated him …

      
      When his hands hit bedrock, Steven felt the bones in two fingers snap and his left ring finger folded in against his palm
         in a grave dislocation. The pain was astonishing, but his efforts to withdraw his arms from the riverbed were futile. He was
         trapped up to his elbows, and he could get no sense of what had happened to Gilmour, or how he might extricate the spell table
         from its prison. Fighting to mute the waves of panic washing over him, Steven closed his eyes. He forced himself to ignore
         the pain in his hands, to forget everything except bringing back that mystical energy to save his life.
      

      
      It was several seconds before Steven wondered how Gilmour could have disappeared inside the malevolent circle while he was
         trapped outside. Somewhere in some momentarily out-of-reach place in his mind, Steven knew there was no bedrock eight inches beneath the mud, yet cogent thought eluded him as his will weakened. He
         scratched with an intact fingertip at the granite floor. It’s rock, he thought. How in hell did Gilmour disappear into rock?

      
      As his vision faded, he wondered vaguely if the spells keeping him alive beneath the water would continue after he passed
         out.
      

      
      That’s when the bedrock pushed back.

      
      The upwards movement, gentle at first, pressed on Steven’s shattered finger and a bolt of pain brought him enough to his senses
         that he was able to shake his head to clear his vision. He pressed his hands flat against the shifting granite floor and mud
         slipped away from his forearms, tumbling in tiny avalanches that caught the current and spiralled away towards Orindale.
      

      
      Something was pushing him free.

      
      A faint wellspring of hope arose and Steven’s own magic responded, slithering back into his hands, healing his bones and searching
         for some means of escape. Something familiar brushed his fingertips and disappeared. Steven remembered a game he played as
         a kid: you reached inside a bag and used touch to identify various objects. Bring it back, he thought, I was good at that game – I always figured out the balled-up masking tape, the peeled grape …

      
      He was wrist-deep now, almost free. He cast tendrils of power into the riverbed, past the weakening membrane and into the
         bedrock beneath his hands. There it is, he thought. But the sensation was gone again … What is this? His right hand came free, then his left, and he pushed himself up and away from the river bottom, watching as the mud began
         to shift.
      

      
      Frustrated at being beaten by the riverbed a second time, Steven moved a little closer to the surface and watched, uncertain
         what to do next, as he saw what had been the genesis of Nerak’s spell break through the silt. It looked like a puddle of heavy
         oil spilled on the riverbed. It pulsed, shifting its shape slightly as it was forced upwards into the water, flapping like
         a fish tossed onto dry ground. Christ, what is that thing? he wondered. Having failed to free himself, Steven dared not venture any closer to the sentient-seeming membrane, now apparently
         struggling for its life. Instead, he waited, and saw the riverbed quaking more violently as it fought to expel something else,
         something bigger, in an agitated parody of birth.
      

      
      Suddenly Steven understood what had found his fingertips inside the membrane: Gilmour – it was his Larion magic that had felt
         familiar, a faint tickling that had held his hand for an instant while it pushed back against the oily, black gullet Nerak had left waiting as a trap so many Twinmoons before.
      

      
      Gilmour, Steven thought, where are you? Tell me what to do; I’m afraid of that thing, whatever it is. Gilmour!

      
      The microcosmic earthquake continued, and all the while the sifting mud and silt took on an ever more defined shape, almost
         crowning, like a baby’s head, as whatever it was pressed its way through the muck.
      

      
      Finally the current carried away a layer of mire from the subterranean womb and Steven dived for the bottom, careful to avoid
         the inky membrane.
      

      
      It was the table.

      
      He knelt beside it, convinced that Gilmour was somehow beneath the great stone tablet, pushing with all his Larion strength.
         Steven summoned his own magic, wrapped it about the table, felt it grip like a dockside loading net, and heaved. The sensation
         that greeted him was at once familiar and refreshing. It was Gilmour; Steven recognised his friend’s energy, the rippling waves of venerable power. Together, the two sorcerers hauled
         Lessek’s spell table from the mud and let it come gently to rest on the riverbed.
      

      
      Steven strained to find Gilmour through the muck and dark mud that washed away in waves as the river scoured the granite artefact
         clean.
      

      
      There he was, emerging from beneath the table, looking like a swamp creature from a Saturday morning movie.

      
      Gilmour Stow of Estrad scraped several inches of riverbed from his face, scrubbed another half pound from his hair, wiped
         his hand over his eyes and looked over at his young apprentice. He was beaming like a devilish child.
      

      
      Steven grinned back and gestured towards the surface.

      
      When Steven emerged into the wintry morning air, Gilmour was already shouting and hooting.

      
      ‘You pimply-faced old horsecock!’ He waved one fist at the sky, and screamed, ‘I beat you, I beat you, you bucket of rancid
         demonpiss! ‘
      

      
      ‘Gilmour?’ Steven was confused. ‘Beat who? Nerak? He’s not here, is he?’ Panic threatened to take him again, and Gilmour calmed
         down enough to assure Steven that they were alone in the river.
      

      
      ‘No, no, my boy. Of course not. Nerak is right where you left him, screaming a silent scream for ever as the Fold swallows
         him into nothingness.’
      

      
      ‘Then what are you talking about? Where were you? I thought for sure you were dead—’
      

      
      Gilmour patted him reassuringly on the shoulder. ‘I did, too, Steven, especially when you managed to free yourself but I was
         still stuck there.’
      

      
      Despite the chill, Steven felt his face flush. ‘Sorry about that; I wasn’t thinking straight.’

      
      ‘Oh, don’t be. You probably saved my life.’ Gilmour grinned again. ‘Great gods of the Northern Forest, I could use a beer
         or six.’
      

      
      ‘I still don’t understand—’

      
      ‘Because you weren’t there.’ He did another little victory dance.

      
      ‘Under the riverbed?’ Steven was getting increasingly bemused.

      
      ‘At Sandcliff!’ Gilmour raised his hands in a gesture that said I’ll start over. ‘No, Steven, you weren’t at Sandcliff Palace fifteen hundred Twinmoons ago.’
      

      
      ‘That saved you?’

      
      ‘Sure did – and it would have saved you too. When you broke free and kicked clear of the cave, I thought I was done. I could
         sense that there was a nasty trap in the muck, but I didn’t know what kind of spell it was, but you were clear, so I decided
         to blast the grettanshit out of the place, maybe throw it off enough to break myself loose. Instead, the whole moraine caved
         in on me, and there was no place to go but inside.’
      

      
      ‘Inside that oily thing?’

      
      ‘Right. And I knew it was a vicious bastard, but I didn’t know what it would do to me, so all I could do was hope against
         hope that something would come to me when I got sucked inside.’
      

      
      ‘What was in there?’

      
      ‘Oh, that’s immaterial.’ Gilmour waved the question away; he was enjoying his moment of triumph. ‘I’ll tell you in a moment,
         but that’s entirely beside the point. I was saved the moment that slimy, blackhearted puddle reached out for me.’
      

      
      Steven ran his hands over his head, smoothing down his matted hair. ‘How? I was lost the moment it touched me. I couldn’t
         think, couldn’t move, couldn’t do anything.’
      

      
      ‘You were hopeless.’

      
      ‘Helpless, yes.’

      
      Gilmour wagged a finger back and forth through the air, ‘No, hopeless – the trap was designed to grab hold of you and drain you of all hope.’
      

      
      ‘Jesus Christ.’ Steven shuddered.

      
      ‘Had you been at Sandcliff Palace fifteen hundred Twinmoons ago, you would have learned that the greatest sin any Larion Senator
         could commit was that of hopelessness.’
      

      
      Steven pursed his lips, then said, ‘There are some faiths in my world who teach the same thing.’

      
      ‘Hopelessness was the one fault for which there was no excuse and no forgiveness: we were the world’s greatest hope, the world’s
         teachers, researchers, scientists and leaders. If responsibility for Eldarn’s general welfare rested anywhere, it rested with
         us. Hopelessness was the worst thing a Larion Senator could feel. So Nerak left a spell here that would leave any Larion Senators
         who came looking for Lessek’s spell table feeling hopeless, and they would die not only knowing they had failed, but, worse
         than that, as a cruel added bonus, they would die experiencing the one feeling Larion Senators worked to avoid at all costs.’
      

      
      ‘Ironic little bastard, wasn’t he?’ Steven said.

      
      ‘He certainly was.’

      
      ‘I’m glad I killed him.’

      
      ‘So am I,’ Gilmour chuckled.

      
      ‘But—’ Steven interjected, ‘I still don’t know how you survived it.’

      
      ‘You saved me.’

      
      ‘You keep saying that, Gilmour, but I was out of the game. This was not my finest hour by a couple of touchdowns.’

      
      ‘It’s like I said, when you kicked clear of the cave, I brought the whole place down. It was all I could think to do. When
         the walls collapsed, the rutting rocks came smashing down on me. I think I’ve got two or three broken bones to mend when we
         get back to shore.’ Gilmour felt along his collarbone with two fingers, checking for a fracture. ‘Anyway, the riverbed didn’t
         let me go. I was heading into that black circle, going in nose-first—’ He winced and checked the opposite clavicle. ‘I didn’t
         do anything but hope, Steven. I hoped and I wished and I willed that someone – preferably you – would come along and save
         my life.’
      

      
      ‘And in fact you did.’
      

      
      ‘What happened to your magic when you reached inside the circle?’ he asked suddenly.

      
      ‘It disappeared,’ Steven said.

      
      ‘Did it?’ Gilmour looked genuinely surprised.

      
      ‘No,’ Steven corrected him, ‘it was still there, but it had faded to such a tiny little point that I couldn’t reach out and
         get it. I didn’t even try until you shifted my broken fingers and the pain slapped me out of that daze.’
      

      
      ‘Exactly,’ Gilmour said, ‘the magic was still there, but you had lost hope of using it to save yourself – or me, for that matter.’

      
      ‘Jesus, that’s a nasty one.’

      
      ‘It is,’ Gilmour said, ‘but there’s one guaranteed way to slip past it.’

      
      ‘Have hope?’

      
      ‘Have nothing but hope,’ Gilmour clarified. ‘If you have hope and the Orindale Chainball Team …’
      

      
      ‘You’re screwed,’ Steven finished.

      
      ‘Interesting way of putting it, but yes.’

      
      ‘Have nothing but hope,’ Steven said.

      
      ‘That’s right.’

      
      Steven’s face changed. All at once angry, he glared at his friend and said, ‘I’ll be right back.’

      
      ‘Where are you going?’ Gilmour said. ‘You have other plans? I think Garec has his eye on Kellin, so I wouldn’t pursue that
         possibility.’ He was obviously still pleased with himself for outwitting his old nemesis.
      

      
      ‘It’s still down there.’ Steven dived for the riverbed, mustering all the hope he could summon. The end this time would be
         different. He knew how it felt to have nothing but hope; it had been a staple since the moment his best friend disappeared through the far portal in their living room. Now
         he would use that to his advantage.
      

      
      The two sorcerers took a break to dry out and warm up. Brand built a bonfire, and both men, despite having been artificially
         warmed all morning, sat as near to the flames as they could. Steven and Gilmour answered question after question until Steven
         threw up his hands and begged a half-aven to rest.
      

      
      ‘So where’s the table now?’ Garec asked as Steven unrolled his blankets.

      
      Steven pointed. ‘Just over there in the shallows. We’ll haul it up here after I’ve had a bit of a sleep.’

      
      ‘Why’d you leave it?’ Kellin asked.

      
      ‘It’s a big table, it’s heavy and cumbersome,’ Gilmour said. ‘Getting it out was one spell. Out of the water it’ll be an entirely
         different animal.’
      

      
      ‘It will be heavier,’ Garec said.

      
      ‘A great deal heavier,’ Steven agreed.

      
      ‘And you don’t have a spell for that?’ Kellin asked. Remembering what Gilmour had said, Steven noticed that she and Garec had
         been sitting next to each other through the midday meal. They stood beside one another now, looking comfortable together.
      

      
      ‘Sure we do,’ Steven said. ‘It’s just different, and it takes a bit of concentration.’ He rested his head on his pack. ‘We’ll
         get it done … later.’ He yawned and closed his eyes.
      

      
      ‘Did you destroy that last spell?’ Garec asked.

      
      Steven sat up again. ‘Did the gods send you here to keep me awake, Garec?’

      
      The Ronan laughed and agreed, ‘They might have, yes.’

      
      ‘I didn’t destroy it,’ Steven said, lying back and pulling his blankets tight beneath his chin.

      
      ‘But Gilmour said—’

      
      ‘I didn’t destroy it,’ Steven interrupted, ‘but a weak-willed, terrified bank manager from Idaho Springs did.’

      
      Garec looked quizzical.

      
      Steven smirked. ‘It was about the easiest spell I’ve cast since I got here. No kidding. It just fell off my fingertips and
         tore the thing to ribbons.’
      

      
      Garec said, ‘Nothing but hope.’

      
      ‘I know that song, my friend.’

      
      ‘Sleep well, Steven.’

      
      ‘Watch for Mark. I probably shouldn’t be resting at all, but I’m afraid I’ll screw up royally if I do too much while I’m wiped
         out.’
      

      
      Gilmour sat on a folded blanket, his back resting against a pine trunk and his feet propped on a flat rock.

      
      ‘How are you?’ Garec asked.

      
      Gilmour shrugged. Not bad, I suppose.’

      
      ‘Did you …’ Garec awkwardly mimed what he couldn’t find the words to describe.

      
      ‘I did all right,’ Gilmour said, nibbling at a piece of venison. ‘I couldn’t get free from the riverbed or untangle the web,
         but I managed a few decent explosions and I did outwit Nerak’s hopelessness trap, so all in all, I’m pleased.’
      

      
      ‘You have the spell table, and you’re sitting here intact,’ Brand said. ‘By my reckoning, that’s a successful morning.’

      
      ‘I couldn’t agree more,’ Gilmour said. ‘I think I’ve reached a new phase in my life – one I could never have predicted. I
         thought I had to be a great magician, on par with Nerak, to win this battle, but I don’t.’ He grimaced comically. ‘At least
         I think I don’t.’
      

      
      Garec smiled. Regardless of how his life’s work might be evolving, there were things about Gilmour that would never change, especially his propensity for engaging life from a comfortable sitting
         position. Now, with Lessek’s spell table successfully excavated and waiting in the shallows, Gilmour was stretched out languidly
         beside the fire and Garec waited to see one of the old man’s ubiquitous tobacco pipes appear suddenly in his bony fingers.
         ‘So what’s your charge then?’
      

      
      ‘To teach, to mentor. It was always my role, from my first Twinmoons at Sandcliff when I knew I would never be a great sorcerer.
         I lost sight of that over the last few hundred Twinmoons. With only me and Kantu left, I thought I had to be as powerful
         as Nerak to beat him.’
      

      
      ‘But you weren’t?’ Kellin asked.

      
      ‘Great gods, no,’ Gilmour replied, ‘even if Steven’s claims about Nerak are true, that he was just a hack, a weakling who
         lied to himself about how good he was, the old bastard was still too powerful for me. The last few Twinmoons have been the
         worst. I’ve tried spells that have failed; I’ve been terrified to open that spell book. I’ve come face to face with my own
         weaknesses, and all these things have distracted me from what I was really supposed to be doing.’
      

      
      ‘Guiding him?’ Garec motioned towards Steven.

      
      ‘Exactly,’ Gilmour said, then brightened. ‘And what I’m discovering is a new appreciation for everything I had before.’

      
      ‘I don’t understand,’ Brand said.

      
      ‘I did a lot of work over the last thousand Twinmoons, and before Sandcliff fell I amassed a great deal of knowledge, and
         a not-insignificant grasp of Larion magic. But recently, especially since Port Denis was destroyed, I’ve been honing skills
         I knew I lacked and never took the time to stop and appreciate the overall package of who I had become.’
      

      
      ‘You were focusing on the wrong things,’ Garec said, echoing Steven’s own realisation.

      
      ‘But now that I’ve had a chance to clear my head, I feel as though I’ve regained my perspective, and some of my strength is
         returning. I felt it for a while at Sandcliff, especially that first day when we battled the acid clouds and the almor. It
         was as if everything I needed to know was hidden behind a gossamer-thin curtain; I was so close to clarity there that I could
         taste it on my tongue like spring rain, but then Nerak arrived and I got distracted again.’
      

      
      ‘He wasn’t playing fair, either, Gilmour,’ Garec said, ‘using Pikan and that sword, and using poor old Harren’s brittle bones
         to attack us … it’s no wonder you were a bit off-centre.’
      

      
      ‘So what was different today?’ Kellin asked.
      

      
      ‘Today, I stayed inside myself, I trusted that if I showed Steven how to find the right magic, he would free us and find the
         table. When that didn’t happen, I tried not to panic’
      

      
      ‘Did it work?’

      
      ‘Actually, it did.’ Gilmour finally produced a pipe and began smoking. ‘I trusted what I knew, rather than what magic I wished I had with me. Even after I was drawn beneath the river, I kept my wits, tapped my strength and managed to bring the table
         back out.’
      

      
      ‘So you were stronger than the hopelessness snare,’ Kellin said.

      
      ‘No, I was smarter,’ Gilmour corrected her. ‘In the end, my wits are what saved me.’

      
      ‘What was down there?’ Brand asked.

      
      Gilmour puffed at his pipe. The embers glowed red a moment before a wisp of sweet Falkan smoke escaped. ‘It was a chamber
         of sorts, about chest-deep with water. The ceiling – the riverbed – was a dark blanket, just out of reach. I never realised
         how noisy a river is until I spent those few moments beneath this one. The whole place echoed with the sound of perpetual
         motion. It was black as pitch, damp, smelling of mould and decay – and guarded by five or six of those bone-collecting creatures
         we faced in the glen.’
      

      
      ‘Rutting whores,’ Garec exclaimed, ‘how’d you handle so many?’

      
      Gilmour shook his head. ‘I didn’t. They were all dead, just hulking masses of stinking rotten flesh. It looked like they’d
         been feeding on each other, until the last one, a big bastard with about ten-thousand of those nasty pincers, died of its
         wounds – I’m guessing from its final battle. The humidity down there made it even worse, like wandering about in a big city’s
         sewage.’
      

      
      ‘I wonder why they killed one another?’ Kellin mused.

      
      ‘There wouldn’t have been enough food in that chamber – not even in this whole stretch of the river – to keep even one of
         those beasts alive for very long,’ Gilmour said. ‘Nerak most likely had them guarding the new Larion spell chamber for a few
         days at a time in turn, replacing each other when it was time to feed. When Nerak decided to retrieve the spell table on his
         own, he probably called off the rest of the monsters and forced those inside to remain where they were. They were probably
         killing and eating one another after a couple of days. I’m sure it didn’t take long.’
      

      
      ‘And when we arrived in Meyers’ Vale—’ Garec started.

      
      ‘Or when Nerak received word that we were coming this way,’ Gilmour added.

      
      ‘Who could have told him?’ Garec interrupted.
      

      
      ‘His men would have alerted the southern occupation officers when we gave that mounted battalion outside Orindale the slip.’

      
      ‘Oh, right.’ Garec winced and avoided looking at Kellin. ‘I’ve tried to forget that day.’

      
      Kellin wrapped an arm around the bowman’s shoulders; Garec allowed himself to be drawn in, snuggling beside her.

      
      ‘No matter,’ Gilmour said. ‘When we started south along the river, Nerak marshalled the rest of the bone-collectors to meet
         us in the glen. By that time, if this bunch wasn’t already dead, any hope of getting replacements was lost.’
      

      
      ‘How did you get the table out?’ Brand asked.

      
      ‘That was an old spell,’ Gilmour admitted. ‘Any Larion sorcerer could have cast it. One of our duties was the loading and
         unloading of barges at docks half an aven’s ride from Sandcliff. Often we’d have to endure nasty stinging rain showers – even
         in summer, the weather in Gorsk can be positively petulant. Anyway, when it was rainy, the duty, however coveted on nice days,
         was delegated and re-delegated down to the greenest sorcerer on the campus. So even the most wet-nosed of beginners quickly
         learned the spells that helped the lifting, moving, shipping and shifting of heavy cargoes.’
      

      
      ‘So you hefted it up and pressed it through the mud of the ceiling? The riverbed?’ Garec asked.

      
      Gilmour nodded. ‘Just as if I was unloading a pallet of lumber from a Ronan schooner.’

      
      ‘But the hopelessness snare …’ Kellin began.

      
      ‘I was trapped beneath the river in a death chamber full of decomposing bone-collectors. For all I knew, Steven had failed,
         and I would have to spend several days, Twinmoons even, eating rancid meat and waiting for our young friend over there to
         figure out the river trap and come down to retrieve me. For lack of a better option, I employed a beginner’s spell to help
         get the table up and into the mud. And when I encountered the hopelessness snare a second time, to say that all I had left
         was hope would be to understate my condition significantly.’
      

      
      ‘Then Steven destroyed the snare,’ Kellin said.

      
      ‘Right again. I outwitted it to save my life. Once he figured it out, he eviscerated it, literally ripped it apart from the
         inside out.’
      

      
      Brand blew a low whistle through pursed lips.

      
      ‘I couldn’t have said it better myself. There is enormous power in that young man, enormous power.’

      
      Garec glanced at Steven, asleep on the opposite side of the fire. ‘Why don’t you rest for a while, Gilmour? The three of us
         can work on fortifying that cart, and you two can … do whatever it is you need to do when Steven wakes up.’
      

      
      Stretching his feet even closer to the flames, Gilmour refilled his pipe, smiled contentedly and said, ‘If you insist, Garec’

   
      
      MONTHS AND TWINMOONS

      [image: image]

      
      Gabriel O’Reilly moved undetected through the Malakasian ranks, flitting between rocks and trees in his search for Mark Jenkins.
         It was obvious the dark-skinned foreigner might look less conspicuous than he had in the Blackstones, when he had been wearing
         a bright red pullover and a pair of unusual leather boots, but Gabriel was still hopeful.
      

      
      The infantry battalion stationed at Wellham Ridge did have several soldiers with dark skin, natives of the Ronan South Coast
         whose families had emigrated to Malakasia generations earlier. Gabriel passed as close to these few as he dared, careful not
         to make contact for fear of alerting them to his presence. The soldiers were weary and footsore, and it looked like most had
         been marching about as long as they physically could without a break. Some moved as if in a trance, mumbling strange sounds,
         barely able to lift their feet. There was a nervous lieutenant and an angry captain, both on horseback.
      

      
      A rank of horse-drawn wagons loaded with all manner of engineering equipment, shovels, picks, heavy digging tools, pulleys
         and great coils of rope passed next. Even the horses looked tired out by the forced march. A soldier, a corporal, Gabriel
         thought, sat astride a splintery wooden bench in one of the wagons, loosely holding the reins and staring south along the
         trail through slitted eyes, seeing little, allowing the horses to meander down the path at their own pace.
      

      
      Something – someone – was pushing these men southwards, Gabriel thought, but which one was it? Which one was Mark Jenkins?

      
      A second company followed the wagons and Gabriel searched their ranks, coming as close as he dared to the dark-skinned soldiers
         but still finding nothing but angry, sick or terrified conscripts on the march into an unknown engagement with an unknown
         foe. There were two more tired lieutenants and another irritated captain, but no one Gabriel could sense in command of the
         battalion, no one obviously hell-bent on moving such a large force south into the foothills so quickly, with neither adequate provisions nor
         rest.
      

      
      As the last of the soldiers passed him, Gabriel considered actually searching within their ranks; so many were nearly crippled
         with fatigue that he was sure he could move right through them and no one would be any the wiser …
      

      
      Then she was there, materialising as if from behind a mystical cloak, a woman, the markings of a major on her sleeve, sitting
         astride a roan horse, and Gabriel cursed himself for a fool: he had been searching for a man.
      

      
      ‘Lovely to see you again, Mr O’Reilly,’ Major Tavon said.

      
      ‘I saved your life in that storm, Mark.’

      
      ‘You shouldn’t have.’

      
      ‘You wanted to go home.’

      
      ‘And you were going to come with us,’ she said as the last squad disappeared over a snowy rise, ‘back home, after one hundred
         and thirty-five years.’
      

      
      ‘Come with me now, Mark.’

      
      ‘You were going to Heaven to see your God.’

      
      ‘Our God.’

      
      ‘Not any more, O’Reilly.’ Her nostrils flared. ‘And this time, I want you to stay dead.’

      
      Gabriel tried to flee over the river, to let his spectral body fade to fog, but he was too slow. Mark had him. Reaching out,
         the major – of course it was the major, stupid – caught him in midair, his mystical grip as strong as a blacksmith’s vice. Gabriel dived for the protection of the earth,
         hoping to bury himself in the frost and frozen mud of the riverbank, but Mark wouldn’t allow it.
      

      
      Holding fast to the wraith, the major said, ‘You have been a troublesome fellow, Gabriel, troublesome indeed. But not any
         more.’
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