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Chapter 1


(Now)


‘Reckon ya can’t get much deader’n that.’


‘Oh blackest hells.’


‘Still say those are farmer’s hands, Lynx? Or was it merchant’s hands? I forget. Many merchants out your way got so many anger issues?’ The old woman sniffed. ‘Mebbe out your way I guess.’


The skinny man at his feet clearly had no further interest in the conversation, or breathing for that matter. A little further down the bar his friend gave a strangled squawk on his behalf.


‘What the screaming shits …? Jinks? Shattered gods, you killed him!’


The grey-haired woman cackled, voice as rough as the calluses on her hands. ‘Ya think? Was it all the blood that gave it away?’


Lynx flinched at the laughter and stared at his closed fist. ‘Didn’t mean to.’


‘Aye, luck o’ the deepest black it was, that – but don’t fret overmuch about it,’ she said. ‘I always reckoned Jinks there was soft in the head, you were just the one to prove it.’


The other man’s lip curled as he backed away. Either he’d forgotten the mage-pistol at his hip or he didn’t want to try his luck.


‘You shut your trap, you old bitch.’


‘Careful now,’ she replied, ‘old bitches can still bite.’


As though to make her point, she raised her tankard and took a swig before waving it in his direction. It was old and battered, but made of pewter and would mess up most faces. Though the wielder had limbs like an elderly sparrow, she’d already displayed a wiry strength. In a backwater farming village like this, when your strength failed, your life soon followed.


‘Sulay,’ Lynx said. ‘A man’s dead already, leave off.’


‘You ain’t the boss o’ me.’


‘The fella’s twice your size and half your age.’


‘You’ll make no friends with that attitude, my Hanese acquaintance.’


‘Last thing I need is lessons in not making friends, woman.’


She gave him a toothy grin. ‘Ah, but you’re a man who’s always honing his craft.’


‘Tell me something I don’t know.’


‘If you like – first off, Ashel there can’t shoot for shit at the best o’ times, I’ve seen him try. Also – he ain’t as stupid as he looks, for all he might look like the shitting end of a toad. He takes a shot at me and, hit or miss, he’s not long for this life o’ suffering.’


‘Cos your rug will get him?’ Lynx said, glancing down.


‘Yup.’


‘It is a pretty scary rug.’


‘Don’t try to be funny, Lynx, it don’t suit you.’


Ashel continued to back away towards the door, gaze switching from Lynx to the dirty-white heap at Sulay’s feet as though unsure which was the more dangerous. He was an average man in most respects – shorter than his cooling friend, whose name Lynx hadn’t caught as firmly as his jaw. He was on the slim side with pale skin and lank brown hair, his eyes narrow, his ears oddly small. Ashel managed to be mostly unremarkable bar the fact he carried a gun with less conviction than anyone Lynx had seen survive to claim the name of gunfighter.


‘He’ll kill you for this,’ Ashel spat as he reached the door.


Sulay shook her head. ‘For Jinks? Pah – you reckon anyone in this world ever felt so strongly about that dumb-as-a-stone wretch? I doubt the man’s own ma cared much. Must’ve been better children to hand – mebbe neighbours or passing urchins, even.’


‘Fuck you, Sulay!’


The sudden shout made the rug twitch and a deep growl rumbled across the room like thunder. Lynx looked down again. He honestly couldn’t even see which end was making the noise – no part of it looked anything more than a shapeless heap of rough, thick cords. Ashel seemed more concerned though, and he fell backwards through the tavern door. Lynx caught a glimpse of snowflakes falling, a thin frost on the ground beyond, before the door banged shut again.


Sulay gave a snort and turned to the bar, banging her tankard on the bartop. ‘Dalis, stop cowering and fetch me another drink!’


‘Reckon it’s time we left.’ Lynx made to drain his own beer, but hesitated and put it back down untouched.


‘Listen to the man,’ called Dalis from his back room. ‘Bar’s closed.’


The big barkeep had retreated there as soon as voices had been raised, anticipating gunfire. The other occupants of the room were like statues at their tables – only four people in total, all farmers in heavy coats despite the fire burning to the right of the bar.


‘You takin’ advice from strangers now?’ Sulay replied.


‘Ones who speak sense, aye. I don’t want you round here when … When he comes.’


‘Load of old women you all are,’ Sulay declared, cheeks flushed pink. ‘And I should know, what with being one myself. Least I ain’t about to piss myself from anything but elderly lady problems.’


‘Sulay,’ Lynx said again.


‘Aye fine.’ She looked down at the dead man on the floor with an appraising expression. ‘Might need this though,’ she said, groaning as she eased herself down on to one knee.


Lynx watched her unbuckle the man’s gun-belt and pull it out from under him. He made no sound until she started patting his pockets, looking for his purse.


‘Leave it,’ he said firmly, one eye on the rug that had only just stopped growling.


‘Oh right,’ she said, squinting up at him. ‘Yeah, yer morals. Damn useless things if you ask me. The pistol’s okay though?’


‘We might need it, true enough,’ Lynx said, only too aware of the paper-thin distinction he was making.


‘And here’s me with all this money I don’t need?’ Sulay grumbled, but she straightened up all the same.


‘It’s different.’


‘If you say so, my stupidly named friend.’


She buckled the gun-belt around her waist and seemed to stand a little taller once she was done, the heel of her hand resting with familiar ease on the pistol grip.


‘Well there we are then,’ Sulay said, taking Lynx’s abandoned tankard and draining it with one gulp. ‘Heel, boys.’


The rug eased itself up, a straight back and the hump of a head that described the rough shape of a dog somewhere underneath. It was huge; its back almost of a level with Lynx’s waist and made even more bulky by the long hanging cords of fur that hid its body from view. Sulay headed off towards the door, the massive dog padding alongside.


Lynx watched them go, the warmth of beer turning cold in his gut. The dead body at his feet stared accusingly up at him.


He’d only punched the man once – not that hard even. Jinks had been prodding him in the cheek, shoving one stinking finger into the tattooed flesh there. Telling him to back off had only worsened the situation as it turned out. Lynx hadn’t put his full weight into that punch, but Jinks had fallen all the same. The side of his skull had just crumpled as it hit the corner of the short bar and then Jinks had been no more, a dead thing before he’d even stopped moving.


‘I said “heel”, Lynx!’ Sulay called, half-through the open doorway. ‘And leave all the talking up to me, understand?’


‘What? No. What talking?’


‘Exactly! That’s why you leave it up to me.’


‘Ah shit,’ Lynx muttered. He stepped over the body and followed her out into the cold.




Chapter 2


(The Previous Day)


A faint sense of worry brushed its fingers down Sulay’s spine. She stopped walking and looked around. The air was cold and clear, the sky faintly blue. Underfoot, the ground was still hard, grass adorned with long feathers of frost. A stillness had fallen over the world, the sense of falling out of time that came with the quietest mornings. The sheep stood stock-still in the meadow, the birds all hesitated in the course of their morning song.


The moment of hush didn’t last and she could hear nothing strange, but to Sulay’s attuned ear, something had changed. She had lived in those parts all her sixty-five years and knew its rhythms as well as anyone. The empty silence of a predator, the charged air of something intruding, prickled her senses as surely as it did her dogs.


Even Sulay’s herding dog, Esh, was frozen mid-step. The charcoal grey wisp of a dog stared at the empty road where it left the tree-line – flop-ears pricked to a sound Sulay couldn’t make out. The other three, the guardians of this flock, faced the same way and waited. Gal stared at the darkened cleft in the forest, Hap and Shir cast slowly about for movement near the thickets.


‘Visitors, Esh?’ Sulay asked softly.


The dog glanced back at her, an anxious swish of the tail all the reply Sulay got before Esh returned to her vigil. A flicker of nervousness ran through Sulay’s aging bones as she looked over towards the farmhouse. She pulled her shawl tighter against the chill that would normally never bother her. The house’s squat brick chimney puffed grey-white smoke into the cloudless sky, rising from the long dark slope of the moss-speckled roof. Kitha wasn’t in view, no doubt hard at work inside, and something told Sulay to hold off shouting.


‘Too far,’ Sulay said, to herself as much as Esh. I’d have to yell as loud as I could.


She started to drift back that way nonetheless, noting the flock edging away too. Three large white shapes were left behind, the guard-dogs still unmoving, as their charges headed for the far side. As stupid as they were, even sheep had some scraps of instinct left and whatever had attracted the attention of the dogs was to be avoided.


Sulay paused as she drew level with the wooden gate that opened on to the road. It was closer than the house, far closer. She didn’t want to shout, to draw the attention of whatever was coming, but there was an anxious knot in her gut that meant she had to do something.


Quickly and quietly she moved to the gate, pulling it open now the flock was well clear. Shir took a dozen paces towards it, long loping strides that made his immature coat dance and fly, before he stopped once more. His head cocked to one side as Gal made up the ground between them with slow, careful steps.


Sulay owned a mage-gun, but it was a cumbersome thing. Her morning patrol around the meadows didn’t require one. The dogs were sufficient while she counted the sheep and checked for signs of wolves, but right now she wanted that gun with a sudden, rare desire.


‘What’s coming, Esh?’ she whispered.


Again Sulay looked back at the house, glad Kitha was out of sight. The girl was young and easily frightened – understandable in these times they found themselves in. Best Sulay discover if there was anything to be frightened of. Kitha would get enough of a warning if it was danger, enough to fetch the gun or flee for the relative safety of their neighbours.


At last she heard it – hoof-steps on the road. Normally that would be a good sign, but for some reason Sulay felt less than reassured. There was something strange about the sound, a slow hollow echo ringing out from the darkness of the forest. There was no hurry to those steps, no purpose even. It sounded like just the one horse, strange for a region where bandits haunted the forests, and moving too slowly. It came at an amble, not the brisk pace of a traveller keen to reach town, not the steady step of a beast of burden led by its master.


Sulay found herself holding her breath as the sound of hooves grew slowly louder. The tree-vaulted road through the forest looked threatening against the low morning brightness. The biggest of her dogs, Hap, prowled forward and into the road, long cords of fur dragging over the ground as he crept as quietly as a big dog could to put himself between his mistress and harm.


At last she saw movement, indistinct in the gloom before the horse emerged suddenly into the light. Sulay blinked with surprise. It was a pale horse with no rider – saddled with a bedroll attached, but the reins dragged along the ground. With one black fetlock and speckled shoulders, it was a squat creature and far from handsome, but looked in good condition for an animal wandering alone in the forest.


A prickling sensation between her shoulder blades made Sulay check the farmhouse again in case this horse was some sort of distraction, but the rest of her land was empty and quiet. The horse walked on, unhurried and unconcerned, for another twenty yards before it caught sight of Hap in the road. It stopped then, flicking its head uneasily from side to side, unsure whether to go on but not wanting to turn back.
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