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Now the smith appeared, hammer in hand. That was the danger. Hawley had to deal with Beacher before any villager got involved. Otherwise, he’d be hard-pressed to stop even this band of good-for-nothings taking vengeance on the peasants.


Beacher rolled over, scrambling away on his elbows. “Don’t you touch me!” he snarled, blinking away mud from his eyes. His hand found the pommel of his shortsword in the dirt. His fingers curled around the hilt, and his expression changed at once. He clambered to his feet and spat, “You filthy mongrel!”


Mongrel. Not one of “the Blood,” who could trace their family back through five or more generations of military service. Looking at the state of the men around him, Hawley couldn’t take it as much of an insult.


Hawley advanced another step. “Sheathe that sword,” he said quietly, almost in a growl. “Sheathe it, or I’ll kill you.” He held Beacher’s gaze, saw the man’s eyes falter. Beacher believed him. He was right to.
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PART ONE


BEFORE THE DAWN




I am the seeker after the truth.


I am the voice of the meek.


I am the sword of justice.


I am the healer of the cursed.


I am the watcher against the darkness.


I am everywhere and nowhere.


I am everyone and no one.


The gods made me, the gods protect me,


and the gods will one day take me.


—Taken from the Vigilant Oath












CHAPTER 1




Lithadaeg, 23rd Day of Sollomand


187th Year of Redemption





Holt Hawley hunched over the reins, the wagon jolting slowly down the track. Sleet stung his face, settling oily and cold on his dark lashes and patchy beard.


The whistling wind had at least drowned out the grumbling of his men, who sat shivering in the back of the wagon. Their glares still burrowed into the back of his head.


It mattered not that Hawley was their sargent. The men blamed him for all their ills, and by the gods they’d had more than their fair share on this expedition. Twice the wagon had mired in thick mud. On the mountain road, three days’ rations had spoiled inexplicably. Now their best horse had thrown a shoe, and limped behind the wagon, slowing their progress to a crawl. They couldn’t afford to leave the beast behind, but risked laming it by pressing on. Whatever solution Sargent Hawley came up with was met with complaint. He was damned if he did and damned if he didn’t.


Tarbert rode back up the track, cutting a scarecrow silhouette against the deluge. He reined in close to the driver’s board, face glum, still mooning over the hobbling horse that was his favourite of the team.


“V-village ahead, Sarge,” Tarbert said, buckteeth chattering. “Godsrest, I th-think.”


“You see the blacksmith?” Hawley asked.


“Didn’t s-see nobody, Sarge.”


“Did you ask for him?”


“Not a soul about.”


“What about a tavern?” That was Nedley. It was only just dawn and already he was thinking of drink.


“No tavern, neither.”


“Shit on it!” Nedley grumbled.


“That’s enough,” Hawley warned. He pulled the reins to slow the horses as the wagon began to descend a steeper slope.


“Typical,” Beacher complained.


Hawley turned on the three men in the back. Beacher was glaring right at Hawley, face red from the cold, beady eyes full of reproach.


“What is?” Hawley said.


“Three days with neither hide nor hair of a living soul, then we find a deserted village. Typical of our luck, isn’t it, Sargent?”


Ianto sniggered. He was an odd fish, the new recruit. A stringy man, barely out of youth, yet his gristly arms were covered in faded tattoos, symbols of his faith. His hair showed signs of once being tonsured like that of a monk, the top and rear of his scalp stubbled, fringe snipped straight just above the brow. He’d proved able enough on the training ground, but would speak little of his past, save that he’d once served as a militiaman in Maserfelth, poorest of the seven mearcas of Aelderland. He’d bear watching; as would they all.


Hawley turned back to the road, lest he say something he would regret.


“Awearg,” someone muttered.


Hawley felt his colour rise at the familiar slight. Again he held his tongue.


The men mistrusted Hawley. Hated him, even. Bad enough he was not one of “the Blood” like most of them, but even Ianto was treated better than Hawley, and he was a raw recruit. For Hawley, the resentment went deeper than blood lineage. For his great “transgression” a year ago, most men of the Third agreed it would’ve been better if Hawley had died that day. They rarely passed up an opportunity to remind him of it.


These four ne’er-do-wells would call themselves soldiers should any common man be present, but to Hawley they were the scrapings from the swill bucket. Hawley’s days of fighting in the elite battalions were over. Now his assignments were the most trivial, menial, and demeaning, like most men not of the Blood. Beacher, Nedley, and Tarbert served under Hawley in the reserves only temporarily—it was akin to punishment duty for their many failings as soldiers, but their family names ensured they’d be restored to the roll of honour once they’d paid their dues. For those three, this was the worst they could expect. For Hawley and Ianto, it was the best they could hope for. Command of these dregs was another in a long list of insults heaped on Hawley of late. But command them he would, if for no other reason than a promise made to an old man.


The words of old Commander Morgard sprang into Hawley’s mind, as though they’d blown down from the distant mountains.


What you must do, Hawley, is set an example; show those men how to behave. Show them what duty truly means. But most of all, show them what compassion means. When I’m gone, I need you to lead. Not as an officer, but as a man of principle. Can you do that?


Hawley had not thought of Morgard for some time. He reminded himself that the old man had rarely said a word in anger to the soldiers under his command. He had trusted Hawley to continue that tradition when he’d passed.


He’d expected too much.


From the corner of his eye, Hawley saw Tarbert cast an idiotic grin towards Beacher. Then Tarbert spurred his horse and trotted off down the slope.


The dull glow of lamps pierced the grey deluge ahead. Not deserted, then.


They’d travelled two weeks on their fool’s errand, as Beacher liked to call it. And at last they’d found the village they searched for.


Godsrest.


* * *


“Godsrest” sounded like a name to conjure with, but in reality was a cheerless hamlet of eight humble dwellings, a few tumbledown huts, and one large barn that lay down a sloping path towards a grey river. The houses balanced unsteadily on their cobbled tofts, ill protected by poorly repaired thatch.


Two women summoned their children to them and hurried indoors. That much was normal at least. As Hawley knew from bitter experience on both sides of the shield, soldiers brought trouble to rural communities more often than not. There was no one else to be seen, but though the sun had barely found its way to the village square, it was still morning, and most of the men would be out in the fields. There was no planting to be done at this time of year, especially not in this weather. But it was good country for sheep and goats, for those hardy enough to traipse the hilly trails after the flock. In many ways, Hawley thought soldiering offered an easier life than toiling in the fields. A serf’s lot was not a comfortable one, not out here. Here, they would work, or they would starve.


Hawley cracked the thin layer of ice from a water trough so the horses might drink. Tarbert unhitched the hobbling gelding from the back of the wagon and led it to the trough first.


Beacher spat over the side of the wagon. “I can smell a brew-house.” He looked to Nedley, hopefully, who only snored.


The yeasty scent of fermenting grain carried on the wind. A late batch of ale, using the last of the barley, Hawley guessed. It’d be sure to pique Nedley’s interest if the man woke up long enough to smell it.


“We’re not here to drink,” Hawley said.


“Why are we here? There’s nothing worth piss in this wretched land. You know as well as I there’s no Vigilant in those woods. Not the kind we need.”


“If they’ve got his ring, stands to reason he exists.”


“Pah! Dead and gone, long before any of us were born. More likely the merchant found an old ring and was planning to sell it, but when he lost his consignment, he invented this fairy story to save his neck. Face it, he had no business being this far north. The only people who use the old roads are outlaws and smugglers. Mark my words, we’re chasing shadows. There’s no True Vigilant anywhere.”


Hawley had been ready for this since they’d left the fort, but it made him no less angry.


“So what if there isn’t?” Hawley snarled. “You reckon that frees you from your duty?”


“My duty is to protect the good people of Aelderland, not travel half the country looking for faeries.”


Ianto leaned against the wagon, watching the argument grow. Nedley stirred at last, peering at them from the back of the wagon through half-closed eyes.


Maybe Beacher had a point, but this wasn’t the time to admit it. Hawley took a confident stride forward, summoning his blackest look. Beacher shuffled away from his advance.


“If there’s a True Vigilant, he’ll be able to find them bairns. It’s them you should be thinking about.”


“There’s only one child Lord Scarsdale cares about—that Sylven whelp—and only then because his bitch mother wants to start a war over him. That’s what you get, putting a woman in charge of an army.”


Hawley waved the protest away tiredly. He’d heard it all before.


“Besides,” Beacher went on, growing into his tirade, “even you can’t believe they still live.”


Even you. Beacher’s lack of respect was astounding. He’d barely known Hawley at the time of the sargent’s great transgression. His animosity was secondhand, but seething nonetheless. Men like Beacher needed something to hate, and in times of peace, that something might as well be one of their own. Sargent Holt Hawley, the Butcher of Herigsburg, bringer of misfortune: “awearg.”


“Then we’ll find the bodies, and take ’em home,” Hawley snapped. “If you can’t follow orders, Beacher, you’re no use to me. Leave if you like. Explain to Commander Hobb why you abandoned your mission.”


Beacher looked like he might explode. His face turned a shade of crimson to match his uniform. His hand tensed, hovering over the pommel of his regulation shortsword.


Do it, you bastard, Hawley thought. The sargent had taken plenty of abuse this last year, maybe too much. Some of the men mistook his tolerance for cowardice instead of what it really was: penance. It made them think he would shy from a fight. It made them overreach themselves.


“They say a True Vigilant can commune with the gods.” The voice was Ianto’s, and it was so unexpected, the tone so bright, that it robbed the moment of tension.


Hawley and Beacher both turned to look at the recruit, who still leaned nonchalantly against the wagon, arms folded across his chest.


“Commune with the dead, too. And read minds, they say. That’s how they know if you’re guilty of a crime as soon as they look at you. Such a man is a rarity in these times. Such a man would be … valuable.”


“Speak plain,” Beacher spat.


Ianto pushed himself from the wagon. His fingers rubbed at a little carved bone reliquary that hung about his neck, some trapping of his former calling. “Just that the archduke sent us, as the sargent said. The Archduke Leoric, Lord Scarsdale, High Lord of Wulfshael. Man with that many titles has plenty of money. Plenty of trouble, too—we all know it. The Sylvens could cross the river any time now, right into the Marches. Might even attack the First, then it’s war for sure.”


“The First can handle a bunch of Sylvens,” Beacher said.


“Maybe.” Ianto smiled. “But maybe there’s a handsome reward waiting for the men who find the True Vigilant and avert such a war. I don’t know about you, brother, but I think it would be not unpleasant to have a noble lord in my debt.”


“And what say you, Sargent?”


Hawley almost did not want to persuade Beacher to his cause at all. Part of him thought it would be better to throw the rotten apple from the barrel now, and be done with it. There was a saying among the soldiers “of the Blood”—something about cutting a diseased limb from a tree. But for all his faults, Beacher was liked by the others. Hawley was not. That would make harsh discipline difficult to enforce.


“I say if by some miracle we turn up a true, honest-to-gods Vigilant after all this time,” Hawley said at last, “they’ll be singing our names in every tavern from here to bloody Helmspire. But if you don’t follow your orders, we’ll never know, will we?” Hawley added the last part with menace.


“And if … when … we don’t find the Vigilant?” Beacher narrowed his eyes.


“Then we return to the fort, and be thankful we’ve missed a week of Hobb’s drills.” Hawley held Beacher’s contemptuous glare again.


In the silence, there came the ringing of steel on steel, drifting up the hill from the barn.


Hawley and Beacher looked at Tarbert as one.


“No blacksmith?” Hawley said.


Tarbert laughed nervously.


“There you go,” Ianto said. He came to Beacher’s side and patted the big man on the shoulder. “Our luck’s changing already.”


Beacher finally allowed himself to be led away, still grumbling.


The sargent stretched out his knotted back, feeling muscles pop and joints crack as he straightened fully. Only Tarbert matched Hawley for height, but he was an arid strip of land who barely filled his uniform, with a jaw so slack he was like to catch flies in his mouth while riding vanguard. By contrast, Hawley was six feet of sinewy muscle, forged by hard labour and tempered in battle. He shook rain from his dark hair, and only then did he remember he was not alone.


Nedley was still on the wagon, watching. For once, he didn’t look drunk. Indeed, there was something unnerving in the look he gave Hawley.


Hawley shouldered his knapsack, and hefted up Godspeaker—a large, impractical Felder bastard sword. Non-regulation: an affectation, a prize—a symbol of authority. The men hated that about him, but Hawley could barely care to add it to the tally.


“Make yourself useful, Nedley,” Hawley said, strapping the sword to his back. “Find some supplies. And bloody pay for them. Show the locals that we mean well.”


Hawley snatched the reins from Tarbert, who still looked forlorn. He cared more for the gelding than for most people. Baelsine, named for the blaze of silver grey that zigzagged up its black muzzle. He talked to it like a brother soldier.


“Help Nedley. I’ll go see the smith.”


* * *


A small forge blazed orange. A stocky, soot-faced man with a great beard and thick arms tapped away at a glowing axe-head.


“A moment, stranger,” the man said, without looking up from his work.


Hawley basked in the welcome warmth of the bloomery, indifferent to the acidic tang of molten iron on the thick air.


The smith gave the axe-head a few more raps, before plunging it into a water trough, creating a plume of steam with a satisfying hiss. Only then did he look up at his visitor. Only then did he see the crimson uniform. “My apologies. I … I didn’t know.”


Hawley waved away the apology. “We need your services.”


The smith squinted past Hawley. “How many soldiers?” he asked, suspicion edging into his voice.


“Five.”


“Expectin’ trouble?”


“No more than the ordinary.” It had become standard wisdom that five men of the High Companies were worth more than twenty militia, and no outlaw of the forests would dare confront them. Fewer than five, and there’d be insufficient men to perform sentry and scouting duties. More importantly, there would not be enough to adopt the fighting formation favoured by the companies. The wall of steel. In full armour, every High Companies soldier clad their left arm in pauldron, gardbrace, and vambrace of strong Felder steel, adorned with an ingenious system of five interlocking crescent-shaped plates. When the arm was locked, a spring-loaded mechanism within the soldier’s gauntlet would push the plates outwards, forming a rough circle of steel petals, almost like a shield; but when the arm was straightened, the plates retracted, leaving the arm free of any burden. Some men of the High Companies even had the skill and speed to trap an enemy’s blade within the plates, snapping it in twain with a deft movement. In the press of battle, the soldiers would stand with their armoured left arm facing the foe, right hand wielding the short, thrusting blade, attacking in pairs with one man free to protect the rear and pick off the stragglers. That man was usually Hawley, whose heavy Felder sword needed room to do its grim work.


“This horse threw a shoe a few miles back.” Hawley pointed to Baelsine, tethered near the barn.


The smith squeezed past his anvil to the horse. He lifted the hoof, and sucked at his teeth.


“Won’t be fit for ridin’ today. I’ll shoe him. He can go in the paddock with my dray.”


“Our own drays need feed and water.”


“Ye planning on staying long?”


“Not if we can help it.” Hawley didn’t need consent to bunk in the village, but didn’t like to flaunt his authority. “Perhaps we can be on our way today … with your help.”


“I’m no miracle-worker, sir. That horse’ll go lame if—”


“We can travel on foot from here. But I need you to point the way.”


The smith’s expression grew guarded. Hawley wondered if the man had cause to be suspicious of soldiers, or whether it was the custom of such isolated folk to be wary of strangers.


“Don’t know what help I can be,” the man said, wiping his hands on a rag. “Nor anyone else here, neither. We’re simple folk. We keep to our own.”


“Three weeks ago, perhaps more, an ore merchant passed through Godsrest. He’d been set upon. Beaten, nearly killed. You remember?”


“Aye, I remember.”


“Men from this village helped him fetch his belongings. And among those belongings was a silver ring. You remember that?”


“Something of the like.”


“Someone saved that merchant’s life. We think it was the same man who owned the ring. We need to find him.”


“Don’t know nothing about that. Some o’ the lads brung him to the village. I mended his wagon, he stayed a couple o’ days while he recovered his strength, then he left.”


“Fair enough.” Hawley took out his map and unfolded it. “You can show me where he was found?”


The smith squinted at the map. “Old map,” he said. “Them roads aren’t there any more. Forest claimed ’em, and nobody in their right mind would travel ’em. Exceptin’ your merchant, o’course.”


“Show me, as best as you can.”


The smith pointed at a spot in the woods, near to a road that supposedly was no longer there.


Hawley circled the spot with his charcoal, and frowned.


“How did you know?” he asked.


“How’d you mean, sir?” Was that nervousness? A quaver of the voice; a twist of the lip?


“You said you brought him here. But how’d you know to look for him?” Hawley studied the map. “No shepherd of any sense would graze his flock north of the river, let alone enter that forest. Unless he’s particularly fond of wolves—or bandits.”


“Had a bad season. Some o’ the younger lads were out hunting the game trails. Heard the commotion. When they got there, they found an injured man and an empty wagon.”


“Poaching in your lord’s woods?” Hawley said.


“Nobody lays claim to the Elderwood, sir. Not our lord, not nobody else. Them woods is cursed, they say. Them woods is … haunted.”


“But your hunters aren’t afraid of ghosts?”


“They’ve the good sense not to stray too far.” The smith eyed Hawley carefully. “You’re not a soldier born,” he said at last.


Hawley glowered.


“I mean no disrespect. All us folk of Godsrest abide by the king’s law, and serve the king’s men when required. It’s just that … well … you try to speak proper, sir, is what I mean. But your roots are clear. It’s like working a bloom that don’t contain enough iron, if you take my meaning.”


“I’m a sargent of the Third Company, that’s all that matters.”


Footsteps squelched loudly along the muddy path. Ianto appeared, that thin smirk upon his lips. He looked at the smith with keen eyes—mean eyes, Hawley thought.


“I told you to stay with the wagon,” Hawley said sharply.


“I thought you’d want to know there’s some … trouble.”


There was something almost lascivious about Ianto’s manner, and it sent a cold, warning creep up Hawley’s spine.


“What kind of trouble?”


“The kind that gives soldiers a bad name.”


* * *


Hawley followed the sounds of shrieking, pleading. The odd obscenity. The pained bleating of some animal. Hawley rounded the cob wall of a cottage to see three women of middle age remonstrating with Nedley. The soldier was stood near the largest hut, foot resting on a keg, sloshing ale down his throat from a flagon. Two more kegs lay on the track nearby. One had cracked open, dark ale foaming into the dirt. Behind Nedley, Beacher played tug-of-war with a red-headed boy, over the rope around the neck of a nanny-goat swollen with kid. The beast bleated pitifully as the noose tightened about its neck. Tarbert stood near, clapping his hands in joy at the unfolding chaos.


The woman doing most of the shouting rushed to Nedley, shrugging aside the half-hearted attempts of the others to hold her back. She pounded her fists against Nedley’s chest. The soldier belched in her face, and shoved her away roughly. She spun into the arms of her companions as Nedley drained his flagon.


“Nedley!”


At Hawley’s shout, Nedley narrowed his eyes in an insolent glare, the likes of which Hawley had never seen from the man. He wiped ale foam from his beard, but he did not answer.


As Hawley drew near, Nedley’s hand moved just an inch towards the pommel of his sword.


That was everything Hawley needed to know. He lowered his head like an angered bull, and didn’t so much as check his stride. Nedley thought better of drawing steel. Hawley shoved Nedley away from the hut. The drunkard shot Hawley another glare, but did nothing.


The boy cried out. The three women wailed and cursed.


The boy was in the mud now, holding his face, sobbing. Beacher had slapped him to the ground. But the boy cried not from pain but from sorrow. The goat was dead, blood spilling onto dirty straw from an ugly wound in its throat. Beacher had his sword in his hand, a grin on his blood-flecked face. Tarbert laughed like an imbecile. His laughter died on his lips when he saw Hawley.


Hawley kicked open the gate of the animal pen.


Beacher hadn’t even noticed Hawley. At the interruption he said only, “Nedley, I told you—”


Hawley grabbed Beacher by the ear, twisted hard, and pulled him away from the goat with all his strength. Beacher squealed like a stuck pig as Hawley dragged him to the gate. Hawley spun the man around, and gave him a kick up the arse that sent him face-first into the dirt, his shortsword skittering from his hand.


Tarbert had taken a step forward, slack-jawed face more agawp than usual. Hawley slapped him hard across the side of the head for his trouble. Tarbert cowered like a kicked dog.


Hawley took one look back at the weeping boy and the dead goat. The animal was worth far more alive than dead to these people. The family’s meagre fortunes may well have depended upon the creature. And now they would struggle, for the simple greed of a soldier. Hawley stepped onto the track, Beacher in his sights.


Nedley had picked up his flagon again, more concerned with saving the last undamaged ale keg than helping his brother soldier. The villagers could scarce spare the ale either, Hawley thought. But one thing at a time.


One of the women pushed past Hawley to see to the boy. The other two, realising Nedley was no longer standing in their way, came to scream at Beacher.


Ianto reappeared. He stood over by the cottage, leaning against the wall, watching. Grinning.


Now the smith appeared, hammer in hand. That was the danger. Hawley had to deal with Beacher before any villager got involved. Otherwise, he’d be hard-pressed to stop even this band of good-for-nothings taking vengeance on the peasants.


Beacher rolled over, scrambling away on his elbows. “Don’t you touch me!” he snarled, blinking away mud from his eyes. His hand found the pommel of his shortsword in the dirt. His fingers curled around the hilt, and his expression changed at once. He clambered to his feet and spat, “You filthy mongrel!”


Mongrel. Not one of “the Blood,” who could trace their family back through five or more generations of military service. Looking at the state of the men around him, Hawley couldn’t take it as much of an insult.


Hawley advanced another step. “Sheathe that sword,” he said quietly, almost in a growl. “Sheathe it, or I’ll kill you.” He held Beacher’s gaze, saw the man’s eyes falter. Beacher believed him. He was right to.


Beacher pleaded with his brother soldiers left and right for support. Hawley heard Tarbert behind him, but the dullard was of little concern. Nedley … now there was an unknown quantity. Up until now, Hawley hadn’t taken the drunkard seriously. That could have been a mistake. Nedley was staring at Hawley with utter detachment, like a butcher appraising which cut of meat to take next. But he didn’t make a move. When Beacher looked to Ianto, the recruit gave only the merest shrug of his shoulders, as if to say, “This is not my fight.” He may not have been a friend to Hawley, but nor was he one of the Blood. He’d wait and see which way the wind blew before committing himself.


Beacher stood alone, and he knew it. He took a moment to weigh up his chances against Hawley, and found them lacking. He sheathed the blade and spread his palms.


Hawley marched to Beacher, loomed over him, pressed his forehead into the bridge of the man’s nose. Beacher averted his eyes, like a wild dog that had just lost a pack challenge. Hawley reached to Beacher’s belt and took the man’s sword away with no resistance.


Other villagers arrived now. Seven or eight men and youths tramped up the hill, pointing, chattering. Their approach was cautious. There weren’t enough men in this village to cause the soldiers real problems, but enough that they might try. And die.


Any sense of decorum was lost. Any chance Hawley’s reserves had of looking like proper soldiers was gone.


“Ianto, Nedley. Get him away,” Hawley said. “To the bridge. Wait for me there.”


Neither man moved. Nedley gazed at the flagon, weighing up the order.


“I said get him away. Now.”


Ianto exchanged looks with Nedley and shrugged again. Nedley finished his dregs, tossed the flagon aside, and weighed in. Together they led Beacher away from the gathering villagers, down towards the river.


Tarbert staggered from the pen at last, nursing his sore ear. Hawley jerked his head in the direction of the others. Without a word, Tarbert followed.


Rightly or wrongly, Hawley had done the men an insult—one that might yet come back to bite him on the arse. As king’s men, they had the right to claim whatever they wanted from a serf, and by denying them their perceived due, Hawley had only deepened their loathing of him. He might even face more punishment back at the barracks, once Beacher had made his inevitable complaint. Hawley was past caring. What he needed to do right now was make amends with the villagers.


“Master Smith—” Hawley ventured.


“Godsrest is a peaceful place,” the smith interrupted. “Apt named, for we honour the gods here and invite no trouble. You’ve brought trouble to our door.”


The other men drew nearer. Hawley weighed up his chances of regaining the smith’s trust before they took exception to his presence.


“They’re soldiers … not good ones, I admit. But you’ll have no more trouble.”


“No?”


“No. Look, Master Smith—”


“Gereth. My name is Gereth. And that boy over there is my son.”


Hawley turned to see the dishevelled lad on his feet at last, being comforted by a woman. From the mane of red hair that tumbled from her bonnet, Hawley guessed she was his mother—Gereth’s wife. She held her son close, and glared accusingly at Hawley, who cursed Beacher’s name under his breath.


“Gereth, then. You know the law. You know the power of the High Companies. I would choose not to exercise that power. Let’s come to an arrangement instead. See to our horses as agreed, and I’ll pay you fairly.”


“That much I’ll do, sir, as duty to manor and king dictates.”


“You don’t have to call me ‘sir.’ My name’s Hawley. Holt Hawley. You were right before, I am a common man, from a place much like this. I chose this life ’cause I was tired of seeing common folk—people like us—downtrodden and uncared for.”


“Then you chose poorly, Holt Hawley.”


“Maybe. But there’s no leaving the companies once your bunk is made, unless it be on a pyre, an enemy’s blade, or the end of a noose. So I do what I can, and I’ll at least talk straight with you.”


The others gathered around. Hawley didn’t know how much they’d overheard, and it didn’t matter. As a craftsman, Gereth was of a higher station than they. Gereth was the one he needed to convince.


“You had little reason to trust me before,” Hawley went on, “and even less now. But I’ll tell you why we’re here. This past year, six bairns have been taken from their homes. Six—that we know of. One of them is a lad of wealth, a foreigner. You’ve no reason to care for such a boy, why would you? But the others … they’re from villages like this, poorer than this. Boys and girls of Aelderland. Boys younger than your own. They’re lost, and nobody can find them. Not the high lords, not the companies, and certainly not the bloody Vigilants. But it’s said that there’s somebody in these parts who could help. A True Vigilant, of the old order. If it’s true, then maybe he can find those children, where others have failed.”


Gereth shook his head. “Fairy stories, Holt Hawley. There’s nobody alive who’s ever seen such a man. Not many who’ve even heard of one, neither.”


“That merchant,” Hawley persisted, “said he was helped by a mysterious stranger. Didn’t get a good look at him, but he did find his ring. A Vigilant’s ring.”


Gereth waved a dismissive hand. “As I’ve said, there’s nowt in them woods but trouble. If you want to go chasing shadows, that’s your affair. All we can offer you is food and water for yer horses and a dry place for yer wagon.”


Hawley sighed. He reached to his scrip and took out a few silver pieces. “For your trouble.”


“Keep it.”


“Come on … you’ve lost livestock, supplies. Let me compensate you.”


Gereth looked Hawley square in the eye. “Keep it, and go in peace.”


The villagers stared at Hawley. Women had come out of their homes to scowl at him. Hawley put the money back in his scrip and nodded ruefully.


He went to the wagon and retrieved two packs, heaving them one on each shoulder. “I’ll come back for the rest,” he said.


“No, we’ll bring ’em,” Gereth replied. He didn’t want the soldiers in the village a moment longer than necessary, and Hawley couldn’t blame him.


Hawley walked past the assembled villagers, down the hill to the bridge where his men idled, doubtless cursing his name still.


Gereth followed, a couple of young lads in tow, with the rest of the packs. They weathered the sullen glares of the reserves just as well as Hawley. Hawley was impressed, but then he’d always thought the northerners were a tough breed.


As the villagers piled the supplies at Hawley’s feet, Gereth leaned in.


“Just don’t stray far from the trails,” he said. “The Elderwood has no end, and it’s easy to get turned around. You’re like to get lost … or worse. Cross the bridge, then head north. You’ll pass a trapper’s shack after a few hours, so you’ll know you’re on the right path. It’s near enough a day’s walk to the old trade road.”


“You really don’t know any more?” Hawley tried once more to plead with the man. He still felt like the smith knew more than he was letting on.


“All I know is, you’re more likely to find a witch in them woods than a Vigilant.”


With that, Gereth and the youths returned up the hill, leaving Hawley to weather the glares of his men, and their whispered accusations of giving up the secrets of their mission to a commoner.









CHAPTER 2


The great, dark Elderwood was the largest expanse of virgin woodland in the north. It felt like a foreign place to Hawley. Back home, most of the forests had been stripped to flush out outlaws. Those patches of woodland that remained were now skeletal and sparse, their foliage not yet replenished from the ravages of winter. Here, the trees were tall and evergreen, towering firs, canopies conical and black, full of scurrying animals and the screeching of unfamiliar birds.


With aching limbs and sweat-soaked uniforms, the soldiers had finally found a break in the trees, where at last the Third Company reserves could breathe free air and catch a glimpse of the moon and stars above. Tarbert took point, carrying his torch ahead.


They’d found the old trade road sure enough. Once providing passage east to west, skirting the mountainous border with Reikenfeld, it had long since been left to ruin.


A wagon lay wrecked on a rough, wide dirt road lined irregularly with crumbled stone long broken by twisted roots. Its front axle was split, and two wheels were splintered. Why a merchant would venture on this ill-used road in the first place was a mystery—presumably someone had questioned the man on the matter, but the details hadn’t been conveyed to Hawley. Most likely Beacher was right. Maybe the merchant had been skimming off the profits, taking excess ore from the mines to sell to the Felders. Whoever had attacked him had taken his consignment with them.


“It’s this way,” Tarbert called.


Hawley realised he’d been caught in his thoughts. The others were already gathered around Tarbert. Beacher wore an expression of impatience.


“Signs of a fight, Sarge,” Tarbert explained as Hawley joined them. “And something got carted off this way.” He pointed east.


“How many men?” Hawley asked.


“Tracks is too old, Sarge. An overloaded wagon and at least four horses, but everything else has been washed away. Road’s overgrown down there. You can see how it’s been trampled.”


Hawley just nodded. Tarbert was an idiot, true enough—it was repeated incompetence and forgetfulness that led to his stint in the reserves—but he was a good tracker. It was the one thing Hawley trusted the man for.


“No sign of any rings, Tarbert?” Beacher asked, voice dripping with sarcasm.


“Rings? Like, jewellery? No, not seen any rings.”


“No? How about staffs, or grey robes, or medallions emblazoned with the Eye of Litha? No?” Beacher smirked as Tarbert shook his head. “Well, there’s a fine thing, Sarge. Not so much as a note showing us where this hundred-year-old Vigilant vanished to. What are we to do?”


Hawley tried his best not to react. He repeated Morgard’s words in his head like a mantra.


“The only lead we have is these bandits, or whoever they were,” Hawley said. “If the merchant really was rescued by a Vigilant, then maybe the bandits saw where he went. If we track ’em down, then …”


“For pity’s sake!” Beacher snapped. His anger was real, but the snarl on his face was immediately checked by fear—the memory of his earlier beating, perhaps. He lowered his tone just a shade, but not enough for Hawley’s liking. “Whoever they were—bandits, raiders, rival merchants—they’re long gone. They could be over the mountains to Reikenfeld by now.”


“You knew what you were signing up for,” Hawley said. “Finding the wagon was only the start. From here, we have to work out where this bloody Vigilant might have gone.”


“Come on, Sargent,” Beacher said, for once using Hawley’s rank, though not respectfully. “It’s a tall tale from a desperate man. The Vigilant never existed.”


“Oh, I wouldn’t go that far,” Ianto chimed. “Who knows the ways of the old Vigilants? Maybe he can appear and disappear at will. Like a ghost.”


“Don’t say that!” Tarbert said. “Don’t say … ghost.” He’d been on edge ever since he’d heard the village whispers about ghosts and witches.


“Look,” Beacher said, trying and failing to sound reasonable, “nobody really expects us to find him. And as you say, we don’t have any leads other than some old tracks and a couple of empty carts. If you were hoping for some miracle to point the way, it hasn’t come. Let’s just make camp, rest up, then go back. Maybe we take a few extra days, to make it look good, y’know?”


Everyone looked at Hawley hopefully. Except maybe Ianto, whose thin, knowing smirk was one lip-twitch away from baiting Hawley’s temper again. Hawley puffed out his cheeks.


“Meet you halfway,” he said. “We make camp, and in the morning we follow that trail for one day, and one day only. If nothing turns up, we can leave.”


“Waste of time …” Beacher grumbled.


“One day, Beacher,” Hawley said more firmly. “At least we can make a show of doing our duty.”


Hawley pushed past Beacher and walked a few yards along the road. He was acutely aware of Nedley staring at him, silently, as he had back at Godsrest. He shook his head in frustration.


“Spread out,” he called back. “Check the area, make sure nobody can get the drop on—”


Hawley almost tripped as his boot hit a half-buried stone in the dark. A pitted and moss-covered marker, of a kind he had seen many times on the mining tracks of Hintervael as a youth. It pointed northeast.


Hawley stopped, and rubbed his scrappy beard thoughtfully, staring into the dark woods.


It was Ianto who was first to approach.


“What is it, Sargent?” he asked. Although Hawley had little time for the man, it was the first thing anyone had said to him all day that wasn’t laced with either disrespect or outright malice.


“I think … there’s another trail, down there.” Hawley nodded into the shadows.


Ianto squinted. The others approached, Tarbert stepping forward with his torch, cautiously scanning the ground in the direction Hawley was looking.


“What now?” Beacher said, coming to join them.


They were interrupted by a sudden “oof” from Tarbert, and the jerk of his torchlight in the dark.


“I’m all right!” Tarbert called. “Nearly went down a ditch. There’s a sunken trail here. A holloway.”


Hawley went to look. Sure enough, a narrow road, even more ancient than the trade road, wound off to the northeast, right where the marker was pointing.


“That’s not a road,” Beacher said. “A beast trail, at best. You can’t surely be thinking …”


Hawley nodded to Tarbert, who clambered down the bank, lighting the way for the others to see. It was a road all right, now a deep, V-shaped trench in the earth, concealed by arching branches that gave it the appearance of a tunnel. Called holl wægs in the old tongue, holloways were well-worn paths, some said to be a thousand years old, sunken by the constant tread of long-ago traffic, and now forgotten. But it wasn’t merely the holloway that had piqued Hawley’s interest.


“That stone marker,” Hawley said. “It’s not a waymarker like the others. It’s a sanctuary marker, from long before the last war. They point to the next safe haven in the wilds. A watchtower, a keep, a fortified inn …”


“An inn?” Beacher scoffed. “If only that were true, Nedley could blaze us a trail in no time.”


“I’ve seen its like many times,” Hawley said. “Those abandoned outposts are often used as shelter by outlaws. Or … desperate folk. If the marker’s here, the haven can’t be far, and it’d be a good place for our quarry to hole up.” Something in Hawley’s memories almost made his throat dry up and his voice crack just a little, but he fought to keep his composure. He was right about this; he knew it in his gut.


“The tracks lead east … Sargent.” There was the barb Hawley had come to expect from Beacher.


“Aye. But our path leads north.”


Beacher flapped his arms in exasperation.


“Make camp,” Hawley said. “Tarbert, scout the area. Nedley, you’re on first watch. We head out at dawn.”


* * *


Feorndaeg, 24th Day of Sollomand


The men had been quiet since breaking their fast, and in Hawley’s experience that usually spelled trouble. They laboured through uneven terrain, into a part of the Elderwood that seemed impossibly ancient. There was a chill in the air. Drizzle pattered on dark leaves. Otherwise, there was silence but for the breaths of the soldiers and the snapping of twigs beneath their mail-shod boots.


It came as some relief when they saw light ahead, where the holloway broadened and the forest opened up into a clearing. The relief was short-lived.


Here, the character of the woods seemed to change. The air felt colder still, the light weaker, somehow grey, as though the colour was drained from the world. Dead, skeletal trees leaned in overhead, trailing off alongside the clearing to create a broad, shadowed avenue. And at the end of that avenue, just as Hawley had predicted, was a tower.


Ancient structures such as this lay scattered across the land, a reminder of long-ago days when the seven mearcas of Aelderland were each kingdoms in their own right, who warred with each other relentlessly. So much so that they were too weak individually to fight the much larger kingdoms of Reikenfeld to the north, Sylverain to the south, and Tördengard beyond the western mountains. Centuries of war laid waste to palaces and bartons, cities and monuments, which some elders claimed were finer than any standing today.


Hawley did not think the tower before him could ever have been very fine. The upper portion was mostly fallen away. If ever it had maintained battlements, they were long gone. Ivy clung to its south face, as though holding together the weak stonework. The tower was probably older than the forest itself, built at a time when the north was said to be home to vile creatures, and the men who lived here were held in thrall to witchcraft. It seemed unthinkable that anyone could live here, so far removed from fellowship. But someone did: Wispy smoke drifted idly from the open roof.


He took half a dozen steps before he realised the men were not following. He turned to see them staring at the tower warily. Tarbert in particular had the look of a spooked horse about him, his wide eyes and long face compensating for the absence of a steed. Their arrival at the tower should have vindicated Hawley’s decision to march this trail, but it seemed only to unsettle the motley reserves. Hawley pulled his roughspun cloak more tightly about his shoulders, and beckoned the soldiers on.


“I don’t like the look of this place,” Beacher grumbled.


Hawley found himself in agreement with Beacher for the first time on the journey. “For good or ill, this is the end of it. If the Vigilant isn’t here, I don’t know where else to look.”


As if in reply, a black cloud passed overhead, enveloping the clearing almost entirely in darkness. Tarbert whimpered softly.


“Tarbert, light a torch,” Hawley said, as much to give the simpleton something to do as to provide some light. Tarbert pulled off his leather gauntlets and fumbled in his knapsack for a tinder. Hawley noticed the man had cut himself, his left hand bound clumsily. Another mishap to blame on Hawley, no doubt.


With the torchlight making the minutest improvement to the forest’s oppressive atmosphere, Hawley led the way to the tower’s ironbound door. Hawley weighed up the risks, considering carefully that the tower was more likely occupied by outlaws than by a True Vigilant. Gereth could well have sent them into a trap, which was as much as this band of miscreants deserved.


Hawley felt the restless shifting of the men at his back. So, decisively, he pounded thrice upon the door. The raps echoed within the tower. Hawley shuffled away from the door, possessed abruptly by a strong sense that his presence here was unwanted. Forbidden.


At first there was a deathly silence over the clearing. Then came the drawing of a metal bolt, rasping and squealing. Then the turning of a key in a large, old lock. The door inched open with a creak, revealing dancing shadows and the reddish hues of flickering firelight within the tower.


From the darkness beyond the door, a face emerged. Not the face of a powerful man who could read thoughts and commune with gods. Not the face of a man at all.


An old woman squinted at Hawley through eyes framed with wrinkles. All Hawley could see of her was that she was slight, and wore a grey bonnet, from beneath which snow-white locks of hair protruded. Small, gnarled fingers wrapped around the door, preventing it opening further. Her eyes, narrow slits in a well-worn face, darted from man to man, each appraisal increasing the suspicion in the elder’s features.


“I …” Hawley began, his apprehension replaced by the slow drip of disappointment. “I’m Sargent Hawley of the Third. Is your master home?”


There was an awkward silence. Finally, the woman replied, “Third what?”


“What? I … The Third Company.” Silence. “Of … the High Companies. What else?”


“Very grand, I’m sure.”


Hawley glanced over his shoulder at the men. Tarbert smiled like a fool; Nedley was expressionless as ever; Beacher glowered, both at Hawley and the woman. Ianto offered his familiar shrug. With a sigh, Hawley turned back to the woman.


“Is your master home?” he tried again.


“Master?” The woman gave a small chuckle. “There’s been no master here for many a long year.”


“Mistress then,” he ventured.


“This is my home,” she said again. Then scowled at the soldiers. “You’re not here to throw me out, are you?”


“Throw you out? Why would we?”


“They always said, ‘That place be too grand for you, Nell. Get ideas above your station, you will. King Ealwarth will throw you out on your ear if he finds you.’ ”


“Ealwarth?”


Hawley heard one of the men behind him snort with laughter. King Ealwarth had died before Hawley was born. He had been the Usurper, who overthrew his cousin, Athelwyn, during the War of Silver and Gold, and was widely credited with ushering in the Age of Peace. His great-grandson, Eadred, the Boy King, now sat on the throne. Hardly a boy, in truth, but barely in manhood either.


Hawley looked at the woman’s blank expression. All of this history of kings would doubtless come as news to her. He thought hard; his frustration was making it difficult to keep a clear head.


“Do you live here alone?”


“Eh?” she said loudly.


Deaf as well as daft, Hawley thought. “I said: Do you live alone?”


“Alone? No, I got Bartholomew for company.”


“Ah.” Hawley almost laughed with relief. “And where is Bartholomew now?”


“In ’ere.” She turned her head into the gloom and called out, “Tell ’im, Barty. You tell ’im.”


There came an avian squawk, followed by a screeching utterance.


“Tell ’im! Tell ’im! Barty-Barty-Barty!”


Hawley pinched at his furrowed brow and took a deep breath. “And besides … ‘Barty’ … does anyone else live here? Or nearby?”


“Oo … no. I ain’t seen a living soul since … What day is it?”


“Feorndaeg,” Hawley answered, although he was not entirely sure himself.


The woman counted on her bony fingers, then replied, “No, I forget when.”


“Some Vigilant …” Beacher scoffed.


The woman’s eyes fixed on Beacher, then one by one examined the soldiers again.


“You’re bleeding,” she said, looking at Tarbert.


Tarbert winced as if noticing for the first time. The binding around his hand was stained with fresh blood. He hid his hand behind his back and looked shiftily at Hawley.


“I can give you a poultice,” the woman said. “Many herbs and remedies here. The forest provides for Old Nell.”


Hawley felt Beacher draw close to his ear, the man’s breath on his skin. “She’s a bloody witch,” he whispered.


“Witch?” the woman said, her hearing apparently much keener than they’d thought. “I’m a respec’ble woman! I knows my way around a forest, an’ I know what’ll kill or cure, but I’m no witch.”


An idea occurred to Hawley. “Your remedies … you peddle them at Godsrest?”


“I stay away from people as much as possible. Nowt but trouble, they are. But Old Nell makes herself useful when she can. Like to see you young ’uns do as well when you get to my age.”


Hawley could not conceive of any soldier reaching this woman’s venerable age. Even Commander Morgard had succumbed before his sixty-first winter, and he had looked not so old as her.


“Do you remember a merchant wagon passing through the forest some weeks ago?” Hawley persisted. “An ore merchant, attacked on the old forest road.”


“We don’t see many strangers, Barty and me … Remember him, I does. Saw ’im, we did, but he didn’t see Old Nell, oh no.”


“You saw who ambushed him?”


“Who? Or what? Long way from home, he was. Brung trouble on himself. There’s things that dwell hereabouts. Dark things. You must’ve heard ’em, or seen ’em. Or … felt ’em?”


Hawley suppressed a shudder.


“What are you saying, woman?” Ianto interrupted. “We’ve seen no ‘dark things.’ ” He sounded stern, but rubbed the reliquary about his neck nervously.


The old woman fixed Ianto with a steely glare. “Seen a lot of things in my time here,” she said. “But I never seen a monk dressed like a soldier.”


“He’s no monk,” Beacher scoffed. “He’s from Maserfelth. Touched in the head he is.”


Ianto’s smirk dissipated for the first time since Hawley had known him. He shot Beacher a look of annoyance, then said, “Careful, woman. This here is the Butcher of Herigsburg. Maybe he will throw you out of this tower and reclaim it in the name of the king.”


Hawley gave Ianto a look that could turn back a mountain stream.


“You know what that merchant was carrying?” the woman asked. If Ianto’s callous threat was meant to frighten her, it appeared not to have succeeded.


“Iron ore,” Hawley replied, though now he felt less certain.


“Ha! Iron ain’t worth fightin’ over. No. Whoever set on him was after blackrock.”


Almost in unison, the soldiers stepped away from the door, as though the woman had put a curse on them all. Ianto touched his upright forefinger to his brow—the sign of the Saint’s Sword, to ward off evil. Nedley spat into the dirt.


“Blackrock,” Hawley muttered. A rare ore, of immense value. Its only use, as far as anyone knew, was in sorcery, long outlawed in Aelderland. It was mined in small quantities and sold to other kingdoms—its dark properties did not deter the king from profiting from its sale. And the old woman’s implication was clear. Everyone knew dark forces were drawn to the blackrock.


“You’re saying those men were attacked by … by …” Beacher stuttered, “Riftborn?”


Hawley resisted the urge to clout Beacher around the ear. The Riftborn—what some men called demons—were creatures of myth and legend. Veterans of the War of Silver and Gold claimed to have fought against them, during great battles where immortals and men allied against evil. But these were nothing more than the fancies of old soldiers who had suffered much. And yet those stories held great sway in the High Companies, where tradition—and superstition—were valued more highly than common sense.


The old woman chuckled. “Maybe. Weren’t no bodies left behind, were there? Maybe they got spirited off to the pits of Uffærn.”


Hawley thought he could hear Tarbert’s knees knocking at the naming of the hellish underworld. He wanted nothing more than to be away from the old woman himself, but she was the only soul they’d encountered in the woods, and if she knew a single thing of use, he had to coax it out of her.


“There was something else found nearby. A ring.”


“A ring, sir?”


“Yes. A silver ring. One that once belonged to a Vigilant.”


“A vig’lant? Well, I never!” the woman gasped. “And you have it, do you, this ring?”


“No, it’s in the possession of Lord Scarsdale.”


“Who?”


Hawley sighed. “Never mind. No, I haven’t got the ring.”


“But you seen it?”


“No, I—”


“Well then!” the woman said resolutely. “Seein’ is believin’, ain’t it?”


“She has a point, Sargent,” Ianto said quietly. “Think about it. What if the ring was just a trick by … them?”


“Clever one, he is,” the woman said. “Aye, the Riftborn know all the tricks. Maybe they sent the ring so’s you soldiers would come runnin’. If I were you, I’d wonder why they wanted you here, in these dark woods, so far from home.”


“It’s not us they bloody want,” Beacher snarled.


“Awearg …” Tarbert whispered, taking another step back. Hawley turned crossly. Tarbert gave him the most fearful look.


“Pull yourselves together!” Hawley snapped. He addressed the woman one more time. “If you don’t know about the Vigilant, maybe you know where the local outlaws make camp? You’re out here all alone—it’d be safer for you if we brought them to justice.”


Nell shrugged. “If I were you, good sirs, I’d worry more about yourselves. Dark forces are at work here. Very dark.” She widened her eyes to emphasise her point. They were of a deep sea green, lively as cresting waves—Hawley found them unsettlingly youthful-looking in one so old.


“I don’t believe in Riftborn, or curses …” Hawley said.


Beacher grumbled something unintelligible. Hawley could guess what it was.


“But there’s no point staying here longer than we have to,” he finished.


The woman seemed to be looking past Hawley, scrutinising the other men quite keenly. Then she nodded, and said simply, “Good day, sirs.”


She closed the door before Hawley could utter another word. And that, he supposed, was that.









CHAPTER 3


“Enough!” Hawley snapped.


He’d put up with their grumbling for too long. Now, as they neared the camp, Hawley wanted nothing more than a moment’s peace before beginning the long journey home beneath the shadow of failure. Hawley could almost hear Commander Hobb’s sneering reprimand now.


Someone sniggered.


Hawley rounded on the men sharply. Ianto was the only one smiling, but that meant nothing—it was his customary expression, like he was mocking everyone and everything; as though he was somehow above them all.


“Pack up the tents. We’ll head back to Godsrest … and I’ll have no bloody trouble.” Hawley punctuated this order with a glower at Beacher.


Beacher gave a huff and marched past Hawley, barging his shoulder as he passed. The others followed, each man in turn touching a hand to his forehead in a lazy salute.


Hawley stood alone. His mind wandered again to Fort Fangmoor, when he had served as steward to Commander Morgard. He remembered the old man’s advice to him before he’d finally been forced to “retire” by Hobb—forced to leave the fort and die elsewhere. Morgard, Commander of the Third, the Silver Lion. Frail and dying.


“I have taught you all I can in the time we’ve had,” he’d said. “But it is not enough. Not enough to name you my successor.”


Hawley remembered how surprised he had been, how he’d stood there half in disbelief, half in panic.


“Fear not, Hawley—I know you wouldn’t want the post even if it were offered. It will go to Hobb, in good time. Oh, I know, you’ve disliked Hobb from the moment you set eyes on him, and perhaps your instincts guide you well. However, Hobb has been prepared for this duty his whole life, and it’s one tradition even I am not ready to dishonour. Listen to me—I’m on my way out, but I’m not done yet. I’ll see to it you’re afforded every privilege when I’m gone, if you will swear to uphold my legacy.”


“How?” Hawley had asked. “I’m not of the Blood. I can’t be promoted further, even if you willed it.”


“The prerogative of the outgoing commander is a powerful thing. You would know that, if you had spent a lifetime steeped in our traditions. And that’s precisely why you’re important—you and your kind. Because as fine as these soldiers are, as feared as they are, they have become too obsessed with tradition. Too concerned with the purity of their bloodlines and the proud history of more illustrious forebears. I’ve heard them whispering that I’ve diluted the blood. Poppycock! I’ve made this company stronger. I’ve brought in honest, hardy, dedicated soldiers that have made this company rival almost the First in strength. Blood be damned! I could have done more to widen the net of recruitment, perhaps. Should have done. But I was afraid.”


“You, afraid?”


“Always! To command is to fear. A leader who never fears making a mistake is an arrogant one. Or worse: a complacent one. The truth is, I wasn’t brave enough. I didn’t want to throw away tradition entirely, for fear of unbalancing the company. I didn’t want to stir up resentment between the old soldiers and the new.”


“Too late for that.” Hawley had regretted the remark immediately.


But Morgard had only laughed, which had brought on a coughing fit. “Ruffled a few feathers, haven’t you? Good. That’s how you know it’s working. Now listen to me: Like it or not, you’re a leader now. And the men you lead know everything there is about soldiering, and nothing whatsoever about what makes a good soldier. Oh, I don’t mean they won’t follow orders—they do that very well, too. But they forget why we’re here. Unlike you, Hawley. You volunteered, and I know damn well you remember why.”


That memory caused Hawley to wince even now.


“The men of the Third fight because their fathers fought, and their fathers before them. But they haven’t known real war—the kind that threatens to consume the world. I’m the last man of the Third who remembers what that’s like, and it’s not an honour I cherish. In the barracks they say they’re champing at the bit to fight a ‘proper war,’ but by the gods, I pray it never comes. These days, the Third is tasked with upholding the law, and we must do it fairly and justly.”


The commander had gripped Hawley’s hand firmly and spoken the words that had haunted Hawley ever since:


When I’m gone, I need you to lead. Not as an officer, but as a man of principle.


Now Hawley stared back into the dark woods and allowed himself a heavy sigh. How much longer could he endure the resentment of the men? Maybe this business with Tarasq was a blessing. Maybe Aelderland really did need a war—something to unite the High Companies against a common foe; make them remember their purpose.


“I’m sorry, old man,” Hawley whispered to the night.


“Not as sorry as we are,” someone said behind him.


Something struck Hawley on the temple, cold and unforgiving. Pain shot through his body. Hawley’s vision blurred, pinpricks of light dazzled him. He couldn’t feel his legs, but knew he was staggering backwards. The shadows gathered before him.


Hawley fell. A dark grey sky and crow-black trees loomed over him. It seemed an age before he hit the ground, and dull pain spread across his back.


“Why’d you say that, Ianto?” a voice hissed. “You bloody warned him.”


“Seemed … poetic, I suppose.” Ianto’s voice, sing-song in its mocking quality. Always on the verge of breaking into laughter.


“Shit on your poetry.” That was Beacher.


Hawley’s vision began to clear. He willed his arms and legs to move, but they didn’t respond quickly enough. He tried to speak, but no words came. Why was his mouth so dry? A man leaned over him, just a silhouette, broad of shoulder, lean, hair long and lank.


“Hold still, Sargent,” Nedley said. “I’ll make it quick.”


Hawley’s arm finally moved. His hand reached up, outstretched. “Don’t …” he managed.


Light glinted from an object in Nedley’s hand. A blade. The sight of it brought Hawley’s senses rushing back to him.


Nedley pushed a firm hand down on Hawley’s chest. His dark, ringed eyes searched for the join in Hawley’s armour, looking for the best place to stick his blade.


Out of instinct, out of sheer bloody-mindedness, Hawley pulled Nedley towards him, setting him off-balance. He felt the knife slice his side. He gritted his teeth; ignored it, prayed it hadn’t bitten deep enough to kill him. Then he drove his forehead into Nedley’s nose. It crunched satisfyingly.


Hawley scrambled away on his elbows as Nedley tried to right himself.


Pain exploded in his ribs. Not the wound. A kick. Beacher. Hawley rolled away as another kick swung at him and missed.


“Tarbert, you useless cretin!” Beacher squealed. “Get him!”


Hawley was half up. Blood rushed to his head, red rage washing over him.


Footsteps crunched to his right. Hawley swung a punch. The blow only brushed the cheek of the onrushing Nedley, but Hawley followed it with a big right hand that squelched against the drunkard’s broken nose. To his credit, Nedley did not cry out. He grunted, and hit the ground.


Beacher advanced, but checked his stride as Hawley wheeled to face him. Tarbert circled around Hawley, but he was the least of the sargent’s worries. They all held small knives. Why knives? Why not swords?


As Beacher hesitated, Hawley fumbled for the straps of the sword on his back. His fingers curled around the hilt of his bastard sword, and that lent him strength. He shook the sword free with a flourish and staggered into a fighting stance. His head spun. Blood trickled down the side of his face. Hawley looked Beacher in the eye.


“Bastard,” he growled. He looked at Beacher’s knife, then to his own sword, then back to the man’s now-quivering face. “Wrong tool for the job.”


“You can say that again.” Ianto, leaning against a tree, too far away to be a threat, but his tone mocking.


Groggy, Hawley didn’t take Ianto’s meaning. Nedley barged into him, blindsiding him. The wind left Hawley’s lungs. He swung wildly. The sword hit a tree and fell from his grasp. Nedley was already back to his feet. The sword, so deadly in open battle, had betrayed Hawley at such close quarters.


“Tarbert!” Nedley roared. “Hold him down.”


Tarbert scrambled through the dirt. He grabbed Hawley’s hands.


Nedley jerked his head at Beacher, who rushed forward, too, grasping for Hawley’s legs even as the sargent kicked and flailed, struggling with all his might.


Nedley threw his small blade aside and drew his shortsword.


“No!” Beacher shrieked. “We must do it properly. It must be the knives.”


“Shit on the knives,” Nedley said, spitting blood into the dirt. “You can stab him after I’m done.” He came forward on unsteady legs, features grim.


Hawley had no idea what they were talking about, nor where the strange daggers had come from, but he could worry about that later.


“Ianto!” Hawley shouted. “You’re not part of this. What are you doing?”


“Sorry, Sargent,” Ianto’s voice rang out. “Hobb’s orders. The gods forbid me from shedding your blood, but I cannot raise a hand against my sworn brothers when they are conducting their solemn duty. You know how it is.”


“Duty … ?” At the thought of Hobb ordering his murder, Hawley’s rage grew, his struggle intensified.


“Shh, shh!” Nedley hushed, as though quieting a distressed horse. “Nothing personal. Consider it a noble sacrifice.”


Nedley pushed his hand down on Hawley’s chest as before, this time holding his sword, ready to deliver the practised, piercing thrust so often used by the companies to dispatch their enemies.


Hawley tried one last time to free himself, but Beacher pinned his legs firm, and though Tarbert was not a strong man, he virtually lay across Hawley’s outstretched arms. Hawley knew he was about to die at the hands of the men he had sworn to lead.


The dull squelch made Hawley’s stomach lurch. The sound of flesh tearing, bone cracking like a chicken leg being torn from the carcass. Warm blood spattered his face.


Not his blood.


Tarbert screamed like a child.


Hawley realised he had closed his eyes. He opened them as Nedley’s body fell to the ground, blood spraying from the stump where his head should have been.


A roar echoed through the forest, loud enough to shake Hawley’s bones. A bestial, animal roar, throaty and wet and full of rage. It was close.


Weight lifted from Hawley’s legs. Heavy footsteps pounded earth. Beacher was running.


Hawley wrenched his hands away from the screaming Tarbert, staggered to his feet. He looked about, disorientated. The already weak sunlight had faded further. Shadows hung about the trees, thick as years-old cobwebs. Hawley felt about for his sword, found it, put his back against the nearest tree. Hawley’s eyes scanned the forest for any sign of movement. He glanced down at Nedley’s decapitated body. He looked to Tarbert, lying in a foetal curl near the dead man, gibbering in terror.


“Psst!” Ianto’s pale face popped around the trunk of a pine. “Over here.”


Hawley saw no sign of Nedley’s killer. He heard nothing but his own heartbeat drumming in his ears, and Tarbert’s sobs.


Ianto beckoned.


Hawley took a breath. He stepped away from the tree, and was about to hurry to Ianto, but he paused. Morgard’s words sprang unbidden into his mind once again.


Show them what compassion means.


“Damn you, old man,” Hawley muttered.


He hoisted Tarbert to his feet and dragged him along by the arm. Tarbert’s legs worked automatically, but his expression suggested he had no idea where he was or what was happening. A lifetime of military training, all that “good breeding” the Third boasted of, snapped like a twig in the face of an unknown enemy.


They reached Ianto’s position and ducked down behind the tree.


“What was it?” Hawley whispered. “Did you see it?”


Ianto shook his head. “The sky went dark. Something came from the trees, over there. Something big. Next I knew, Nedley was dead and Tarbert was screaming like a girl.”


“A bear?”


“Has to be,” Ianto said. “Unless …”


“Don’t bloody say it,” Hawley snapped. “That old woman has driven you all mad.”


“It … it’s you …” Tarbert whimpered. He pulled away from Hawley’s grasp, eyes wide, suddenly lucid. He stepped away, staggering backwards, arm outstretched, pointing accusingly at Hawley. “She said … they’d be drawn to you! Awearg. Awearg!”


A chill wind whispered through the forest. The trees bent and creaked.


Tarbert stepped backwards into darkness, shadows enveloping him.


Then came the roar. A hulking, black mass whisked Tarbert away into the shadows. One moment he’d been standing there, pointing; the next, he was gone.


Hawley gaped into the darkness. Then came a distant scream. It was unmistakably Tarbert, but it seemed so far away.


“We need to get out of these woods,” Ianto said.


Hawley wanted more than anything to agree. But something stirred within him, some memory of a dark time in a town square, where innocents had died, and Hawley had left his men to meet a grisly fate. Before he had thought it through, he found himself saying, “Not without Tarbert.”


“He tried to kill you. You forgotten already?”


“No, I haven’t.” Hawley shoved Ianto hard into the tree and looked him in the eyes. “Beacher and Nedley can rot. I’d’ve killed ’em myself given half a chance. Tarbert’s a simpleton—he’s only in the bloody army because his father was, and his father before him. He’s not beyond saving. And you, Ianto … you stood by and watched. You’re shit on my shoe. But I’m your sargent, and that means you’re in my charge, just like Tarbert.”


“He’s dead,” Ianto hissed. “If we stay, we’ll be dead, too.” Ianto wasn’t smiling now, but there was something immensely unsettling about his expression. Like he knew something Hawley didn’t.


“What’s out there is a beast. It’s no match for men of the Third.”


“I haven’t even been two months in the Third. I owe them even less than you, and I owe Tarbert less than that.”


Another scream. Whatever had taken Tarbert wasn’t rushing into the kill this time. Hawley couldn’t shake the notion that it was using the man as bait. But what kind of bear could think like that?


“I’m giving you an order.” Hawley pushed Ianto into the dark clearing. “It came from over there. You go first.”


The smirk returned to Ianto’s thin lips. He drew his dagger, turned, and ran into the shadows.


Hawley followed, struggling at first, clutching his wound. He gritted his teeth and picked up the pace.


Soon the two soldiers were racing through the forest, branches whipping at their faces, mud sucking at their feet, ragged breaths misting on cold air.


Streaks of weak grey sunlight filtered into a small clearing ahead, giving the woods the aspect of a sombre temple.


“They can’t have gone much farther,” Ianto panted.


Hawley doubled over with a stitch.


A fat raindrop sploshed upon Hawley’s brow. Another rainstorm? That was all they needed. He wiped it away, and another came. Then another. A tangy iron scent reached his nostrils. Hawley held his hand to the light, and saw dark stains on his leather gauntlet.


“Ianto …” Hawley looked up into the trees.


Ianto followed Hawley’s gaze.


Tarbert was in the tree, some twenty feet up. A sharp branch protruded from his chest, glistening with blood, which dripped to the ground in scattered droplets. Hawley wiped his face again, realising dumbly he was smearing Tarbert’s blood on himself.


“Now can we get out of here?” Ianto was already backing away.


Hawley nodded. He couldn’t take his eyes from Tarbert’s body. What could have done that to a man? And why?


A guttural roar tore through the silent woods with the violence of claws through flesh. The pounding feet of some great beast shook the earth. Branches cracked and dirt flew. The creature circled them, swiftly, keeping beyond the tree line, beyond the light.


Ianto cursed. He held out a strange, iron dagger meekly.


“Where’s your sword?” Hawley hissed.


“Lost it, didn’t I?”


“Here.” Hawley drew his shortsword, held it out hilt first. Ianto gave an appreciative nod and reached out for the sword.


The roar was deafening. A great mass swept Ianto from his feet and barrelled Hawley to the ground with the force of an avalanche. Ianto cursed at the top of his lungs, his dagger glinted in the half-light, rising and falling. The beast shook him violently from side to side.


Hawley was on his feet now, staggering towards the vast black shape, sword hoisted high. He swept it in a vast arc. It hit flesh, bit deep. The creature’s roar became a howl, throaty and high. Ianto fell to the ground. A huge black paw struck Hawley in the chest. He felt the ground vanish, the air whistle past his ears. Only when he hit the ground did he feel the pain in his chest. Agony. A broken rib, maybe a few.


“Help!” Ianto’s voice was thin and shrill.


Hawley pushed through the pain. He couldn’t see much, and what he could see was double. He stumbled in the direction of the cries, sword digging a furrow in soft loam as he dragged it along, every step sending shooting pains through his body. He saw Ianto through blurred vision, struggling against the beast. It was almost formless in the unnatural dark, like a thing of shadow. It had to be a bear. Hawley kept telling himself that, muttering it under his breath. He would accept no other explanation, or he may as well turn tail and flee right now.


He drew near. He could have sworn Ianto had ceased his struggles and was speaking to the creature in a low voice. It sounded like, “Why? This was not …”


With one almighty roar, the great shadow lifted Ianto high. His legs kicked air like a hanged man’s jig.


Ianto’s eyes met Hawley’s. “Sargent …” he said. His dagger dropped. His eyes went glassy.


The beast tore Ianto in half. Blood cascaded to the ground.


Hawley wanted to run, but his legs betrayed him. The creature turned and sprang.


A great weight pressed down upon him. Hawley’s sword-arm was pinned. Dank, wet fur smothered his face.


Fur! It was a beast. It breathed, it lived. It could die.


Rancid breath blasted Hawley’s face. The gleam of yellow eyes flashed from indiscernible features. Thick drool matted Hawley’s beard.


He turned his face away, teeth gritted, disgusted more by his failing strength than by the vile beast. And there in the mud lay Ianto’s dagger. The blade was dulled with dirt and blood, but the hilt was traced with strange patterns, sigils, picked out in white, and these shone faintly in the weak light.


Sharp claws pricked at Hawley’s cheek. The beast was toying with him, savouring the final kill.


Hawley’s fingers touched the dagger. They curled around the hilt, gripped it tightly. He thrust the blade upwards as hard as he could. It punched through tough hide and into soft tissue. He withdrew the dagger as the creature’s ear-piercing roar filled the air, then stabbed again, and again. He was roaring, too. The weight lifted from him. Hawley leapt to his feet, his blood pumping, giving alacrity to limbs that had been weak and leaden moments ago. He lashed out in wild, sweeping arcs, dagger in one hand, heavy sword in the other. He felt the sword point tear into something, heard another roar. He paused, strength almost expended. The beast had retreated a few yards and now crouched into a great blackness.


Hawley sensed its muscles twitch and tense. As soon as he broke, it would give chase. Hawley knew it could catch him and kill him, like it had killed the others. He also knew he had no choice.


Hawley turned and ran.


The ground shook behind him as he leapt through the undergrowth. The grunts of the beast and the noise of its thunderous feet pounding the dirt spurred Hawley on like a devil was at his back.


A true devil. Riftborn.


No. He couldn’t think about that, about anything. Hawley poured all his energy into his flight. He ran until his legs burned and his breaths came in sharp gasps. Thorns tore at his clothes, like the forest itself was trying to hold him back. Several times he almost tumbled down hidden defiles, and scrambled up the other side as foul breath plumed against his neck. He did not—could not—look back. To hesitate was to die.


He ducked beneath a low branch, heard a growl. The pounding footfalls receded for just a moment, then it was on him again, rancid breath upon the back of his neck. Something clipped his heels. Hawley tumbled, rolled, dived aside as a black shadow almost enveloped him entirely. He felt matted fur brush his face, smelled the odour of dead leaves and stale piss.


The ground disappeared from under him. The forest spun as Hawley tumbled down a steep bank. He grabbed at roots and bushes to slow the fall. He tried to dig his heels into the dirt, but it was nothing but mud, sliding down the hillside like melting wax. Hawley fell.


He hit solid ground with a jolt. There was daylight in the distance. Beneath Hawley’s feet a path wound away towards the light—another holloway, deeper and older than the last. And it led to the edge of the forest.


Above him, a pair of yellow eyes gleamed from thick, black shadows. Hawley looked along the path—the way out—then back at the creature. Its eyes darted to the light and back to Hawley. It moved swiftly along the ridge, knocking branches and rocks down the hillside as it went. It was trying to cut him off.


Hawley urged himself on. He stumbled towards the light. His breaths tore their way in and out of his lungs. Now he saw past the hazy light ahead, to distant hills and rain-filled sky, to a world beyond the Elderwood. So close now. He didn’t know why the thought of an open road gave him any comfort. The beast could just as easily tear off his head out there as in here. But it would not venture into the light. Somehow, he knew it. He felt it.


The trees thinned, the shadows lifted like a widow’s veil, fresh air caressed Hawley’s face.


Then the creature barrelled into Hawley, carrying him off his feet. He crunched against a tree. His head swam. He still had the knife. He gripped it as tight as he could, out of sheer desperation. The creature was on him now. Drool dripped onto Hawley’s face. The stench of putrid breath brought bile to his throat. Darkness clouded Hawley’s mind. He felt consciousness fade. Perhaps not such a bad way to go. Perhaps he wouldn’t feel a thing.


And then light. Such searing, white light that Hawley felt it rattle his every nerve. The creature roared, and that roar became a howl, then a fearful screech. The shadow was no more; there was only the light.


Only the light.









CHAPTER 4


Hawley blinked his vision clear. He lay staring up at a cracked ceiling, across which shadows danced by orange firelight. He watched the shapes chase each other, dumbly, until the memories crept into his head. Memories of dark woods. Of slaughtered soldiers and yellow-eyed monsters.


He jolted upwards, and pain flared across his ribs. Hawley gritted his teeth so as not to call out, and fell back down. Onto a bed. A straw-filled mattress cushioned his back. Fire warmed his skin. His ribs were bound tight; wet poultices bulged beneath neat linen dressings.


Slowly, a circular room came into focus. It was full of clutter: shelves, tables, barrels, cupboards, jars and bowls, stacks of books and rolls of parchment. The room smelled strongly of herbs, masking an underlying odour of soot. Somewhere behind him, fire logs crackled.


At last Hawley battled through the pain and turned his head to where a fire blazed within a great stone hearth. A cauldron hung over the flames, bubbling and steaming. And sitting beside it, stirring the pot, was a woman. Old Nell.


His heart beat faster. The men had called her a witch, hadn’t they? Gods, and now they were dead. What was it she’d said? Dark forces are at work here. Very dark.


Hawley’s eyes darted left and right, alighting at last on the bastard sword, leaning against the wall just out of reach. He pushed himself up on his elbows, every movement causing him to wince again.


“Hawley-Hawley-Hawley!”


The screech was so loud Hawley forgot his injuries and rolled out of bed, clattering to the floor in a heap. He spat a curse.


A raven peered down at him from a perch near the bedhead.


“Awake, are you?” the old woman said. “Good.”


Her voice was stronger than before, though it still retained the grit of age. Almost entirely gone was the local accent, replaced with something almost cultured, like one from the cities of the east.


Hawley pushed through the pain and crawled to the sword. He grabbed the hilt, leather creaking reassuringly in his grip. He turned as quickly as he could, resting his back against the wall for support, and pushed himself to his feet on shaky legs.


Old Nell stood before him, watching with a bemused frown. In her hand she held only a ladle.


“Water?” she asked.


“What?” Hawley said. The dusty croak of his voice made him realise just how thirsty he was.


“Have no fret, Sargent,” she said. “Back to bed with you, before you aggravate those injuries.”


A hundred questions rattled around Hawley’s head. He took a step forward and grunted as pain shot through his ribs again. His legs buckled. Before he could speak, the old woman was by his side. Somehow, with her on one side and the sword on the other, he hobbled to the bed and sat, all resistance drained from him.


“How did I get here?” Hawley asked.


The woman brought a ladle of water to Hawley’s lips. “With difficulty,” she said.


Hawley gulped the water down. “Were you … out there? In the woods?” he asked.


“I found you, if that’s what you mean.”


Hawley tensed. “Did you see … it?”


The woman turned her back on him and shuffled to the fireside. She was different somehow, less frail than Hawley recalled. But she was still slight, and very old. She surely couldn’t have carried him back to the tower.


“What do you think I should have seen?”


“Dunno. I think … a bear?” Hawley tried to remember clearly what had happened, but the memories came in brief glimpses, then were snatched away like remnants of a dream.


“There are many strange beasts in the Elderwood,” the woman said. “Beasts forgotten by the men of the south, perhaps. But beasts nonetheless.”


“But you said—”


“That there are Riftborn in the Elderwood?” She sat, facing Hawley, and sighed. “I suppose I did. It was no lie—the Riftborn, after all, are everywhere, and yet nowhere. But they do not haunt the Elderwood. Not unless they are invited.” She held up an object to the firelight, and fixed Hawley with a singular stare. “Did you invite them, Sargent Hawley?”


It was Ianto’s dagger.


“What?” Hawley didn’t know how else to respond.


“This is a wunscæd. A blade of covenant. Yours?”


“I … I don’t …” Hawley’s head hurt. “It belonged to Ianto.” He grimaced as a vision of Ianto being torn in twain flashed into his mind’s eye.


“The monk?”


“Once, I s’pose.”


“And he was killed by the beast?”


Hawley nodded.


“Was he taken first or last?”


Hawley frowned. “Last. That is … I should’ve been last.”


“Should you indeed?” She pursed her wrinkled lips thoughtfully. “Blades such as this are rare. It is old. At one time, during the war, they were used to bind powerful spirits to the mortal world.”


“What … kind of spirits?”


“Powerful ones,” she repeated.


The woman set the knife down, and Hawley looked at it warily.


“But as I say,” she continued, her tone brightening all at once, “the blade is very old. And these are just stories told to frighten common folk … like yourself.”


“You said the Riftborn attacked the merchant. That’s why there were no bodies with the wagons.”


“I suggested it as a possibility. You don’t have to take everything so literally, Sargent. Tsk. What a life to lead, without imagination. No: The truth is, there were never any bandits. Your merchant was betrayed by his own men, and I imagine the blow to the head he received made his recollection somewhat hazy. Mercenaries, you see. Loyal to a fault … until they get a better offer.”


Hawley rubbed at his aching head. “They double-crossed him, for the blackrock?”


“Worth a fortune, if you know the right buyer. If you think about it, it’s a strange coincidence. You’re the second person to come here of late, betrayed by his own people.”


“How did you—?”


“Ah! The broth is ready.” The old woman stood again, gave the pot one last stir, then cast about for some bowls.


Hawley’s stomach grumbled loudly. He hadn’t realised he was so hungry. Then he noticed something. His bruises had darkened and yellowed. Most of his cuts and scrapes were scabbed over.


“Wait a minute … How long have I been here?” he asked.


“Two days.”


“Two days!” Hawley parroted. He tried to jump up, too quickly, immediately doubled over clutching his ribs, and sat down abruptly on the straw-filled mattress.


The raven squawked.


“Do not work yourself into a state, Sargent,” the woman said. “You are on the mend, but only if you rest. Here: Eat.”


She passed Hawley a bowl and spoon. The broth smelled good, but he stirred it suspiciously all the same.


“Parsnips, carrots, mushrooms … a few special ingredients to get you on the mend. I’m not trying to poison you.”


Hawley took a mouthful. It was a little bland, but when he swallowed he felt warmth spread out from his stomach, across his chest, into his aching legs and arms. It felt good. He nodded thanks.


“There’s somethin’ different about you,” he said between mouthfuls. “Nell, isn’t it?”


“That’s what the good folk of Godsrest call me—those who know of me. Old Nell.”


“You’re the Vigilant.”


“What makes you say that?”


“When I were here last—when I mentioned the Vigilant’s ring—you were very interested in it. I thought nothing of it at the time. But there’s an impression on your finger, from a ring.” He pointed to Nell’s left hand, to the indentation on her forefinger. “You must’ve worn it a long time.”


Slowly, the woman’s wizened features softened, and then she smiled. “I take it back. You are no common soldier.”


“So you did lie to us.”


“Lying is an unbecoming habit,” the woman snapped. “My name is Enelda Drake—‘Old Nell’ to some. I was a Vigilant once, but I have not trod that path for a long time.”


“That’s not what I’ve heard.”


Enelda shrugged. “The oaths we swore were to the gods, and they were unbreakable. When the order was dissolved by King Ealwarth, the Vigilants chose exile, on pain of death. We went our separate ways, but few indeed could set aside the teachings of the elders … or the dangers brought by those teachings. And so I live out here, out of sight and out of mind.”


“I thought Vigilants were supposed to help people in need. Isn’t that part of your oath?”


“I suppose it is.”


“You weren’t so quick to help me,” Hawley said sullenly.


“You’re alive, aren’t you?”


“I meant when you turned us away.”


“If you recall, you and your men became so frightened by fairy tales that you never told me why you came. I determined that, if it was truly important, you would have persisted.”


Hawley tried to remember exactly what had been said when he’d called at Enelda’s door, but remembering hurt his head. He decided to forgo thinking, and instead slurped his broth. He considered what an opportunity he had missed earlier, and what misfortune he had brought upon himself by giving up too easily.


“Are you going to sulk all day, Sargent? Or are you going to tell me why you came here?”


“It’s important, m’lady,” Hawley said at last, adopting as deferential a tone as he could. “I should’ve tried harder, I know. But the journey had been … hard. And the men … How did you know they betrayed me?”


“I observed all I needed when you came to my door. They took the blood pact.” She must have noted Hawley’s surprise. “You are surprised I know of the High Companies’ little rituals, yes? You’ve heard of it, but you know not what it means, because you are not of the Blood. Let me tell you what I saw: three men of the Blood, at least one with a cut on his left hand, drawn by the ritual daggers they carried sheathed at their sides, but which apparently you hadn’t noticed. They had made a ritual promise to ‘cut the diseased bough from the tree.’ A polite way of saying assassinate one of their own. It had to be you—they called you ‘awearg,’ and obviously held great animosity toward you.


“The monkish one was the complicating factor. From the way he exchanged looks with the others, he was clearly complicit, but he wore no gauntlets, so I could see his hand was not cut. The way he rubbed that reliquary of his made me think his soul was promised to a higher power. If he had taken holy orders, he would not be permitted to swear a blood oath, even if the others allowed it.”


“Bloody hell,” Hawley muttered under his breath. Then, quickly, “Sorry.” He slurped the last of his stew and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. Enelda took his bowl and shuffled off to refill it.


“I was sent lookin’ for a Vigilant, because a child’s gone missing,” Hawley said. “Nobody can find him.”


“Children go missing all the time,” Enelda said without turning around.


“Not ones like this. He’s Anton Tarasq, the son of General Tarasq of Sylverain, a hostage at the castle of Lord Scarsdale.”


“Ah.” Enelda came back to Hawley’s bedside and handed him a fresh bowl of stew and a hunk of bread. “They still exchange hostages, after all this time?”


“It’s the only way to secure peace.”


“Is it working?”


Hawley shrugged. “It was. More or less.”


“How did it happen? The child, I mean. How was he taken?”


“Nobody knows,” Hawley said, dipping up his broth. “It was in the dead of night. His bed was found empty one morning.”


“Did he run away? Back home?”


“They don’t think so, m’lady. The boy is barely ten years old, he couldn’t have gone far. There were no horses missing, and the castle is well guarded.”


“Which castle?”


“Scarfell.”


“A veritable fortress,” Enelda muttered.


“You know it?”


“I was there once, a long time ago. It was home to Lady Aenya, the Warrior Maid.”


“I’ve heard of her,” Hawley said. “I don’t think they call her that any more. Not since women were forbidden from fighting, by order of the king.”


“Ah,” Enelda said again. There was something rather disapproving in her look; whether it was for the king or his decree, Hawley couldn’t tell. “It must have been a skilled intruder indeed who could steal into that castle and kidnap a child without raising a hue and cry.”


“That’s why we were sent here … to find a legendary Vigilant. You.”


“Do not flatter me, young man, I have no time for it. And that is not why you were sent.”


“Beg pardon, m’lady?”


“You were sent to keep up appearances. How long did it take you to find me? Ten days? Twelve? And during that time, we must presume Archduke Leoric has been searching for the boy? He cannot expect to find him, or he would not have settled on such an unorthodox course of action. Yet he must be seen to be doing something, because if the boy is not found, this Tarasq fellow might very well provoke a war, isn’t that right?”


“War!” Barty shrieked.


“Tarasq is a woman,” Hawley said.


“Really?” Enelda arched an eyebrow. “I wonder how your king reconciles that fact with his little decrees?”


“I … um …” Hawley faltered. Disrespecting the king was punishable by ten lashes. A punishment Hawley himself had administered, under orders. And yet here stood this old woman, fearless. Or ignorant of the king’s reputation.


“Lord Scarsdale is trying to buy time, though for what end who can tell?” Enelda said. “After all, he cannot honestly expect to find a Vigilant.”


“But … we have. Found a Vigilant, I mean.”


Enelda smiled. “Yes, I suppose you have. But it is no good.”


“Eh?”


“I cannot go with you, and even if I did, there would be little point. Most likely the abductor is a member of Lord Scarsdale’s own household. That’s usually the way of it.”


“Impossible,” Hawley said, glancing around as though the archduke himself might materialise from the very stones of the tower and seize them both for treason.


“It is logic,” Enelda snapped. “If Lord Scarsdale cannot or will not do what is required, then he shall have to suffer the consequences. He doesn’t need me to tell him that.”


“Why not come with me and see for yourself ?”


“Because I prefer to stay well clear of politics, and even further clear of children. This little mystery of yours seems to include a good deal of both.”


“My lady, I’m afraid you misunderstand. Now that I’ve found you … you must come with me to Fangmoor. You have no choice.”


Enelda stood abruptly, her expression darkening like the arrival of a sudden storm at sea. Hawley leaned back as far as he could, at once reminded of the reputation of the old Vigilants.


“I live as far from ordinary folk as I can for a reason,” she said. “Your men believed you cursed. ‘Awearg,’ they called you. An old word. A powerful word. But in your case somewhat misplaced, I think. If you were burdened with my knowledge, Sargent Hawley, you would know what it means to be cursed. It is safer if I remain here.”


“Safer? Who for? You? Not for them missin’ children!” Hawley felt his colour rise. His anger gave him strength and courage. It always had. It was how he’d stayed alive this long. It was also the root cause of his misfortunes.


The storm passed. And was replaced by something else. A deep, aching sadness behind Enelda’s sharp old eyes.


“At last, the truth,” she said, shaking her head slowly. “Children. Not one child, but several. You did not say that before. Why not?”


“Because … my orders start and end with Anton Tarasq. That’s my duty.”


“Fie! Let me tell you one thing very clearly, Sargent. In the unlikely event that I spend any longer in your company than absolutely necessary, I require two things: facts, and truth. Without those things, I cannot help you. Without those things, I am just an old woman. But, armed with facts and truth, I am the most powerful woman you will ever meet. Armed with facts and truth, I can slay dragons, topple kingdoms, and return missing children to the loving embrace of their warmongering parents.”


“Dragons?” Hawley whispered.


Enelda rolled her eyes. “Now, start again. You were sent here because of Tarasq’s son. Because such a child might be considered more important than other children.”


“That’s why I was sent, but it’s not why I’m here, if you take my meaning.”


“You will have to spell it out for an old woman.”


Hawley sighed. “You said yourself—children go missing all the time. If them bairns are serfs, nobody bats an eyelid, ’cept for the parents. And nobody listens to them. But for the past few years, somethin’ strange has been afoot in Wulfshael. All the villages of the south have seen more than their fair share of bairns go astray. And it’s getting worse. Just days before the Sylven lad vanished, a girl was taken from the village of Rowen. What’s worse, the local Vigilant was in the village at the time.”


“The new Vigilants,” Enelda said disapprovingly. “Yes, I’ve heard of those.”


“He investigated, but when no trace of the girl was found, he decided the culprits lay closer to home. Said the girl must’ve been taken for a dark purpose. He accused the villagers of witchcraft.”


“Of course he did. And what happened?”


Hawley winced at the memory. “He arrested the girl’s aunt. And … had her drowned in the river.”


Enelda spun about and began to pace the room. She muttered something under her breath. Her hands twitched, her thumb tapping each of her fingers in turn, as though counting.


At last she stopped. “How many other children have gone missing under similar circumstances?”


“This year? Five that I know of.”


“This year has barely begun.”


“Like I said … it’s getting worse.”


“And last year?”


“Eight … Nine? I don’t hear as much as I’d like, but I listen out for what I can.”


“And why do you hear of it at all? How does a soldier of the High Companies remain so well-informed of the crimes outside his fort? And why, for that matter, were you sent instead of Lord Scarsdale’s men?”


“The Third Company has sworn for the Vigilants. The, eh, new Vigilants, that is,” he added quickly. “We help them keep the peace, time to time. Hobb is the first High Companies commander to recognise the Vigilants as wielding the absolute sanctity of the king’s law.”


Enelda arched a silver eyebrow. “Is he? What’s in it for him?”


“M’lady?”


“Men do not give up even an ounce of power unless they are playing for a greater prize.”


Hawley shrugged. He only knew Morgard had never trusted the new Vigilants. Hawley had simply assumed Hobb was dismantling the old man’s legacy out of spite. Hawley was part of that legacy.


“And why you?” Enelda pressed. “Your men took a solemn oath to slay you, which means they were following orders. Commander Hobb’s orders, most like. So why would he send you on such an important mission?”


“How do you—?” Hawley began.


“Answer the question.”


Hawley hung his head. He stared into his stew, but found no answers there. At last he said, “Because you’re right. Nobody at Fangmoor believed we’d succeed. But so far from home, in these woods, I s’pose a man might meet with all kinds of accidents. I thought it was a fool’s errand … just another insult in a long line. Turns out it was something more.”


“What was it Ianto called you? The ‘Butcher of Herigsburg’?”


“Don’t—!” Hawley quickly checked his temper. He felt Enelda’s cool eyes scrutinising him intently. A piercing, inquisitorial gaze that he somehow knew would detect any whiff of a lie. “I … Look, it’s just another insult. I don’t like talkin’ about it.”


“You see, I knew what kind of men they were as soon as I set eyes on them. The only thing I could not tell is what kind of man you are, Sargent Hawley. And I am still not entirely sure.”


“There’s nothin’ complicated about me.”


“Pish! A low-born man, fighting in an elite regiment, for a commander who despises him. A man of honour and duty, and one who cares more for the lives of peasant girls than he does for his fellow soldiers. Your ordeal in the woods has troubled you, as it would trouble anyone. But the pain in your eyes when you spoke of that girl from Rowen … that was real. And yet, despite your rough talk and rougher appearance … despite the many scars you bear, and the marks of past floggings upon your back”—at this Hawley fidgeted uncomfortably—“you still talk like an officer. You still put faith in the regulations and customs of a regiment that will never accept you, because you are not of the Blood. How many times have you scratched your beard since you woke up? I’ll tell you: seventeen times. That tells me you are unaccustomed to it. You grow it while on campaign, as is tradition, but now you are already thinking about returning to barracks and shaving it off. You would still return to barracks knowing that your comrades—and your commander—would see you dead.”


Hawley had been about to scratch his beard and paused mid-motion. “I … I’ve nowhere else to go. Maybe I can explain things to Commander Hobb. He’ll blame me for the deaths of my men …” Hawley paused. He’d been about to say “again,” but realised that really did make him sound cursed.


“You talked a lot in your feverishness,” Enelda said. “You mentioned Hobb more than once. And another name … Jon Gale. Who is he? Another soldier?”


Every muscle in Hawley’s body tensed. Memories began to surface, memories of death and destruction. Of broken promises and decisions that had cast a long shadow over Hawley’s life. Guilt knotted his stomach.


All he said was, “Nobody. Just someone I used to know.”


“Nobody indeed. Yet the name haunts you in your darkest moments.”


“Anyway,” Hawley said hastily, “maybe Hobb will change his opinion of me when he sees you. Maybe he’ll see the truth of it.”


“Me? Oh no, I am not going to Fort Fangmoor.”


“But … you said …”


“I intimated I could help, and mayhap I can. But there’s little point in travelling all the way to see this Hobb character, and thence to Scarfell, where courtly men will bow and scrape and attempt to deceive me. Remember, they do not really want me there. They don’t truly believe I exist. If they did, they would not have sent four motley assassins and a cursed sargent. No offence intended.”


“None taken.”


Enelda took Hawley’s bowl away once more. “Getting cold,” she said. She ladled in some more broth from the cauldron and thrust the bowl back into Hawley’s hands. “Where is Rowen?” she asked.


“It lies beside the Wulfswater, a half-day’s ride north of Scarfell. Six days on foot from here.” Hawley looked the diminutive old woman up and down, cleared his throat, and corrected, “Nine days.”


“We won’t be on foot. I presume you left your wagon at Godsrest.”


“How did you—? Never mind. We aren’t going to Rowen, m’lady.”


“There is no better place to start.”


“But … without Hobb’s sanction, I have no authority.”


“Pish! Your commander wants you dead, and the word of an old woman will not change his mind. Your best hope is to have me accepted in Lord Scarsdale’s court, that I might reclaim my ring and prove I was once a Vigilant. Without that, I very much doubt you will survive a day in Fort Fangmoor once it is discovered your men are dead.”


Hawley looked at her in dismay. He felt very much like a fish on a hook.


“You shall escort me to Rowen,” Enelda declared, “or leave here alone.”


“My lady …” Hawley wanted to protest, but he did not have the words.


“I shall make it easier for you, Sargent,” Enelda said. “Your company has sworn for the Vigilants. You swore to find me. So it is your duty to assist me in what way you can, correct?”


“I … Yes, I s’pose.” He was on uncertain ground. The woman was ignoring the small matter of him disobeying Hobb’s orders.


“And if I were in any way endangered, you would be honour bound to protect me, correct?”


“Aye, of course.” This he was surer of.


“Then upon your honour, Sargent Hawley, swear an oath to me. An oath in sight of the gods, to protect me wherever I should go, until such time as I am returned safely home.”


“I …” Hawley didn’t know what to say. She made it sound simple, and yet to Hawley an oath was a solemn thing. Swearing it would bring him further into conflict with Hobb. Not swearing it would likely mean the woman would refuse to help him, and he’d fail in his mission.


“Swear it,” she said more forcefully.


Hawley relented, and struggled to take a knee.


“Don’t kneel,” Enelda interjected. “You’ll do yourself a mischief. Just say the words.”


Hawley rubbed at his face. “My lady, upon my honour, I swear to protect you.”


“Wherever I may go?”


“Wherever you may go.”


“Swear it by the gods.”


“I swear.”


“Swear it by the Three.”


“All right, all right … I swear! My sword is yours.”


“Very well. But not today.” She turned her back on him and waved her hand dismissively.


“What?”


“You need to rest. Now finish your stew and get some sleep. I’ve never known a soldier talk so much.”




OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Also by Mark A. Latham



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Contents



		Dedication



		Map



		Part One: Before the Dawn



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23









		Part Two: Between Two Fires



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31



		Chapter 32



		Chapter 33



		Chapter 34



		Chapter 35



		Chapter 36



		Chapter 37



		Chapter 38



		Chapter 39



		Chapter 40



		Chapter 41



		Chapter 42









		Acknowledgments



		Appendix



		About the Author













		Cover



		Table of Contents









OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
orbit






OEBPS/images/9780356524481.jpg
MARK A. LATHAM

‘A wonderful tale set within a well-drawn fantastical world. | loved i’

I JOHN GWYNNE, New York Times bestselling author
e





OEBPS/images/pg06.jpg
,,

We’é;\)‘, |

Riverlelds

Godsrt

Mt. Heahbor =

- '/
Cawcruickg |, ‘A

CramtedHils A o
A

S Wulfsaed

1%

S\ Htham /o searfel :
Wysall cal

;a Kd l"nj w“\fshtad [::;E;'

)
@

-

R

' b ATa S . e
Wlate A T4 4 o - pany
o L oy g wnmmolfmns&

‘Mﬁm Raedcliffe €

O % 2%

Black River
v

oo

Jiiv o
P }

23

Y

)

Map By Eather Timonious





