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PART I




“Let every hand know the sword, for the Ascarls shall be warriors all. And battle shall be our glory.”


Ulthnir Horuhnklehr – the Worldsmith


– from the Altvar Rendi












DRAMATIS PERSONAE


Margnus Gruinskard Tielwald – Principal Advisor to the Sister Queens


Felnir Skyrnak Seafarer, warrior and spy in service to the Tielwald, captain of the longship Sea Hawk, great-grandson to Margnus Gruinskard, brother to Thera


Thera Speldrenda Vellihr of Justice to the Sister Queens, captain of the longship Great Wolf, great-granddaughter to Margnus Gruinskard, sister to Felnir and Guthnyr


Lynnea Trahleyl Daughter to the slain Veilwald of the Skor Geld, Thera’s ward


Coelnyr Principal servant and spymaster to Margnus Gruinskard


Sister Lore Co-monarch of Ascarlia, Mistress of Word and Legend


Sister Silver Co-monarch of Ascarlia, Mistress of Wealth and Trade


Sister Iron Co-monarch of Ascarlia, Mistress of Sword and Ship


Ruhlin ehs Kestryg Fisherman of the Outer Isles


Berrine Jurest Renowned scholar and Skierwald at the Archive of the Sister Queens in Olversahl


Elvine Jurest Dockmaster’s Excise Agent at Olversahl and daughter to Berrine


Uhttar Apprentice shipwright in Olversahl, friend to Elvine


Bahn Wool merchant in Olversahl, uncle to Uhttar, leader of the city’s clandestine Covenant community


Guthnyr Warrior aboard the longship Sea Hawk, brother to Thera and Felnir


Sygna Healer and archer aboard the longship Sea Hawk, lover and trusted counsel to Felnir


Wohtin Freed prisoner of an Albermaine dungeon, apparently mad


Colvyn Freed Albermaine-ish prisoner of unclear origins, speaker of numerous tongues, friend to Wohtin


Gelmyr Johtenvek Sailing master and navigator aboard the Great Wolf, warrior in Thera’s menda


Eshilde Warrior in Thera’s menda


Ragnalt Warrior in Thera’s menda


Kodryn Estrynlud Former mercenary captain, friend and lieutenant to Felnir aboard the Sea Hawk


Behsla Sailing master aboard the Sea Hawk, warrior in Felnir’s menda


Hemund The Chief Dockmaster of Olversahl, friend and employer to Elvine


Mohlnir Ship’s cat aboard the Great Wolf


Eldryk Slave owner and pure blood member of the Nihlvarian nobility


Aleida Daughter to Eldryk


Achela Morvek in service to Eldryk


Angomar Slave catcher and pure blood Nihlvarian noble, sister to Eldryk


Mehlga Outer islander, captive of the Nihlvarians


Radylf Morvek whip-man and overseer of Eldryk’s slaves


Ilvar Kastrahk Vellihr of Lore to the Sister Queens


Hakkyn Rohnlank Veilwald of the Aiken Geld


Tuhlan Caerith prisoner of the Nihlvarians, friend to Ruhlin


Julette Ahlpert Former Albermaine-ish pirate and prisoner of the Nihlvarians


Sygurn Nihlvarian slave


Iyaka Morvek slave


Gynheld Volksora Vellihr of the Sword, captain of the longship Swift Spear


Alvyr Kahlsten Vellihr of the Sword, captain of the longship Wind Sword


Feydrik Member of the Nihlvarian tuhlvyr caste, governor of the Vyrnkral Veld


Deyna Member of the Nihlvarian tuhlvyr caste


Ossgrym Styrntorc Veilwald of the Kast Geld


Aldeyn Nephew to Ossgrym


Kahlvik Vahrimdorr Uhlwald of the Northern Shore of Ayl-ah-Vahrim. Renowned explorer and seafarer. Cousin to Ossgrym









CHAPTER ONE


Ruhlin


The morning mist hadn’t yet begun to thin when he saw the red sail. At first, it was just a vague interruption in the lingering, pale grey haze, a patch of dark that took on a bloody hue after a few seconds of squinting. As Ruhlin stared at it, captured by the novelty, he realised the sail bore a design of sorts. It wavered and swelled in the stiff breeze coming off the rarely calm waters of the Stern Speld Sea, requiring yet more squinting before he recognised the crossed hammer and sword sigil of Ulthnir, first among the gods. However, this arrangement differed from those he had seen carved into many a lintel, or the motif adorning the aged statue atop Aslyn’s Hill. The overlapping weapons were arranged to point down rather than up. The inverted hilt and haft created a cradle for another emblem Ruhlin didn’t recognise. It resembled a thicket, irregular, jagged spines set along a smooth, curved line.


“What do you make of that?” he said, turning to Irhkyn.


At first, the mahkla didn’t look up from his work, spade shovelling damp sand from the base of the hole they had dug. The old, rusted chain about his neck rattled in concert with his labour. Unlike many who wore the chain of an indentured servant, Irhkyn was no shirker when it came to work. Sour of mood and harsh of tongue, but never lazy, and Ruhlin knew the reason why: every day of toil performed to the satisfaction of Ruhlin’s grandmother meant one less day of servitude.


Ruhlin had awoken early that morning, an inescapable feature of living under his grandmother’s roof. “Up and out!” Bredda commanded, her old oakwood stick thumping the shore-scavenged timbers of his bed. “Work awaits idle hands, boy!”


His first awakening in this house, a scant five years ago now, had left Ruhlin painfully aware that his grandmother was not averse to redirecting her stick from the bed to its occupant should he prove a laggard. Still, on this particular day he found himself unwisely tempted to suffer a few blows if it meant just another few moments abed. The night before had been given over to his cousin Mirhnglad’s trothing celebrations, a raucous gathering which had seen ale and mead flow freely. Everyone had been there, all those who made their home in Buhl Hardta, and more besides from the surrounding skyrns. Once the ceremony was done and the strikers struck to send sparks into the great bonfire constructed in the centre of the village, songs were sung, fish and meat roasted, barrels tapped and bottles un-corked. Ruhlin wasn’t particularly seasoned when it came to liquor. Bredda wouldn’t have it in the house, proclaiming it the ruin of his father, that and dice.


“Hands that never reached for an oar nor a shovel were always keen to reach for a drinking horn or a wager,” she told Ruhlin more than once, sometimes jabbing her stick at his legs or belly for emphasis. Ruhlin often pondered the notion that his poor, drowned father might have been less fond of the distractions of drink and gambling if his mother’s hearth had been more welcoming.


It was an unworthy thought, however. She had taken him in when his father’s boat foundered in the great storm, her door open when so many others had been shut. Life in the Outer Isles was ever harsh, and another mouth to feed rarely welcome. He sometimes wondered if the villagers of Buhl Hardta would have let him starve that winter, even though he shared blood with at least half their number. Still, he found he couldn’t hate them for it. The darker sentiments had always been difficult for Ruhlin to muster, along with the anger and profanity that came with them. So, as he grew, they had taken to calling him Ruhlin ehs Kestryg: Ruhlin the Quiet.


“How the shit should I know?” Irhkyn said, his standard response to most questions, even those addressed to him by the likes of Ruhlin’s uncle Dagvyn, Mirhnglad’s father and Uhlwald of the village. Such truculence from a mahkla would usually earn a whipping. However, Irhkyn’s stature and violent reputation tended to discourage such chastisement. Before his slide into debt and shame, he had sailed far, raided distant lands, and fought battles. He rarely consented to share tales of these adventures with Ruhlin, preferring the misery of silent brooding.


Ruhlin watched Irhkyn scoop more sand from the hole, grunting in satisfaction at the worms he saw wriggling amongst the clumped grains. “Decent harvest for once. Might even have a few salmon weighing the bait lines tomorrow.”


“There,” Ruhlin persisted, nudging Irhkyn’s shoulder and pointing into the mist. “A sail, isn’t it?”


The mahkla snorted in annoyance and finally consented to raise his head. “Tides too low. And who berths a ship on sand when there’s a perfectly good harbour a stone’s throw away … ?”


Irhkyn’s words faded as his sight lingered on the shape in the mist, his heavy, blue-inked brows tightening into a frown. Straightening, he shifted his grip on the shovel, Ruhlin seeing his knuckles whiten. He also saw how the mahkla’s stance had altered, a hunch to his shoulders, knees slightly bent, and both feet placed for balance. Ruhlin had seen Dagvyn and some of the other adults of the village adopt such bearing when they taught use of sword or spear to their children. Ruhlin’s own father had never done so, even though, like Irhkyn, he had sailed far and known battle in his youth.


“You know that sign?” Ruhlin asked him, a small knot of worry forming in his chest as Irhkyn continued to regard the sail.


“No,” he murmured. Ruhlin discerned an additional weight to Irhkyn’s tone as he spoke on, imbuing it with a disconcerting significance. “Never seen it before in my life.”


“A sail that size means a big boat, doesn’t it? Too big for the wharf, perhaps. That’s why they berthed here.”


“Not a boat,” Irhkyn corrected. “A longship. And yes, it’s a big bugger.” He paused, narrowed eyes flicking to either side of the red sail. “And didn’t come alone.”


The mahkla’s sight proved keen, for Ruhlin quickly saw two more sails resolve out of the mist to the right of the first. Each bore the same crossed hammer and sword emblem with the spiky thing on top. “Is it a thorn bush?” he wondered, then hefted his own shovel and started forward. “I suppose we can ask them …”


“No.” Irhkyn’s large hand fell heavily onto Ruhlin’s shoulder, holding him in place. “Ships that beach close to a port don’t do so with trade in mind, lad. Come.” He turned, tugging Ruhlin along as he spurred to a run. “We’ve a warning to deliv—”


Irhkyn’s hand hadn’t yet fallen from Ruhlin’s shoulder, so he felt it clench in pain and shock before it slipped away, the mahkla tumbling onto his face with a groan that was as much angry as it was despairing.


“Irhkyn?” Ruhlin stumbled to a halt, a wholly unfamiliar and uncomfortable chill coursing through him from head to toe as he watched Irhkyn convulse, then cough a red spatter onto the sand. Ruhlin dithered for another few beats of his labouring heart, fascinated by the deep hue of Irhkyn’s blood, then by the long, gull-fletched arrow that jutted from his back. He might have dithered longer if the mahkla hadn’t reached out to snare his ankle in a large hand and drag him down. A rush of displaced air and a flicker of movement, then Ruhlin found himself staring at a second arrow embedded in the beach less than a yard away, shaft still shuddering.


“Go!” Fresh blood erupted from Irhkyn’s mouth as he gasped out the command, Ruhlin looking into fierce, implacable blue-grey eyes. “Warn them …” The dying mahkla jerked, his grip loosening on Ruhlin’s ankle and his head slowly subsiding into the damp grains. “Go …”


Ruhlin’s chest heaved as he drew in rapid, panicked breaths, continuing to regard his friend’s unmoving body, watching the sea breeze twitch the feathers of the arrow’s fletching. He had known Irhkin from boyhood. They worked side by side on Ruhlin’s father’s boat in the days before one wager too many had made a renowned warrior into a mahkla, a chained man condemned to work off his debts or suffer the dread fate of exile. Now he was gone, his life snuffed in an instant. An impossible, horrible truth.


It was the hard, short thrum from the direction of the red sails that banished Ruhlin’s indecision. He knew the sound of a bowstring well enough. Shouting in fright, he twisted, rolling across the sand, the arrow arcing down amidst the scrape left in his wake. Sobbing, he scrambled upright and pelted away. More bowstrings thrummed behind him, but Ruhlin, although far from being the strongest lad in Buhl Hardta, had at least always been amongst the most fleet of foot. Hearing the thud of falling arrows, he dragged more air into his lungs and ran faster, soon losing himself amongst the grassy dunes beyond the beach. In the months to come, he would have occasion to reflect on whether he would have been better if one of those deadly darts had found a target.


He smelled the smoke before he crested the bluffs south of Buhl Hardta, an acrid sting to the nostrils that grew with every breathless, clawing step up the rise. Dagvyn! The name had become a mantra of sorts during his flight from the beach. Find Dagvyn! As Uhlwald of the port, and therefore holder of the Sister Queens’ authority on this island, Dagvyn would know what to do. He would call the village to arms. He would herd the old folk and children into the Uhlwald’s hall. A battle would surely be fought against these unseen interlopers and their red-sailed longships, but it would be short, for this was Buhl Hardta, the furthermost port of the Sister Queens’ domain. Here dwelt the hardiest folk in all their broad realm. Here there were warriors who had voyaged almost as far as Irhkyn, some who could even match his renown. Dagvyn himself had won fame when the Fjord Geld was reclaimed from the hated thief-king of Albermaine …


All such thoughts dwindled into shocked despair when, chest heaving and limbs shaking with the onset of exhaustion, he crawled to the top of the bluffs, there to see the Uhlwald’s hall aflame. The blaze appeared to have started on the roof, thrown torches or fire arrows setting light to ancient reed thatching, birthing an inferno that soon engulfed the building from end to end. The smoke settled in a thick blanket over the whole of Buhl Hardta, though not so thick as to conceal the sight of other buildings burning. Gethora’s gutting shed, Loffar’s smithy, his grandmother’s storehouse where she stored stockfish for the yearly tithe, all blazing bright through the drifting pall.


Ruhlin’s horror deepened at the sounds rising from the smoke. Whilst his eyes could detect only fleeting shadows, his ears collected the screams with terrible clarity. Some were brief, terrorised cries, quickly cut off. Others were more prolonged, screeching shrieks of distress that put him in mind of pigs in the slaughter pen. A tumult to his left swung his gaze to the harbour where the smoke was thinner and he saw a cluster of dim shapes on the wharf. Shouts rose in anger and distress and he fancied he heard the clang of clashing metal. A battle after all then, he decided, his blossoming hope fading when a gust thinned the smoke to reveal a broad red sail bearing the hammer, sword and thicket sigil.


With the tide so low, the longship’s rail sat below the edge of the wharf. It was a far larger vessel than Ruhlin had seen before. The wide, overlapping planks of its hull were of familiar construction, but the spiked iron ram jutting from its prow was beyond his experience. Ladders had been raised from its deck to allow the ship’s occupants to gain the wharf, finding themselves contested, but not so fiercely as to prevent many investing the village with arson and murder in mind.


Indecision gripped him as he knelt amidst the grass. Join the battle or find Bredda? Taking shameful fortitude from his dearth of arms, his shovel abandoned on the beach and only the scaling knife on his belt, Ruhlin staggered upright and set off towards the further reaches of the village. His grandmother needed him. He would see her safe, then arm himself with the wood axe and join the fight. Yet, as he straggled down the slope, ears filled with the screams of his dying kin, a small, viciously honest voice hissed in his mind: You won’t be fighting anyone today. You’ll be hiding, you worthless craven dog.


Ruhlin grunted angry, wordless defiance at the whispering truth, pressing his sleeve against his nose and mouth before forging on through the haze. The pall had grown thicker in just a few moments, stinging his eyes and sending tears down his cheeks. He caught brief glimpses of people, faces lost to the gloom. He heard some babbling in fear or confusion, knotting together in confused terror, soon to be assailed by others moving with swift purpose. Ruhlin made out the shape of an unfamiliar helm on one. A flare of blossoming flame from the Uhlwald’s hall painted a gleam on the conical form, marking it as a thing of iron rather than the hardened leather favoured by those who kept arms in this village. The fire also drew a thin shine from the sword in the helmed figure’s hand and the boss on the round shield it bore.


Ruhlin deafened himself to the screams, hunching smaller and hurrying on. He collided with an upended cart a few steps on, rebounding from it only to lose his footing, his shoes slipping on wet cobbles. Landing hard on his arse, Ruhlin raised a hand from the damp stone to find it red. His eyes quickly fixed upon the unseeing visage of Selvy, daughter of Loffar the smith. A hearty soul several years his senior, and possessed of enticing curves his youthful gaze couldn’t help but admire, Selvy was now transformed from person to thing. Her round, apple-cheeked face was still, mouth gaping open and lips loosened in a way that revealed her bottom teeth, tongue lolling from the corner of her mouth. The blood he had slipped in flowed from a recent wound in her belly, pale, snake-like innards strewn amongst the crimson slick. Ruhlin found himself once again fascinated by a novel but dreadful detail, this time in the form of the steam rising from Selvy’s wound, the warmth remaining in her corpse seeping away to merge with the swirling smoke.


Cover yourself in her blood and lie still, the irksomely honest whisperer advised. The guts too. Make it look real.


Snarling defiance at his cowardice, Ruhlin crawled clear of Selvy’s blood and regained his feet. The house was close now, just a short run through the gap between Othyr’s pig pen and the woodshed. The dwelling he shared with Bredda sat atop a rise near the eastern edge of the village and, he saw with a welling of relief, appeared untouched by flame. He had often griped about the steep climb to his own door, to which Irhkyn replied that his grandmother chose to build her home on this spot so she could have a clear view of everyone else’s business. Scaling the slope in a rapid frenzy, he barrelled into the sturdy door, finding it unlatched. Inside, he looked upon a roundhouse dwelling as neat and orderly as ever. The floor swept, seasoned firewood stacked. Pots, pans and knife were all arrayed in the proper place along the counter where Bredda fashioned inarguably excellent meals she assured him his idle carcass didn’t deserve. Everything was how it should be, except for his grandmother’s absence.


The snap of wind-tossed laundry drew him to the dwelling’s rear door, heart flaring in hope as he shoved it aside. And that was where he found her. Not, as he dared wish, engaged in pegging a shawl to the rope whilst offering waspish commentary on this bothersome smoke. No. Bredda, daughter of Ilthura, mother of Kultrun, grandmother of Ruhlin, who, by the grace of the Altvar, had drawn breath upon this earth for more than seven decades, lay dead in her own herb garden. She had been killed by a single stroke to the throat, recently judging by the blood still gushing from it. Her features were slack, much like Selvy’s, although Ruhlin detected an expression in it. A slight drawing of the brows and pursing of the lips betraying something he had never seen on this woman’s face in life: surprise. It captured him more completely than any other dire novelty this day, so much in fact that he barely noticed the man crouched at his grandmother’s side with a bloody knife in hand.


Turning to Ruhlin, the man grunted and rose to his full height. He stood an inch or two taller than Ruhlin, his iron helm and armour of broad ringed chain mail and leather concocting an impression of some unassailable monster. Angling his head, eyes narrowed on either side of the brass nose guard, the man took a moment to study the blank-faced youth staring at the murdered old woman. Grunting again, this time in apparent derision, the man said something in a harsh, rasping tongue. The words, if words they were, meant nothing to Ruhlin. He shrugged, faintly annoyed by the distraction from his fascination with Bredda’s absurd expression. She would have said something, at least, he decided. She would never have died wordless.


The man sighed, weary and workmanlike. Ruhlin swayed as a hand descended onto his shoulder, holding him in place, the bloodied knife coming up, angled for a lateral stroke across his throat. Ruhlin barely noticed, eyes finally shifting from Bredda’s face to track over her form. Never fond of finery, her dress was the same plain, scrupulously clean garment of homespun wool she always wore, although today he noticed a stain. There, on the sleeve near her wrist, dark and wet. He also noticed the red spatter discolouring her hand and the blade lying close by, the small sickle she used to harvest herbs.


Ruhlin shuddered then, feeling a grinding lurch deep in his guts. The movement drew him back from the iron-helmed man, causing him to mutter something in his gibberish tongue, tightening his grip on his victim’s shoulder. Ruhlin stared at the face of the man about to kill him, not in fear but scrutiny, searching across the bearded, part-obscured features, set in a grimace of anticipated slaughter. It was under his left eye, a cut, still bleeding. Small, but deep enough to require stitching in time.


Ruhlin’s gaze returned to his grandmother’s face, words coming unbidden to his lips. “So, she had something to say after all.”


The lurch in his guts grew in violence when his neck felt the edge of the helmed man’s blade, pressing hard, then stopping. Ruhlin saw the man frown, eyes narrowing then widening as he looked upon Ruhlin’s face. Features suddenly pale, the man stepped back. The hand on Ruhlin’s shoulder slackened and fell away, much as Irhkyn’s had done. Ruhlin felt a small pulse of puzzlement at the man’s fear, but it was soon smothered by the sensation building within. He shuddered again as the grinding pain flared, transformed in an instant into a raging, burning flame in the centre of his being. When the flame settled, and the shuddering abated, Ruhlin thought it strange that the helmed man, who had seemed so tall seconds before, now seemed so small, and so fragile.


Although hate was a rare visitor, Ruhlin was not immune to anger. Sometimes it was slow to arrive, but, even as a child, when it came, it could be a frightening thing, something his father would shame him for on many an occasion. Now, Ruhlin felt no shame at his burgeoning rage. In truth, he welcomed it, and in so doing, stoked the fire raging inside into an inferno. It blazed through him, clouding his sight with a red fog and drawing a roar from his gaping mouth, a mouth that now felt impossibly wide.


He heard screams, joined by the squeal of crushed metal and the crack of bone which ended them. The fog receded a little, revealing the mangled mess of iron and pulped skull between his hands, hands that were clearly far too large to be his own. A small corner of Ruhlin’s mind wondered if he had gone mad at the point of death, if his gift from the Altvar upon entering the Halls of Aevnir would be this gruesome vision of vengeance. If so, he was allowed no time to ponder the curious nature of such a reward.


A hungry, feral snarl filled his ears as his overlarge hands, now affixed to arms of equally monstrous proportions, cast aside the lifeless carcass and the red fog descended once more. Ruhlin would always recall much of what followed as a vague, unwelcome nightmare, though some brief moments lived on his mind with terrible clarity for the rest of his days. Another man in an iron helm swinging an axe at his head, Ruhlin catching the descending blade with bare hands that suffered no injury. Fortunately, the memory faded at the moment he began to force the haft of the axe down its owner’s throat. Another man he caught near the Uhlwald’s hall, this one lacking a helm which revealed his red tattooed features in full, along with the gibbering, spit-flecked terror that doused his legs in piss before Ruhlin bore him down. He remembered delighting in the tattooed man’s screams, laughing as his impossible hands snapped legs and arms like twigs before tossing the wailing figure into the blazing ruin of the hall. But mostly, the rampage of Ruhlin ehs Kestryg through what remained of Buhl Hardta village would be a tale told by others, for he knew little of it.


It was only when he neared the wharf that clarity began to return. He ascribed it to the sight of so many of his kinfolk lying dead in a heap, faces and bodies bearing the signs of battle. Plainly, they had fought well, their many wounds a testament to the ferocity of their resistance. But they had died for it. He recalled rising from the still twitching corpse of a man who had broken his spearpoint attempting to jab it into Ruhlin’s throat. His sight was once again captured by horror, this time in the form of the two corpses lying atop the pile. Dagvyn lay partly across Mirhnglad, as if he had been trying to shield her from a final blow. If so, he had failed, and both father and daughter lay entwined in death.


A sob built in Ruhlin’s chest as he staggered towards them, sorrow momentarily overcoming rage. It still burned bright, and he would soon return to his slaughter of these red-faced strangers, but in this moment, his grief forced a pause. He couldn’t claim to have harboured great affection for his uncle. He had offered food and a shed to sleep in when Ruhlin’s father passed, but no place by his hearth. But he had been a good Uhlwald, fair in his judgements and scrupulous in administering the laws of the Sister Queens. Ruhlin hadn’t loved him, but he was blood kin and would be missed. But Mirhnglad … Sweet, soft spoken Mirhnglad, who had cried with him the night his father failed to return from the sea. His kind, golden-haired cousin who sang at every celebration with a voice that was surely a gift from the Altvar. Her gold hair was matted with blood now, her hands stained red from finger to wrist. He hoped it was the blood of their foes, of which he would spill all before he was done.


The rage surged again, the red fog along with it, and Ruhlin accepted both with gratitude. Another inhuman snarl scattered drool from his mouth as he scanned the wharf for victims, finding only one. A slender figure with long dark hair. Like the others he had slain, her face bore designs in red ink, though they seemed more elaborate and artfully crafted. Unlike the others, she wore no armour, clad instead in a cloak of fox fur and hardy leather gear, lacking any weapon he could see. What distinguished her most from her compatriots, however, was her complete absence of fear at the sight of what she beheld. Her eyes were wide in wonder rather than terror.


Advancing towards her, the red fog obscuring much of his vision, Ruhlin had occasion to note the woman’s evident beauty, but neither that nor her fearlessness would save her. He closed the distance to his prey quickly, gore-covered hands rising. When he drew within a dozen feet of her, the woman raised a small metal tube to her lips and Ruhlin felt a sharp, searing pain in his tongue. The flare of agony was so intense it brought him to a halt, instinct bringing his fingers to his mouth to pluck forth a long metal dart. Looking again at the woman, Ruhlin saw her slotting another such projectile into the tube. Lurching forward, he found his legs no longer consented to obey him and he stumbled onto all fours. The pain left by the dart had shifted into a chilling numbness, spreading from his tongue to his throat before making icy, inexorable progress through his whole being.


Trying to rise, he gaped at the sight of his hand upon the granite surface of the wharf, watching it twitch and reduce in size. Dark, knotted veins paled and bulging tendons pulsed, then thinned until, once again, he beheld his own hand. It was the last thing he saw before darkness claimed him, although his ears did detect a voice, presumably that of the tattooed woman. Unlike the other, she spoke words he recognised as old Ascarlian. Although the meaning behind them escaped him then, he would learn it in time and come to detest their every utterance: “Vyrn Skyra” – Fire Blood.









CHAPTER TWO


Thera


“Don’t!”


The warrior’s sword halted its progress from its scabbard, his arm frozen by the curt snap of Thera’s voice. He was young, a few years shy of her own age. Had he been older, and therefore more attuned to the shift in fortunes her presence signified, he might have saved himself. A veteran would most likely have taken one look at the Vellihr’s brooch on her leather breastplate, slid his sword back into its sheath and disappeared into the night. But the young are ever keen to prove themselves, especially when given the honour of guarding their Veilwald’s hall. So, despite the authority in her tone, and her brooch, the youthful warrior chose duty to clan, and a chance at glory, over wisdom.


Thera struck before he managed to draw the sword another inch, reading his intent in the sudden narrowing of the eyes and hardening of the mouth. Her spearpoint, black except for the silver gleam of its edge, took him under the chin, thrusting up through the lesser bones of the skull to skewer his brain. A swift and, she decided as she drew it free, more merciful death than that deserved by one who defied a servant of the Sister Queens. She caught the body before it fell, wary of the thud and clatter drawing unwanted attention. However, the raucous sounds leaching from the narrow windows above would most likely have smothered the commotion.


Propping the corpse against the weathered stones of the hall’s east-facing wall, she moved towards the front of the building. The unwise young man was but one guard Kolsyg had set this night. Others were scattered about the village and would at this moment be making their own choices between duty and wisdom. The warriors of her menda were skilled in such things and she detected only a few muffled shouts and scuffles as she rounded the corner to stand before the ornately inscribed doors of Kolsyg’s hall. The two warriors stationed there, a man and a woman with the blue-inked features and scars of veterans, stood warming their hands next to a coal-filled brazier. Both displayed a good deal more judgement than their youthful kinsman when Thera stepped into the light cast by the glowing coals, neither reaching for their weapons nor attempting to bar her path.


“We had no part in it,” the woman said, eyes flicking between Thera’s brooch and her spear. Thera couldn’t recall a previous encounter with her, but the tale of the Vellihr who bore a black spear was well known. “Counselled against it, in fact. Didn’t we, Gryn?” The woman darted a glance at her companion, a large man, bald of pate but with a copious red beard. In contrast to the woman’s contrite submission, his features were set in grim acceptance.


“Weren’t there, either of us,” he grunted. “That’s the truth of it.” He hesitated, then stood straighter. “But I’ll not pretend I’ve ever gone against my Veilwald’s word, and will pay for it if that’s the law.”


Prideful, Thera concluded, turning away from the pair without a word. But not so much as to bare steel or stand in my way. She took comfort from the notion such attitudes were likely to be common amongst Kolsyg’s kin. It would make the night’s work easier.


As Thera reached for the great iron ring on the door, Eshilde and Ragnalt appeared from the shadows beneath the low edge of the hall’s tiled roof. Not for the first time, Thera reflected on how, when silhouetted in the gloom, the pair resembled a cat and a bear; shaven-headed Eshilde, all lithe lethality, and shaggy-haired, black-bearded Ragnalt, the embodiment of Ascarlian strength. She watched Eshilde wipe a rag over the blade of her dagger and took note of Ragnalt’s untarnished axe.


“One fought, one didn’t,” he explained before inclining his head at the door. “Will you need us?”


Thera shook her head, lifting the ring and pushing hard to lever the great door open. After the smoke-laced chill covering the port of Skor Hardta, the warmth of its Veilwald’s hall was so fierce as to be uncomfortable. Nevertheless, Thera kept her sable-furred cloak about her shoulders. At first, the general din of merriment continued unabated, but gradually diminished at the sight of the tall, spear-bearing woman maintaining a purposeful stride towards the Veilwald’s chair. Soon, the only sound in the hall came from the fall of her boots and the steady thud of her spear’s brass butt on the flagstones.


The gathered folk of the port parted before her, the young amongst them either curious or defiant, the older souls displaying much the same air of sour acceptance as prideful Gryn outside. Although she didn’t allow her gaze to linger, her experienced eye picked out those who bore arms this night. These were mainly the better dressed, for what well set up Ascarlian would attend a Veilwald’s celebration without a prized sword at their belt to proclaim their status? Most, however, bore nothing more than a knife with which to carve meat from the huge boar spitted above the firepit.


Kolsyg Ehflud, named the Saltskin for his many seagoing exploits, Veilwald of the Skor Geld, however, wore no sword. Instead, he sat in his tall-backed chair with one hand resting atop the haft of a double-bladed battle axe. The weapon commanded more of Thera’s attention than its owner, for it was such a fine thing. Both its blades, curiously free of rust or the pitting of age, were shaped to resemble butterfly wings. The edges shone bright, but the inner portion was black and engraved in ancient runic, the characters flowing across the dark metal in elegant silver arcs. Although Thera’s knowledge of letters was meagre, she knew enough of the old script to make out the name etched into the steel amongst the many others that listed his deeds. The fact that it was not the name Kolsyg Ehflud, but instead a far older and more celebrated title, said much for the Veilwald’s guilt and his shameless willingness to flaunt it.


“So,” he said in apparently affable welcome, “you’ve come at last, oh faithful dog of the vile sisters.” As he spoke, he reclined into his chair, an impressively crafted thing carved all over with the sigils of the Altvar. Kolsyg grinned, keeping one hand on his stolen axe whilst using the other to raise a drinking horn to his lips.


Thera said nothing, instead coming to halt beside the firepit. Resting her spear upon her shoulder, she extended both hands to the fierce warmth of its flaming logs. She scented apple wood on the smoke flavouring the boar’s meat as it ascended to the open slats in the roof. Looking up, the sight of the stars brought a smile to her lips.


“Do you come to offer only insult, woman?” Kolsyg demanded, his good humour having faded with as much alacrity as the rising smoke. “Will you not at least state your mistresses’ terms so that I may be fulsome in my rejection?”


Again, Thera said nothing, but she did consent to turn and afford the Veilwald’s axe a moment’s additional scrutiny before surveying the rest of the hoard piled to the side of Kolsyg’s chair. Seeing it all gathered together, she felt it to be a paltry collection of loot considering its famed origin. Old, rusted swords and daggers lay piled together alongside bow staves that had withered and cracked with age. Still, there were undoubted riches amongst it. An open chest brimmed with silver, both coins and strips. Fine bejewelled cups and bracelets. But the axe, of course, remained the real prize: the battle instrument of Gythrum Fihrskard, the Dreadaxe, most celebrated Ascarlian warrior of his, and any other, age.


A slight shift in the shadows reflected on the axe’s edge drew Thera’s gaze to the other side of Kolsyg’s chair, finding a sight yet more captivating than even his stolen treasure. The maiden leaned against the Veilwald’s seat, hands clutching the armrest, her oval features part veiled by long, jet-black hair, a rarity in Ascarlia. She wore a simple dress of cotton, marking her status despite the lack of finery: only the Veilwald’s daughter would clothe herself in such expensive foreign fabric. Despite its plainness, Thera felt it enhanced her slender form far more than any elaborate concoction of lace and silk could ever do. The beauty of Kolsyg’s only child was an oft-told tale, but the sight of it in the flesh was … distracting. The maiden blinked large, sapphire-hued eyes at Thera, her expression lacking both the defiance of her father and the submission of his kin. Instead, she just seemed sad.


“Keep your sight from my daughter!” Kolsyg’s facade of civility disappeared completely as he shot to his feet, hefting the axe in both hands. “Is it not enough that you insult my hall with your mere presence? Must you inflict your lascivious gaze upon a Veilwald’s own blood …”


“No terms.” Thera’s words, although softly spoken, cut through the Veilwald’s burgeoning rant with the ease of a blade parting rotted timber. “And, by the word of the Sister Queens, you are Veilwald of the Skor Geld no longer.”


She heard the nervous mutter and shift of the assembly, detecting a few discontented murmurings, but mostly it was just the muted alarm of those forced to witness an event soon to escalate into bloodshed. She also found it notable that Kolsyg’s attention didn’t waver from her. He cast no entreating glances at the dozens of kinfolk filling this hall, or at the armed members of his menda seated to the left of the Veilwald’s chair. Seasoned warriors all, they either averted their gaze or stared at the unfolding drama in wary anticipation. One or two even appeared to view what was about to unfold with a marked eagerness. Plainly, Kolsyg Ehflud was not well loved, even in his own hall.


“How many of my kin did you kill to get in here?” Kolsyg demanded, jerking his chin at the Thera’s wet spearpoint.


“Just enough,” Thera replied. “Most were content to let us pass. It asks much to expect a decent soul to die for a murderer and desecrator of graves.”


“Desecrator, you call me!” Kolsyg barked a harsh laugh. “What does that make you, bitch servant to bitch queens? They who have trampled upon everything that makes us Ascarls. You infect us all with your weakness. This—” he brandished the axe “—is mine by right. For the blood of Gythrum runs in my veins and puts fire in my soul …”


“By virtue of a great-grandmother who was grandniece to his cousin, I believe.” Once again, Thera’s soft spoken interjection staunched Kolsyg’s invective with ease. “The blood of the Dreadaxe must be potent indeed to run so thick.”


Kolsyg gave no immediate retort, instead lowering his head and fixing her with a glower. As his gaze lingered on her face, hate burning bright, she saw something surprising and significant: the unblinking yet twitching gaze of one unmoored from reason. She also noted the matted, grease-laden state of his beard, and the grime covering the skin around his eyes. Basic ablutions were apparently beneath his notice now.


“I had thought you just made foolish by avarice,” Thera grunted in sombre realisation. “Stealing heirlooms from a most sacred barrow to enrich yourself and buttress your claim to other lands. Now, I see otherwise.” She shook her head in apology and stamped the butt of her spear to the flagstones once more. “But there is no dispensation for the mad in the Sister Queens’ law.”


“There is no madness in me, weak-blood.” Kolsyg hunched lower, hands tightening on the axe as he took a step forward. “Only truth. The truth of the Uhltvar …”


Her spear hadn’t been fashioned as a throwing weapon, but she had perfected the skill after long months of practice. Ending a fight with a surprising tactic was always preferable to the chance-ridden game of combat at close quarters. The spearpoint punched into Kolsyg’s unarmoured chest as he began to take his second step, piercing him from front to back and pinning his body to the chair.


Uhltvar? Thera repeated inwardly as she rose from the throw. An old word from old tales. Not one she expected to hear from a man about to die. Ignoring the chorus of shock and dismay echoing in the hall, she rushed towards the chair, leaning forward to hear any final words from the lips of the dying former Veilwald. But all he could offer her was a sputter of dark blood, a parting glare of hatred and, strangest of all, a knowing smile that quickly broadened into a rictus of bared teeth as a spasm of pain shot through him. Kolsyg Ehflud jerked several more times and coughed out a good deal of gore before eventually slumping lifeless in his chair, the fine carvings stained and the air made rank with the effluent of his passing.


Thera gave a sigh of muted frustration, then straightened, turning to address the hall. “Justice has been done in the Sister Queens’ name. Any who wish to contest the rightness of it, speak now and bare your steel.”


She cast a pointed and lingering glance at the still seated warriors of Kolsyg’s menda, finding none willing to meet her eye. She stilled her face against the contemptuous sneer provoked by their cowed quiescence. Mad, greedy, or just foolish in the extreme, Kolsyg had been their Veilwald, the receiver of their blood oaths of service unto death. Thera contented herself with a disgusted snort before turning to the Kolsyg’s daughter. Surely she would have something to say about her slain father. However, instead of the spitting defiance or wailing grief, the maid paid her no heed whatsoever. She had risen to play a hand over her father’s sagging features, the sadness Thera had noted in her more evident now. Yet no tears fell from her eyes as she extended two fingers to close Kolsyg’s half-open lids over dull, unseeing orbs. Finding the sight strangely uncomfortable, Thera shifted her attention to the occupants of the hall, surveying an assemblage of tense, wary faces.


“Rolnar Tarhrimvest,” she said, voice echoing loud in the thickened silence. “Known as the Goldhair. Step forward.”


There followed a brief interval of nervous shuffling before a stocky man emerged from the throng. He was of middling years and well dressed with a sword at his side, the belt part concealed by an overhanging belly. The presumably glorious mane that had gifted him his name was mostly grey and not particularly tidy, strands coming loose from his braids as he halted and bobbed his head to Thera.


“I am Rolnar, Vellihr Blackspear.”


Thera quelled a spasm of anger at being addressed by that name, for she had never liked it. Still, custom dictated that no Ascarlian could choose the name they earned in life. Like it or no, she would always be Thera of the Blackspear, called Speldrenda in the old speech.


“You were Ledgerman to the Veilwald?” Thera asked him.


Rolnar swallowed before replying, but Thera was impressed by the absence of a quaver in his reply. “I am … was, yes.”


“By the Sister Queens’ word, you will assume the duties of Veilwald of the Skor Geld until the succession is decided. I am given to understand that Kolsyg had no other issue besides his daughter.” She glanced over her shoulder at Kolsyg’s heir, frowning in bemusement at the sight of her resuming her seat. As she did so, a grey-pelted cat slinked from under a nearby table to climb into her lap where it purred and arched its back in delight as the maid traced a hand over its fur.


“Correct, Vellihr,” Rolnar said. “Lynnea is his only child. There was a brother, born a few years ago to the Veilwald’s third wife, but neither child nor mother survived the birthing. It was after that sad event that Kolsyg’s judgement began to veer in unfortunate directions.”


“Can you attest that his daughter had no part in his crime?”


“I can.” Rolnar impressed her yet again by moving around her, going to Lynnea’s side and placing a protective hand on her shoulder. “Most firmly. She does not possess the means to do harm. Nor should she be judged for her father’s deeds. That is the law, I believe.”


“It is. But matters of inheritance must be decided.” Thera inclined her head at Kolsyg’s corpse. “Judged as an outlaw or not, he died a man of many lands and holdings. And his child retains the right to petition the Queens to keep it, and press her claim to the Veilwald’s chair. That is also the law.”


Rolnar’s grip on Lynnea’s shoulder tightened, a measure of defiance creeping into his gaze. Thera further noted a burgeoning tension amongst the hall’s occupants, including the menda. Heads previously lowered in submission were now raised, faces hardening. Wouldn’t fight for Kolsyg, but they would for her, Thera mused, looking again at the Veilwald’s daughter, once more blinking those sapphire eyes behind a veil of black tresses. It would be wise to leave her here, regardless of Sister Iron’s instruction. Bring me the child, Thera, she had said, voice firm and clipped, as was typical, though the lack of an explanation as to why she put so much value in this young woman was not. Still, as Vellihr of Justice to the Sister Queens, Thera had leeway to use her best judgement. Antagonising these people further could be dangerous. Their fear of her was stark, but she had learned that even the most cowed could be pushed only so far.


“Can she not speak for herself?” she asked, raising an eyebrow at Lynnea. “How about it, girl? Care for a trip to the famed majesty of Skar Magnol? There to entreat with the Sister Queens in person. It’ll be something to boast of in years to come, at least.”


“Lynnea does not, in truth, speak, Vellihr,” Rolnar said. “For herself or anyone else.” He lowered his gaze to Lynnea, smiling fondly. “She never has. Trahleyl we call her, the Silentsong. Therefore—” he straightened, meeting Thera’s eye “—I am bound to speak for her. I will pen a petition on her behalf that you will carry to the Sister Queens …”


He faltered to silence when Lynnea, still cradling the grey cat, got to her feet and moved to stand at Thera’s side. She offered Thera scant greeting, save a short, expectant glance, before holding the animal closer and rubbing her face to its fur.


“It seems the Silentsong has sung,” Thera said. “I depart on the next tide. I leave the choice of rites for Kolsyg Ehflud in your hands, though his barrow is to be afforded no marker.” Thera strode towards Kolsyg’s corpse, bracing a boot against his chest and grunting with the effort of drawing the spear free.


“You lot,” she said, pointing the dripping spearpoint at the menda before flicking it at the pile of stolen treasure beside the Veilwald’s chair. “Gather that up and bring it to my ship. Rest assured, I have a very precise accounting of all that was robbed from the Dreadaxe’s barrow and any more thievery by the denizens of this geld will be punished in like manner.”


Pausing, she stooped to retrieve the axe of Gythrum Fihrskard from beneath Kolsyg’s limp feet. Raising it so that the light from the firepit played over the silver lettering. The elegant lines of intersecting curves were very different from the hard angles of modern runic, an echo of a time when poetry was prized as highly as sword skill, at least according to Sister Lore. She couldn’t read any of it, but knew enough of Gythrum’s tale to be sure that one word was almost certain to repeat amongst it.


“Uhltvar,” she murmured, lowering the axe. As she did so she noticed a change in Lynnea’s demeanour. It was just for an instant, a tightening to the shoulders as she continued to snuggle her cat, but also a guarded flicker in her gaze as she spared a short glance at the axe in Thera’s hand.


“You know this word?” Thera asked, moving closer. Lynnea avoided her eye, however, turning away and drawing a mewl from the cat as she hugged it. “No matter,” Thera said, keeping her voice low. “Sister Iron will get it out of you, mute or no. Come on, then.” She waved the spear, still wet with the blood of the maid’s father, and strode towards the doors. “And bid goodbye to that beast. I’ve already got a mouser aboard the Great Wolf and he’s like to kill any rivals.”









CHAPTER THREE


Felnir


He had always detested the sea off the southern coast of Albermaine. To the subjects of that realm it was usually named simply “the Southern Sea”, or more poetically, “the Azure Tides”. But to Felnir, and many an Ascarl forced to bring their longships to these waters, it was the Lygnar Helv, the Liar Sea. Becalmed and dappled by a golden sun one second, it could in mere moments transform itself into a capricious, deck-swamping monster of white waves and driving rain. This night had proven to be no exception.


Near twilight, Felnir had ordered the Sea Hawk to anchor three miles off the southern shore of the Albermaine duchy of Dulsian. For near an hour the longship bobbed in a gentle swell, her rigging painted pleasing hues by the dipping sun. However, barely moments after he, Sygna and Guthnyr climbed into the rowboat and begun to make for the rocky coast, the Liar Sea decided to earn its name afresh. Rain fell in ever thickening sheets and placid waters swelled into fractious choppiness.


“Give me the Styrnspeld any day,” Guthnyr griped as he and Felnir hauled on the oars and Sygna worked the tiller, striving to keep the boat’s prow pointed at their destination. “She’ll freeze your balls and cast bergs at you all year long, but at least you know where you are with that bitch.”


Felnir grunted agreement but didn’t echo his brother’s complaints. Guthnyr could moan, Felnir couldn’t. It was one of many prices he paid to remain captain of the Sea Hawk, for a crew such as his would never follow a leader given to endless whining.


Fortunately, despite the turn in the weather, Sygna displayed her ever skilful hand on the tiller. Whilst he and Guthnyr laboured to power them through the swell, she guided the small craft to the large, flat rock protruding from the base of a tall cliff. With a deft, final heave on the tiller, she nudged the boat’s prow onto the rock’s edge, Guthnyr and Felnir quickly leaping clear with the ropes. They secured the lines around a fortuitously placed mound of stone, allowing Sygna to join them, crouching with her bow in hand and a shaft already resting against the stave.


Felnir possessed a decent pair of night eyes, but Sygna’s ability to pierce the shadows rivalled a cat. He watched her survey the cliff from top to bottom, he and his brother also crouched low. As Sygna continued her inspection, Felnir noticed Guthnyr reaching for the handle of his sword. They both had their weapons strapped to their backs, which made it easier to clamber from boat to shore, and had left their shields aboard the Sea Hawk. Hissing a wordless warning, Felnir touched a hand to his brother’s arm, shaking his head. The gleam of a revealed blade in this moment could pose as much a danger as a blazing torch.


Guthnyr frowned but consented to lower his hand. A year and a half since I allowed him to follow me into this cursed life, Felnir sighed inwardly, and still every lesson must be learned at least twice.


Your brother is not you. Oft spoken words echoed in his mind, as they usually did whenever his judgement of his brother proved poor. Nor is he your father. Remember that and guard him well, for I see great value in him.


Felnir’s brows twitched in irritation at the implied critique in his great-grandfather’s injunction. I see value in him too, he had insisted, as much to himself as to the ancient, grave-faced man before him. So much that I believe him worthy of more than this.


The memory slipped away at the sight of Sygna’s sudden tension. She crouched lower, bow creaking as she drew the string taut, although Felnir could see nothing of note in the gloom. Through the shifting curtains of rain, the craggy edifice appeared to him as just a jumble of abstract shadows that grew in size as they descended its span. He knew there was a cave mouth at the base of the cliff, one leading to a cramped tunnel winding through the mass of rock to the top. This was an old smugglers’ route, one Felnir had used before, though never in such parlous conditions.


He shuffled to Sygna’s side, blinking away the constant patter of droplets but still seeing only shadows. “What?” he asked her, the wind and the unceasing torrent forcing him to speak louder than he would have liked.


“Sound not sight,” she replied. “Fall of stones. Echo of laboured breath. A scared man in a hurry.”


Felnir didn’t question her judgement, her hearing being as keen as her vision. The man they had come to meet would have only one reason to be scared. “Now’s the time to bare your steel, brother,” he said, glancing over his shoulder. Guthnyr’s grin showed white teeth through the rain, his sword, longer and broader than most, coming free of the scabbard in a swift, metallic flicker. Felnir put a hand to his own weapon, edging away from Sygna before drawing it, eyes straining for the first glimpse of friend or foe.


Like Sygna, he heard the man before he saw him, the rapid, high-pitched breaths putting Felnir in mind of a yelping terrier. Consequently, when he finally came into view, the sight of him proved a surprise. He was tall, and broad with it, almost matching Felnir’s stature. Also, he was armed with one of the long swords the Albermaine-ish cherished so much. Felnir made out the dull gleam of wet mail as the man came closer, his heavy cloak flapping in the deluge, features obscured by a hood. Felnir waited until he came within a dozen paces, an easy mark for Sygna’s arrow, then stood. The hooded man came to an abrupt halt, his yelping breaths ending in a shocked gasp. He stared at Felnir for the space of three full heartbeats before gulping air and speaking in heavily accented Ascarlian.


“I am …” the man staggered a little and was obliged to gulp more air before continuing, “… but a simple trader come to buy your wares.”


“What wares?” Felnir asked, aggravated by the fact that he couldn’t see the man’s features. The face of a stranger always revealed more than mere words.


“Sleep weed,” the man replied promptly before casting a nervous glance back at the cliff. “And spices from Ishtakar. Cinnamon …” He paused, the hood scattering water as the man shook his head, apparently striving to remember the additional required detail. Felnir’s eyes narrowed. The face could tell a lot, but so could a gesture. “And black saffron,” the man finished, a sigh of relief colouring his voice. “If you have it.”


A faint echo of raised voices shifted Felnir’s attention to the unseen cave. “You brought friends?” he asked the stranger.


“They are uninvited, I assure you,” he replied, forcing a thin note of humour as he added, “and certainly not friends.”


Felnir jerked his head at the boat. “Get in.”


Sygna leaped onto the craft first, moving to take up the tiller once more. Felnir took hold of the prow to keep the boat in place whilst their foreign guest clambered aboard with markedly less expertise.


“Only sounds like a handful, brother.”


Felnir turned to find Guthnyr gazing towards the cliff, a keen glint in his eye, sword scattering arcs of water as he twirled it. The shouts of their uninvited guests grew louder, Felnir glimpsing a dim, growing shape through the rain that soon resolved into a dense cluster of running figures.


“Get in the fucking boat, Guth!” he snapped, voice hard enough to command his brother’s notice. He met Guthnyr’s gaze, watching good sense vie with frustration and resentment.


“I was promised glory and renown,” Guthnyr muttered, sliding his sword into the scabbard on his back before putting both hands on the boat’s rail to swing his large frame into the craft. “Instead, all I get is pissing rain and a chilled arse.”


“I don’t recall promising you anything better,” Felnir returned, pushing the boat clear of the rock then leaping on board.


“Not you.” Guthnyr offered him a bland smile as they sat side by side to take up the oars. “Great-grandfather. ‘All you wish for shall be yours, my young bear.’ That’s what he told me.”


The flat rock soon faded into the rain as they drew away from the shore, the gaggle of pursuers lost to sight. It didn’t prevent one launching a crossbow bolt, the shaft raising a white spout from the waves ten yards short. A hopeless attempt Felnir might have ascribed to the rage of hunters denied their prey. But he doubted it.


“Then the old sod lied,” he told his brother, both grunting in unison as they worked the oars. “You’ll find he does that a lot.”


“Sir Aurent Vellinde.” The foreigner accompanied his introduction with a bow, his hand making a curious, flowery gesture and his head tilted at an angle Felnir suspected might be insulting. Like most Ascarls, he found Albermaine-ish customs irksome in both their frippery and obscurity. “At your service,” Vellinde added, straightening. Shorn of his hood, the foreigner’s features were revealed to possess a strong-jawed handsomeness, mostly clean-shaven save for the spearpoint moustache and beard. Still, creases about the mouth and eyes dimmed any impression of youthful vitality and Felnir found it odd that the face of a veteran knight would be so free of scars. Also, his mail bore patches of rust and his leather sword belt was cracked and frayed. Noble of birth, all right, Felnir concluded. Although, not fat of purse. But then, he had never yet encountered a wealthy spy.


Felnir gave no introduction of his own, merely pointing the foreigner to the hollow below the midship deck boards. “Sit there,” he said. “Don’t talk to my crew.”


“As you wish, good captain.” Vellinde inclined his head, once again adopting the same potentially insulting angle. “Though I had hoped to prevail upon your generosity for a cup or two of wine. It has been a somewhat trying night …”


“Sit,” Felnir instructed. “Don’t talk.”


He stared hard at the foreigner until, smiling without obvious offence, he made his way to the hollow and sat. Felnir spared a short, meaningful glance at Druba. The thick-armed Sylmarian nodded, hefting his club and moving to stand closer to Vellinde. Whenever they had strangers or captives aboard, they were put in Druba’s charge since mere proximity to his silent, perpetually expressionless bulk worked better than chains to ensure compliant quietude.


“Fair wind is Ulfmaer’s blessing to atone for foul weather,” Behsla quipped, coiling rope as Felnir moved to her side. Her long, salt-scraped face formed a squint as she cast her expert eye over the sea. “Though it’ll be a bastard to keep course in this.”


Behsla was his Johten Apt, the windmaster given charge of the Sea Hawk’s only sail and he doubted there was another soul with sounder judgement of the elements. As was customary amongst those of her craft, she was assiduous in her obeisance to Ulfmaer, god of sea and wind, most capricious of all the Altvar. The rain had abated by the time he had returned with the foreigner, ordering the anchor and sail raised with all swiftness, but the wind was undiminished. However, as befitted the Liar Sea, the gale shifted direction with annoying frequency.


“Just put as much distance betwixt us and the shore as you can,” Felnir told her. “We’ll set the heading when we get some calm.”


He left her to her business and went aft. Sygna had resumed her customary place at the tiller whilst Guthnyr perched on the stern rail alongside Kodryn, the longest serving and most trusted warrior in Felnir’s menda.


“Anything?” Felnir asked, the question addressed to Kodryn, but it was his brother who answered.


“Not a sail to be had.” Guthnyr laughed and stood upon the rail to shout into the darkened sea. “Where are you? At least have the balls to chase us a while, you craven fuckers!”


Felnir ignored his brother’s antics and raised an eyebrow at Kodryn. They had known each other since their days as mercenaries in the court of the Saluhtan of Ishtakar, and there were few Felnir trusted more. Kodryn peered into the gloom a while longer, fingers stroking the silver-laced braids of his beard, the lines around his pale green eyes deepening.


“He’s right,” he said in his whispery rasp, the legacy of a scimitar to the throat years before. “No one’s hunting us this night.”


“Then he can’t be that important.” Guthnyr climbed down from the rail, nodding at the foreigner now hunched amidst the lower deck cargo. “Whoever he is.”


“Whoever he is doesn’t concern you,” Felnir told him. He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Go help Behsla with the lines.”


His brother’s response to commands could be as unpredictable as this deceitful stretch of ocean. But tonight Guthnyr exhibited no urge towards truculence, or snarling defiance verging on violence, simply shrugging before making his way to Behsla’s side.


“It’s still a fair point,” Sygna said. “The foreigner had plainly been unmasked, else why would they have come for him? Yet they won’t risk a ship to hunt him down.”


“The weather is foul and they’re not the sailors we are,” Felnir countered, without much conviction. The events on shore played out in his mind, suspicion peaking at certain points. Black saffron. That crossbow bolt. He turned to Kodryn, lowering his voice. “Would you forget words that your life depended on? Would you not, as a seasoned spy, commit them to memory over and over so there was no chance of forgetting?”


“That I would,” the veteran conceded, beard bunching with a rare grin. “But then, I’ve never been a spy, unlike you, old friend.”


Felnir frowned at this, for it pertained to a time best forgotten, although he never could. Amongst his menda, only Kodryn enjoyed the leeway to say such things, and even he was wise enough to raise it only rarely. Felnir found it significant that he did so now.


“We keep a full watch until dawn,” he said, starting back towards the mid-deck. “In the meantime, fetch wine. Alundian red. I think this one will appreciate a taste of home.”


In Felnir’s experience there were two types of drunkard. Some would quickly lose themselves in the oblivion of liquor, thereby spilling all manner of useful information from their slobbering lips. Others, like Sir Aurent Vellinde, were of a far more frustrating stripe. Whilst plainly being addicted to the milk of the grape, this latter sort retained most if not all of their faculties despite copious drinking. The foreigner attempted to play it otherwise, slurring his words with a consistent precision that told of practice, the performance enhanced by a lolling head and dolorous blinks of the eyes. This didn’t necessarily stoke Felnir’s suspicion further, since gulling an inquisitive companion was a creditable habit for a spy. But nor did it enhance his trust.


“Shcars?” he slurred in response to Felnir’s observation regarding his mostly unmarked face. “Put no stock in such things, sir.” He waved his quarter-empty wine bottle at Felnir. “As my father, may the Martyrs pish upon his pestilent soul, used to say, the dangerous man is not the one with the scars, but the one who gave them to him.” Laughing at his own wit, he drank some more.


“Then your father had plainly never been in battle,” Felnir said. “For even the bravest and most skilful can still earn a cut in the press of blades and spears. As you would know yourself, had you ever tasted it.”


“Battle, ish it?” A twitch of offence passed over Vellinde’s features, one Felnir was sure had nothing to do with artifice. Watching his creases deepen, Felnir decided he had underestimated the man’s age, now putting him closer to fifty than forty. “Rest assured, oh warrior of the north,” Vellinde said, momentarily forgetting to slur, “I’ve tasted battle. Swallowed it whole, then sicked it back up again. I was there when the Scribe bested the Pretender at the Vale, and …” He paused, gulping more wine, the lines of his face made yet more stark by the frown of a man experiencing unwelcome remembrance. “And I rode against the blackhearted Martyr Queen herself at the Battle of the Crest.”


“Meaning you were on the losing side,” Felnir said. “And, I note, talk of battles fought over two decades gone.”


“Albermaine has been a peaceful kingdom under good King Arthin, thanks mostly, it must be said, to his mother’s guidance.”


“That I won’t argue. The Dowager Princess is famed for her statecraft.” Felnir watched closely for the knight’s reaction to his next words. “And her spies. It’s said there’s more snoopers, thieves, and rogues in her employ than ever ran in all the outlaw bands of Albermaine combined.”


“And you think me one of them?” Vellinde laughed, raising the wine bottle in salute. “Which, of course, I am. Or rather, was. Such is the fate of those who play the game of shadows. Loyalty is a luxury we can never afford, especially to a mistress who would happily see us dead.”


“So, you were in her pay, but now you’re not. That’s the tale you intend to spin when I take you to the Tielwald?”


“Simple, unvarnished honesty, sir. I find it surprisingly effective, on occasion.”


“And what led to this change of fortunes? Betrayal? Thievery? Murder, perhaps?”


“Lies.” Vellinde took on a sombre aspect again, lips pursed and brows arched in regret. “A concoction of old, perfidious slander against my honour, one I thought laid to rest, but no. There’s always another churl crawling from the gutter to besmirch the reputation of his betters.” He raised the bottle to his lips, draining the last dregs. Wincing at the empty vessel, he brightened when Felnir relieved him of it and handed over another.


“I must say,” Vellinde said, uncorking the fresh bottle to sniff the contents, “for a northern barbarian, you keep an excellent cellar, sir. It’s been many a month since I partook of so fine a vintage. Pillaged on the high seas, I assume.”


“Purchased from a trusted wine dealer in Assyrna who knows well my preferences. You were saying, about the concoction of slanders against you?”


“Indeed.” Felnir sensed a genuine pitch to the knight’s drunkenness now, his slur less mannered and a slight loss of focus to the eyes he widened in affronted pride. Even the most hardened drinkers couldn’t stave off the effects of liquor indefinitely.


“And all I did, all I had ever done,” the knight continued, “was my duty as ordained by King Tomas. It was my reward after the Vale, you see. ‘The Pit Mines are yours, Sir Aurent,’ he told me. ‘Keep the ore flowing and all shall be well.’ And I did.” Vellinde’s nostrils flared then, his mouth forming the defiant grimace of a man clinging to a long held grievance. “Oh, the ore flowed under my stewardship, I can tell you. Far more was dug out of that hole in one year under me than that oafish fool Gulatte managed in a decade. And what was my reward, may I ask?” The grimace became a sneer. “Ignominy. Disgrace. Vile accusation after vile accusation. Torturer, they called me. Ravager of women, too. As if I’d ever have soiled myself with one of those poxed bitches. The Martyr Queen put a price on my head and I spent months dodging the noose, scurrying from one piss-hole to the next like a hovel-born churl, condemned by a woman who slaughtered thousands. Thankfully, when the monstress fell, the Dowager Princess was more forgiving and appreciative of my talents, for my time as a fugitive had provided me with certain contacts in corners of the realm no royal foot could tread. Once again, I was useful.”


“But, I would guess,” Felnir ventured, “no longer received at court?”


Another twitch of the knight’s features, genuine resentment dulling his already wavering gaze. “No. No place at court for me. Too much mud upon my banner, the Dowager’s spymaster told me, for I never did meet her in person again, regardless of all the messages carried, bribes paid, and secrets unearthed on her behalf.”


“Such poor treatment will wear on a man’s soul. Perhaps turn his heart to treachery.”


An angry flash lit Vellinde’s eyes. “Not treachery. Survival. Months ago a beggared churl, an aged, back-bent miscreant who had somehow crawled from the Pit Mines, managed to gain an audience with the king himself. Prostrate before the throne, he pleaded for recompense and justice for long forgotten crimes that either never happened, or were at best gross exaggerations. King Arthin is not famed for his soft heart, but his queen is. After the complainant bared his much scarred back, twisted from the countless hours of labour I supposedly whipped him to, it was Queen Ducinda who prevailed upon her husband to issue a proscription against me. And so, this most valuable servant of the realm once again found himself dodging nooses.”


“Until you acquired something worth selling to the Tielwald in return for safe harbour.”


“Well …” A smile ghosted across the knight’s lips. “Yes. I suppose so.”


“What is it?”


Vellinde paused in the act of raising the wine bottle once more. “I crave pardon?”


“What you intend to sell to my great-grandfather. I require you to tell me what it is.”


“That would be between myself and him …”


“Not on my ship. This ship upon which you sit your foreign arse after my kin and I risked our necks to rescue it. This ship sailing broad, very deep seas with a crew that owes fealty to me alone.” Felnir leaned forward, staring into Vellinde’s eyes to ensure, drunk or not, he couldn’t mistake the intent he saw there. “Whilst you are aboard this ship, you will do as I say. Now, spill your guts or find them filled with seawater. The choice is yours.”


Despite his inebriation, Vellinde’s features retained a creditable measure of composure, though he was unable to quell the urge to cast a wary glance at Druba. The Sylmarian had drawn closer during their conversation and begun toying with the iron-studded club chained to his belt. Subtlety had its uses, but not for one such as Vellinde.


“It’s a thing of material nature, in point of fact,” he said, gathering up his cloak. Felnir made out a small object sewn into the hem, too light to be a weapon, although Druba took the precaution of half raising his club as the knight went about tearing the stitching to reveal the hidden item. “Here,” he said, handing it to Felnir, “and please don’t expect me to explain it. I’ve no knowledge of what it means, just its value.”


At first glance, Felnir could discern no worth in this thing at all. It was a small piece of scrolled vellum tied in coarse twine. Pulling the twine free, Felnir unfurled the scroll to find a complex sigil of some kind. It resembled no emblem or clan icon he could recall, though the flowing, intersecting curves that comprised the design put him in mind of ancient runic. Below the sigil, a far more familiar set of characters had been inscribed in modern Alberic, their meaning gibberish to Felnir’s eyes. It was assuredly one of his great-grandfather’s cyphers. Felnir had memorised many such codes, both with and without the Tielwald’s knowledge, but this one was beyond his ken.


“Where did you get this?” he asked Vellinde, once more staring hard to allow for no obfuscation.


Again, the knight didn’t quail under the scrutiny, but Felnir did see the bob of his throat as he swallowed from a presumably dry mouth. Another characteristic of a drunk of his type was the ability to sober up with remarkable alacrity. “From a man now dead,” Vellinde said.


“By your hand, I’d guess.”


“The value of a secret diminishes with every eye that glimpses it. A truism you would well know, Felnir Redtooth. Yes.” He smiled as Felnir’s eyes narrowed. “I know your name and your story. The lesser brother to a renowned sister. Condemned for transgressing the rules of a just challenge. Thereafter, you were spared exile but compelled to your great-grandfather’s service. It’s his word that commands the tiller of this ship, not yours.” Vellinde extended his hand. “Might I trouble you for the return of my property, good sir? It being for the Tielwald’s sight, not yours.”


Felnir might have done just that, if not for the mention of his sister.


Smiling, he rolled the vellum sheet into a scroll and pushed it into his belt. “If you had truly heard my story,” he said, reaching for the empty wine bottle, “you plainly weren’t paying close enough attention.”


Moving too swiftly for the knight to counter, Felnir smashed the bottle into the side of his head. Spittle flew from Felnir’s clenched teeth as he closed on Vellinde, clamping one hand to his throat and using the other to drag the knight’s longsword free of its scabbard. Tossing the weapon away, Felnir drove a salvo of punches into Vellinde’s already bloodied face. Hauling the foreigner onto the upper deck, Felnir dragged him to the starboard rail.


“Just so you know,” he said, pausing to regard the knight, his face streaked in red, eyes wide in shock and terror. “It was the pause before you said black saffron. A trifle too much mummery. And the crossbow bolt. Too badly aimed to be convincing. I’d offer my regards to the Dowager Princess, but you won’t be in a position to deliver them.”


Vellinde struggled in his grip, swinging a punch at Felnir’s face. He angled his head to let it land on the crown of his skull, then replied with a knee to the knight’s midriff, doubling him over. “Mayhap your Martyrs will look kindly on such a worthless soul,” Felnir said, stooping to take hold of Vellinde’s legs then pitching him over the side. “But I doubt it. I’ve heard many a tale of the Pit Mines.”


The knight’s tumbling form scraped over the Sea Hawk’s hull before splashing into the sea. He flailed and attempted to grab the planking as the ship swept on, soon leaving him in its wake. Felnir watched him thrash until the weight of his mail bore him down into the depths.


Spying the fallen longsword on the deck, Felnir retrieved it, striding to the port rail where Guthnyr regarded him with an expression mostly composed of puzzlement. However, Felnir saw something else in it, a tightening of the lips that told of disapproval, even disgust. This more than anything convinced Felnir that his brother was not suited to this life, regardless of their great-grandfather’s judgement. Guthnyr was a fighter, and a fine one. But murder was not in his heart.


“You spoke of a reward, brother,” Felnir said, handing him the longsword. “Here it is.”


Turning away, he spent a moment gauging the pitch of the sail and the temper of the weather. “Behsla, time to turn west. I reckon Ulfmaer’s seen fit to shift the wind in our favour. He always does appreciate a sacrifice.”









CHAPTER FOUR


Elvine


Her mother always began the day with a written task. Before breakfast, and all her other chores, Elvine was required to sit at her desk and inscribe letters. This she would do until the last gloom of dawn had faded and the city outside their door fully roused. She didn’t mind. In fact, this was often the high point of her day, for words and the characters that formed them had been her delight since childhood.


Today’s task, however, proved more onerous than most, for it was a triple translation. It wasn’t the mental contortions required to shift meaning from one form of writing to another that aggravated her so, but rather the choice of script. Elvine had no objection to the script her mother had used to set down the original passage, having always enjoyed the flowing curves and eloquence of ancient Ascarlian runic. Nor did she object to transcribing this version into contemporary Alberic, a less elegant but beautifully economic form of lettering, the one Elvine chose for her own writings in truth. No, it was the third script she objected to, not without a pang of guilt, for it was the language of her people. But, however much she tried, she could never summon any fondness for the hard-edged characters and limited grammar that formed modern Ascarlian. Translating poetry into such drab form felt like taking a sweetly singing bird and stuffing it in a cage.


“The bird will still sing sweet enough, child,” her mother told her when Elvine, not for the first time, gave voice to this complaint. “It all depends on how well you craft the cage.”


Rising from her own desk, she looked over Elvine’s shoulder to appraise her work. “Finely formed as ever.” As Skierwald at the Archive of the Sister Queens, she often came home with ample supplies of discarded writing materials. Elvine rarely wrote upon pages lacking a ragged edge or scribbling. As yet, however, she hadn’t seen a hand that could match her own for clarity or finesse.


“But, the phrasing is less so,” her mother went on, picking up the parchment to hold it closer to her squinting eyes. Years spent in her chosen occupation had left Berrine Jurest with worsening vision, although she continued to refuse the frame and lens contraptions beloved of many scholars and scribes. “‘Thus did Nerlfeya ascend on wings of flame to light all the world in the Altvar’s glory.’ Yet, in your modern Ascarlian, it becomes: ‘Nerlfeya flew, and her fire wings lit the world. Glory to the Altvar.’” She sighed, setting the parchment down and pressing a kiss to Elvine’s cheek as she whispered, “I can’t help but think it’s lost something, my clever, darling child.”


“All translations lose something of the original,” Elvine countered. “It’s inevitable, surely.”


“But it is the burden of the translator to ensure such loss is minimal. It behoves you, Elvine Jurest, finest scribe in all Ascarlia, to do justice to the labours of our ancestral scholars. Thus do we honour the Altvar, and ourselves.” Berrine moved away to brew the tea she would take with her to the Archival Hall.


Elvine concealed her frown by turning to the tall bookcase positioned to the side of her desk. Her eyes traced over cracked leather bindings and faded lettering, stained with years old soot, survivors of the inferno that had claimed their prior home. The great Library of King Aeric had fallen to flames kindled by the hated Albermaine occupiers the night they finally fled Olversahl. Elvine knew her mother had risked her life to rescue these aged tomes, but sometimes wished she had chosen a more eclectic range of titles. Save for a few bestiaries and guides to foreign tongues, this collection was almost entirely devoted to the sagas and legends of the Altvar and their myriad semi-mortal children. Elvine had read every word on every page, firstly, at her mother’s insistence, but later with more diligence and scrutiny as her thirst for knowledge and insight grew. What she discovered scared her, for the paths opened by study are often dangerous, albeit irresistible.


A familiar, tentative knocking at the door had Elvine reaching for her shawl and satchel. “It’s Uhttar,” she said, hurrying to peck a kiss to Berrine’s cheek. “I promised I’d help with his letter.”


“You haven’t had breakfast,” her mother protested as Elvine rose to answer the knock. “Can’t you write it here?”


“It’s a private missive. You know how shy he is.” Hauling the door open, she found Uhttar’s tall, skinny personage standing well clear of the opening. He also kept his eyes averted from the interior of her house, as if wary of waking the monster within. Although he was older than Elvine by a year, not for the first time, she felt the sense of having surpassed him in age. However, his child-like fear of her mother was not completely without foundation.


“Tell that walking bundle of sticks to pay you for your time,” Berrine called before Elvine swung the door closed, her mother’s next words muted but still clearly audible. “And make sure he knows that time is the only thing of yours he’s getting.”


Uhttar’s beardless, hollow-cheeked face betrayed both bafflement and hurt as Elvine took his arm and led him along the street. “Pay you?” he asked. “For what?”


“I told her I’m helping you write a letter to the Veilwald about your inheritance.” Elvine spoke softly, so as not to attract the ear of the folk they passed. “I needed a reason why we’re in each other’s company so much. It’ll also be my excuse for leaving the house tonight.”


“She’s suspicious then?” Uhttar cast a glance over his shoulder, Elvine feeling him tense in her grip.


“She’s mother to an unmarried maid of nigh twenty summers. A maid whose only apparent friend is an equally unmarried lad of scant prospects. Of course she’s suspicious.” She tugged his arm until he consented to face her. “Did you speak to the others?”


“Dehny and Harryk. They said they’d spread the word as usual.”


“What about Senhild?”


“Couldn’t get to see her. She’s sick, according to her father. Although, he hates me almost as much as your ma does, so he could’ve been lying.”


Elvine grimaced. Senhild was ever sickly, but her varied bouts of illness tended to coincide with the more important events in their shared but secret endeavour. Fear is an illness, of sorts, Elvine chided herself against the rise of judgemental thoughts. She couldn’t begrudge Senhild her fear, given the risks they were running, especially tonight.


“And our … visitor?” she asked, voice lowered to little more than a murmur.


“Safe and well. Uncle’s Bahn’s shearing shed is comfortable enough.”


Elvine nodded in satisfaction. Uhttar’s uncle was as solid and trustworthy a soul as they could hope for to oversee this hazardous enterprise. He also had taken no part in the scurrilous scheme that saw Uhttar deprived of his rightful inheritance upon his father’s death five years ago.


“Here,” she said, reaching into her satchel and extracting a folded letter. “It covers all the particulars. Just add your mark and take it to the Veilwald’s hall next hearings day.”


“You actually wrote it?” A surprised smile lit Uhttar’s face as he unfolded the missive. His reading skills were meagre, and he could barely scratch out his own name despite the many hours she expended in trying to teach him. He had responded to her frustrated criticism with an affable shrug, holding up his calloused apprentice’s hands and saying, “These were only ever meant for the boatyard, Elvie.”


“Of course I wrote it,” Elvine said. “Mother is bound to ask questions if she doesn’t hear of it being presented to the Veilwald. Is Bahn still willing to stand witness to your claims?”


“He is. I reckon he’d do it just to put a flame up the arse of his brothers. He’d long thought them a worthless bunch even before they forced me to put my mark on that false will they cobbled together. Though I’d best drop him a silver clip or two by way of appreciation when it’s all settled.”


“Better if you don’t tell the Veilwald that.”


He smiled again and consigned the letter to the inside of his jerkin. “It could be,” he said as they resumed their progress towards the harbour, “that you’ll be walking arm in arm with a man of property before long.” There was a forced lightness to his tone that warned her he was about to stray into territory she had cautioned against before. Several times, in fact. This morning, however, she found she hadn’t the patience to dance around the issue.


“In Olversahl, men of property don’t marry bastards, Uhttar,” she said. “You know that. Bahn is kind to me, which I appreciate, but I can almost hear his thoughts when he sees us together. It wouldn’t surprise me if he’s already made a list of marriageable merchants’ daughters, all of whom can put a name to their fathers.”


“Old customs,” Uhttar said. “Remnants of a banished age. If the Ascarls gave us one thing, it was the sweeping away of all that nonsense. The Sister Queens’ law doesn’t even recognise the word ‘bastard’.” He came to a halt at the junction of the Slipways and Harbour Row, turning to face her. His expression was tense, but not so much as the last time he broached this subject. “And I don’t recognise it either,” he told her. “So what if your father was an Albermaine-ish sea captain? So what if he sailed off when the city fell and never came back? I know who you are.” His hand covered hers, warm despite the chilly, fish-scented air sweeping off the docks. “And it’s more than enough.”


Perhaps, Elvine wondered, looking up into his earnest but steady eyes, a man stands before me, after all. But, love him as she surely did, it was not the love of a woman for the man she would wed. Patting his hand gently, she disentangled it and stepped back.


She expected hurt, perhaps anger, but Uhttar offered only a rueful smile and a few parting words. “I won’t give up,” he told her. “You know that. Not until you tell me to.”


“Tonight,” Elvine said. “You’ll be there?”


“I always am.” With a short bow, he turned to make his way down the Slipways. Elvine watched him for a short time before proceeding along Harbour Row, pushing away all the distracting thoughts to gird herself for the trials ahead.


* * *


“Why, if it isn’t the sweetest, most flaxen-haired maid in all the Fjord Geld. Verily, ’tis as if one of the Seraphile had made themselves flesh just to greet me.”


Captain Olfren took Elvine’s hand and attempted to press a kiss to it, a task he quickly abandoned at a warning growl from Hemund. The chief dockmaster of Olversahl was rarely verbose. But then, standing several inches taller and wider than most men, with a craggy, expressive face and no gift for artifice, he hardly needed to be. On the infrequent occasions when visiting sailors failed to divine his starkly obvious meaning, the lead-weighted cosh and manacles dangling from his belt provided ample clarification.


“How nice to see you again, Captain.” Elvine greeted Olfren with a brisk tone and a smile that possessed a measure of genuine warmth. For all his excessive flattery and patent lust, this one never exceeded his bounds. He also made some effort towards honest dealings whenever his merchantman hove into port, albeit meagre. “Your manifest, if you please?” she added, holding out her hand.


Olfren inclined his head and handed over the required document. “Gladly given, as always.”


Another reason she appreciated Olfren’s visits was the neatness of his accounting. The varied cargo had been listed on the manifest in precise columns in well-rendered Alberic, albeit with a few dots of spattered ink and an occasional crossing out or two.


“Ten casks of rum taken on board in Yarnsahl,” Elvine observed. “Since changed to only eight, I see.”


“Took on a new hand in the southern seas,” Olfren said. “A man of extensive experience and a fine way with knots. Also, it transpired, the worst drunkard I’ve ever encountered. Emptied two full casks before we noticed the theft. Flogged the villain myself and booted him off in Highsahl.”


Elvine felt it more likely that the two casks had been distilled into bottles and secreted about the vessel in various cunningly constructed hiding places. Once the formalities had been agreed and she and Hemund went on their way, said bottles would be spirited ashore, free of the required duties, for supply to various taverns. Glancing at the dockmaster, she divined he had come to much the same conclusion. But searching so substantial a vessel would be a protracted business, expensive too, since Hemund would have to hire in a few extra hands. All this was known to Captain Olfren, of course. He had also surely been aware that Elvine’s scrupulous eye would spot the reduced number of casks. Undoubtedly, there was more contraband aboard. Sleep weed, stolen jewels and sundry ornaments fenced from bandits across the southern seas, but all too well concealed to be worth Hemund’s time to dig out, especially when a more economical solution was at hand.


“Submission of an incorrect manifest demands a fine,” Hemund stated in his perennial growl. “Ten clips of silver or equivalent in coin.”


Olfren’s bright, amiable countenance dimmed considerably. The scale of the fine was exorbitant, extortionate in truth, but he knew this port and its dockmaster well enough to confine his protest to a frowning mutter. “Wasn’t like this when the Algathinets still held the Fjord Geld.”


“No,” Hemund said, the shift of his beard indicating the smile beneath. “But they got their foreign arses kicked out, didn’t they? Now pay up or we can settle matters by act of law.” He jangled the manacles on his belt for emphasis. “Sister Queens’ law, that is.”


Olfren paid, as Elvine knew he would, and she spent the next hour tallying the cargo as it was ported from ship to shore. At their first meeting the previous summer, the captain had been one of many to make allusions to the value of a less than keen eye when it came to the performance of her duties. She responded to all such attempts at bribery with the simple expedient of forcing the captain, and his entire crew, to turn out their pockets and purses for inspection. Whatever her feelings regarding Ascarlian rule of this port, she performed her role as the dockmaster’s excise agent with diligence and honesty. Such dedication wasn’t entirely due to the sense of civic obligation her mother had instilled in Elvine from an early age. An excise agent was a servant of the Sister Queens, and as such, enjoyed a useful degree of trust and protection in a city where loyalty remained an unresolved question for many.


The day proceeded along its routine course until the evening tide brought a novel sight. Having overseen the unloading of four merchant vessels, and recorded payment of duties and inevitable fines, Elvine retired to her customary perch atop the stout beacon tower at the end of the harbour mole. Few ships arrived when the sky began to darken, preferring to anchor offshore rather than risk the shifting currents of the fjord. It was her habit to sit here once the beacon had been lit and transcribe the day’s dealings into Hemund’s principal ledger. The dockmaster had an official residence but Elvine disliked the cramped mustiness of the vaults where the voluminous documents of her trade were stored. Besides, she always took pleasure in watching Olversahl’s transition from day to night. There was a simple aesthetic satisfaction in the way the glow of candle and lamp crept from window to window and the stevedores on the wharf lit the long line of oil-doused torches. Reflected by the churning fjord waters, the city’s lights became an abstract but fascinating melange, a spectacle that would become something magical in later months when Nerlfeya’s Lantern blazed emerald glory across the sky.


She was wistfully contemplating the darkened cloudscape above the mountains, imagining the celestial illuminations to come, when the corner of her eye caught the arrival of another sail amongst the dozen or so anchored to await the morn. It was the size of it that captured her attention, bigger than a typical merchantman, but also flying from a single mast. Looking closer, she saw the unmistakable lines of a longship, but not one of the twenty-foot trading craft from the Skar Geld that were such a common sight in Olversahl. This was the far larger, more high-sided silhouette of a warship.


Elvine stood, a hard knot forming in her stomach. This ship could be from anywhere in Ascarlia, drawn here by all manner of business. Many a warship also worked the trade routes. Why assume this one was here for another purpose? But still, its appearance now, tonight of all nights, was inarguably troubling.


Quickly gathering her things into her satchel, Elvine set off along the mole, forcing herself to walk rather than run.


* * *


“Waste of good food is an insult to the Altvar,” her mother reminded her over supper as Elvine sat contemplating a mostly untouched plate of fish stew. “Eat up or there’ll be no sweet dumpling for you.” Berrine smiled as she said this, a regular warning throughout Elvine’s childhood that had become a joke in later years.


“Nyhlssa baked cakes for the midday meal,” she said, referring to Hemund’s wife. “Insisted I have more than my share. She always says I’m too thin.”


“Tell her it’s a family trait. Your grandmother wore the same dress to her funeral that she wore to her wedding.” Another old joke and Elvine forced a smile through the haze of preoccupation. Just another ship, she told herself, the large sail looming in her mind. If only she could have made out the sigil.


“We have two choices tonight,” Berrine said when the accoutrements of supper had been cleared from the table. “An all new Alberic translation of ‘The Saga of Gythrum Fihrskard’. Or …” She placed a freshly bound book on the table before, smiling in anticipation, producing a thick bundle of documents from behind her back. “Some recently arrived letters from the Pretender’s War and the Martyr Queen’s Reign. There’s one in here that actually purports to bear her signature.”


It was their nightly habit to either read to each other in Alberic, often taking delighted amusement in the mistranslations and clumsy phrasing of Berrine’s fellow scholars at the Archive, or set about cataloguing some of the documents sold to her by foreign traders. The latter were always Elvine’s favourites, having long nurtured a fascination with the history of Ascarlia’s southern neighbour, especially the notoriously chaotic period that had come to a bloody finale with the death of the dread Martyr Queen Evadyn Speldkrayl, the Blackheart. The supposedly insane, and also supposedly divine, self-proclaimed queen of Albermaine was a particularly keen subject of study for Elvine. Although, her interest didn’t arise entirely from scholarly curiosity.


“I can’t tonight,” she told Berrine, wincing in apology. “Uhttar’s letter still isn’t done.”


“That boy …” Her mother’s hands formed fists on the table, a familiar scowl drawing her features tight. When they were children, and Uhttar a more welcome presence in this house, the scowl had betrayed more irritation than anger. These days, however, it was usually far richer in the latter than the former.


“It’s important, Mother,” Elvine said. “He was cruelly cheated. You know that …”


“Yes, I do know that. I also know that of all the clever and educated young men in this city, you choose to expend your time on a barely literate apprentice boat scraper, from a family of old loyalist Covenanters no less.”


“His Uncle Bahn is the only true family he has now, which you also know. And when he has his rightful due, he may have enough to start his own yard one day …”


“Oh, prospects, is it?” Berrine’s scowl shifted into narrow calculation. “I trust you haven’t encouraged any foolish hopes on his part, daughter of mine?”


“Of course not!” Elvine instantly regretted the retort upon seeing how it stung Berrine. Their life together was not free of argument, but harshly spoken words and outright anger were a rarity. Still, she wasn’t so sorry as to prevent her wordlessly reaching for her heavy woollen jacket. Talk of Uhttar’s intentions, frustrated though they were, chafed on already raw nerves. Her glimpse of the warship waiting offshore had made her ponder the wisdom of attending tonight’s event, but now she pushed such doubts aside.


“Be back before the midnight bell!” Berrine called after her as Elvine departed the house, forcing herself not to slam the door.


Bahn greeted her at the entrance to his shearing shed. Sag-roofed and long out of use, it was one of their less regularly used meeting places and therefore a sound choice for tonight’s occasion.


“You’re almost late,” Bahn said, pushing the doors aside a fraction to allow her to enter. “Not like you, Elvie. My nephew was getting a little fretful at your absence.”


Elvine hesitated before entering the dimly lit interior, glancing over her shoulder as she had done many times during her journey tonight. Once again she saw nothing of concern, just the wide streets, barns and fenced yards of Olversahl’s northern district where rearing and butchery of livestock formed the principal trade.


“Something wrong?” Bahn enquired. He was a large man, not so large as Hemund, but still an imposing figure. The patch over his right eye and the mostly missing left ear, legacies of the night Olversahl fell to the Sister Queens, gave his appearance a threatening edge, even though he had never been a warrior.


“I saw a warship at the docks,” she said, keeping her voice low. On the way here she had debated whether to tell him, ultimately deciding prudence demanded honesty.


“Vellihr’s sigil on the sail?” Bahn asked. Like her, his gaze switched to the nearby streets, hand straying to the knife at his belt.


“I didn’t see,” she said. “And it was anchored in the fjord, waiting for the morning tide. Could be nothing.”


“And probably is.” Bahn’s beard parted in a smile. “Still, better that you told me. If they’re still at anchor, whoever they are, they’ll be no threat tonight. Our visitor will be well on his way before dawn’s first glimmer. Come on.” He opened the doors wider still. “We’re about to start.”


Inside, she exchanged nods with the others, seeing many of the usual faces. However, the size of the congregation was twice that of the previous week. Evidently, those usually too fearful or far removed from Olversahl for regular attendance felt an obligation to be here tonight.


“You all right?” Uhttar asked in a whisper as she made her way to occupy the empty portion of bench at his side.


Still taut with nerves and the lingering stain of cross words with her mother, she confined her response to a half-smile. Harryk, seated to Uhttar’s right, leaned forward to offer Elvine one of his signature gurning faces, cheeks drawn in, eyes crossed and lips pouting. Usually, his antics provoked her to laughter, but tonight all she could do was broaden her smile a little. Dehny’s greeting consisted of a short, distracted raise of her hand before she returned her attention to the alcove at the rear of the shed. Always prim and straight-backed at these meetings, tonight Dehny’s willowy form was especially stiff, although her features were lit with a serene expectation. The most devout of this group, clearly eager for the sermon their visitor would offer this night.


Leaning across Uhttar, Elvine whispered to Dehny. “Senhild’s sick? Did you see her?”


Dehny maintained the same poise, her eyes flicking to the boys. “Silfaer’s curse,” she said shortly.


“Again?” Elvine gave a disparaging huff. Most women could expect the cramp-inducing touch of Silfaer’s unseen hand but once a month. Senhild, however, was unique in suffering the goddess’s attentions weeks in a row, typically when presented with something she didn’t want to do.


“She’s delicate,” Dehny replied with a defensive sniff. “As you’d know if you ever spared time for a visit more than once a month.” Senhild and Dehny had been neighbours from birth and their closeness was more like sisters than friends. “Shush now,” she said as Bahn made his way to the rear of the shed. “It’s starting.”


A hush settled over the assembly when Bahn stood before the table that had been placed in the alcove, two candles flickering atop it. “How gratifying it is to see you all here for Supplications, my friends,” he said. “Though it would have been nice if so many had also turned up last week.” He paused to allow the ripple of laughter to run through the congregation. There was no real chastisement in his words. He, more than any of them, understood the risks inherent in this gathering.


“I know you are all keen to express your appreciation for our visitor’s presence,” Bahn went on, “but would ask that you refrain from applause or acclaim, for very obvious reasons.” Smiling, Bahn turned and raised a hand to the shadows beyond the candlelit table. “Supplicant, we await your word.”


The man who stepped from the gloom was of slight build, his face hidden within the confines of a hooded cloak. Upon drawing it back, Elvine was struck by the ordinariness of his features. It was the countenance of a man of middle years, notable mainly for the absence of a beard and the prominent cheekbones and weathering of one who spent his life travelling. At first, she found his expression stern, even judgemental in the way he surveyed his audience, but the impression faded at the smile that spread across his lips. Elvine had an uncanny facility for spotting artifice and saw none in that smile, only welcome and compassion. Her fears dimmed at the sight, then fled completely when the Supplicant began to speak.


“I shall address you, friends, in my own tongue,” he said in Alberic. “For, whilst I can converse in Ascarlian, I would not wish to offend your ears with my accent, which, I’m assured, rather resembles a strangled seal.”


A thrum of surprised mirth greeted this; they hadn’t expected humour from this man, only the faithful invective they hungered for.


“I am also bound by the danger we share not to impart my true name,” the Supplicant went on, his smile shifting into a regretful frown. “So I shall introduce myself by the name given unto me by the Luminants Council when they sent me forth as missionary of the Covenant of Martyrs. I will therefore be known to you as Supplicant Truth, for that is the Covenant’s gift to you. It was Martyr Sihlda Doisselle herself who said this of truth: ‘It is as malleable as clay for the faithless, but hard and unyielding as stone for the faithful.’ And it will be my honour on this day of Supplication to impart to you a sermon drawn from that most holy source.”


As he spoke on, Elvine recognised his sermon as the third chapter of the Testament of Martyr Sihlda, the most recent Martyr Scroll in the Covenant’s canon of scripture. She had heard how missionary Supplicants were capable of remarkable feats of memory, it being far too dangerous for them to travel in possession of books. However, the unerringly precise rendition provided by Supplicant Truth told of a facility for recall that might even put her mother to shame. Nor was this just a rote recitation, for the Supplicant spoke with passion.


“‘Look not outward for validation of your faith,’” he said, his gaze seeming to capture them all at once, his tone beseeching rather than hectoring. “‘Instead look inwards. Into your heart, into your soul. Search the long winding road of your life not just for joy or triumph, but also failure and shame. For it is in these hidden corners of ourselves that we find truth, that most precious gift of the Seraphile and their Martyred servants upon earth.’”


Although Elvine had been a regular attendee at these hidden services since her fourteenth birthday, it was rare for her to be swept along by the rhetoric of the speaker. This was due to the fact that most sermons were delivered by members of the congregation or, on occasion, a visitor from another hidden gathering in the Fjord Geld. Ardently faithful to a soul, they were also invariably lacking in inspirational oratory. Her connection to the Covenant had been born from the written word rather than the spoken, her faith arising from guilty study of texts her mother provided as evidence of the foreign faith’s idiocy. Berrine had ever been steadfast in her devotion to the Altvar, and Elvine sensed her mother’s disappointment that her daughter’s faith burned less brightly. However, she couldn’t deny the lure of the Covenant and its many Martyrs. It all just made so much more sense than interminable quests and wars of gods and semi-gods, surely mere legend elevated by the passage of time to an absurd level of reverence. Or perhaps it arose from the blood of her vanished father, but Elvine doubted it. It seemed unlikely that a man who would abandon his pregnant lover during a dire crisis would have harboured much faith of any kind.


Tonight, however, Elvine found herself swept up in the words spoken by Supplicant Truth, her heart swelling and tears brimming her eyes. Murmured agreements to his statements came to her lips, as they did to the lips of her fellow congregants. She was unaware of the increasing and unwise volume of their acclaim, but fear was a faraway thing now. Now, there was only the word of Supplicant Truth, it filled her, made her weep and laugh with joy.


“I’m sure the fate of Martyr Sihlda Doisselle is known to all here,” the missionary said, a tone of finality colouring his voice as he raised his hands to calm their joyous outpouring. “It was not glorious. It was ugly, for death is always ugly. For years, her body lay under earth and stones until the Covenant was finally able to claim it. Her bones now adorn shrines the length and breadth of Albermaine, and beyond. Some will bow to these relics and beseech her for healing, or fortune, as is their wont, which I will not decry. But, whenever I kneel before the bones of Martyr Sihlda, I offer only thanks. For she gave us so much to be thankful f—”


The whoosh of something heavy parting the air caused Elvine to duck, feeling her hair flicked by whatever passed within an inch of her scalp. Instinctively, her eyes tracked the swift, whirling object as it struck Supplicant Truth full in the chest. He staggered back, gaping at the axe buried in his flesh. Frozen in shock, Elvine noted how the mortally stricken cleric exhibited no serene acceptance or defiant resolution. His face was simply the bleached, terrified visage of a man facing gruesome death. As there had been no glory in Martyr Sihlda’s end, nor was there any in his.


Screams erupted as the Supplicant collapsed, overturning the table and candles to scatter chaotic shadows about the interior of the shed. The congregants rose into panicked flight, surging towards the doors only to halt at what they saw framed in the opening.


A tall man clad in a long sharkskin coat, worn over ringed mail, straightened from throwing the axe to regard them with small, dark eyes set in a narrow, cadaverous face. His beardless features were mostly expressionless, save for a disgusted curl to his thin lips. Behind him stood a group of warriors, swords bared and faces grim. However, Elvine found herself unable to look away from one detail. Gleaming bright on the dark grey of the narrow-faced man’s coat, the brooch of a Vellihr of the Sister Queens.


As her gaze shifted back to his face, she realised he was returning her scrutiny in equal measure, his small eyes widening fractionally in recognition. “That one,” he rasped in a voice that sounded like gravel scraping on a shovel blade, raising his hand to point a long finger directly at Elvine. “Spare her. Should the rest of this Altvar-hating filth resist, kill them all.”
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