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    ‘Keep faith and hold fast, and we will free our land!’




    Edric had said that, not three days past, as he stood on the battle­ments of the keep at Salt Fork and watched the enemy closing in. Side by side with his brothers and sisters, pride swelling his chest and angry defiance in his eye, it had felt like truth.




    He knew better now.




    The forest whipped and scratched him as he clambered up a muddy slope, breath burning his lungs and a cold fist of terror in his gut. Dirk laboured through the undergrowth in his wake, white with exhaustion. The older man was at the limit of his endurance; it was plain by his slumped shoulders and the vacant look in his eyes.




    Edric hauled him the last few paces to the top, where Dirk bent over, pulling in air like a man near drowned. He scanned the forest fearfully while his companion recovered. The trees were loud with birdsong, dewed leaves stirring in the dawn light. There was no sign of their pursuers yet, but he could hear the Emperor’s hounds through the trees.




    ‘You go on,’ Dirk said, raggedly. He had the flat stare of a dead man. ‘I’m done.’




    Edric had known Dirk for less than a season and liked him for none of it. He was a low sort, fond of drink, and spitting, and the kind of rough humour that made Edric uncomfortable. Edric was a frustrated young man with lordly blood, looking for a way to define himself; Dirk was an illiterate ironmonger with nothing left to lose. But Salt Fork had brought them together, united them in common cause. Even when everything lay in ruins, Edric wouldn’t let go of that. He pulled Dirk upright.




    ‘You’ll run,’ Edric said. ‘And when you can’t, I’ll carry you.’




    Together, they stumbled on.




    He’d always known Salt Fork would be the end of him, but he’d dreamed a different end than this. Fifty of them had seized that town, fifty who dared to stand against their oppressors. Their act of defiance was to be the spark that would ignite the fire of rebellion in their people. He never expected to survive, but at least his name would be remembered in glorious song.




    The bards would sing a different tune now. They’d sing of how the townsfolk’s resistance crumbled as soon as the Krodan army came into sight, how the crowds threw open the gates and tried to arrest the men and women who’d led them astray, hoping to trade them for Krodan mercy. They’d sing of a shambolic escape through smugglers’ tunnels, with the ringleaders fleeing for their lives as the soldiers marched in.




    They’d sing of failure, and they’d sing it in the tongue of their overlords.




    He’d seen Renn swallowed by the mob he was trying to reason with. Ella had died defending him, killed by a stone to the head. He didn’t know if any of the others had survived; in the confusion, he’d lost everyone but Dirk. Perhaps there’d be a rendezvous days from now, some message left at a dead drop, but he wouldn’t be there to read it. The Emperor’s huntsmen had chased them through the night and drew closer with every hour. They wouldn’t see another sunset, and both of them knew it.




    A temple loomed suddenly from the trees, towering before them. The sight of it brought them to a halt. Its walls had been breached by the forest and a mossy cupola lay in ruins near the entrance. Balconied domes and soaring vaults had been gnawed bare by time’s appetite, yet still it stood in testament to its makers, an elegant masterpiece from a lost world.




    Dirk’s legs shook and he fell to his hands and knees. Edric stared, wide-eyed. Exhaustion had drained him of emotion – even his fear had been numbed – but now he felt a sense of wonder which slowed his hammering heart.




    Once, his people had been great. They’d led the world in art, theatre, medicine, architecture, philosophy, astronomy and the ways of war. Their empire had spanned the known lands, and Ossia had been the home of heroes.




    But that was the past, and the past was long behind them. Their empire had faded centuries before. Ossia had been under a Krodan boot for thirty years now, longer than Edric had been alive. He’d never known true freedom, and so, in the end, he’d gone searching for it.




    The collapse of the Salt Fork uprising and the long and frantic night that followed had shaken his faith. He’d cursed himself over and over for staking his life on a naïve dream of revolution. Yet here, before this silent monument, he found new strength. The blood of its builders still ran in his veins, and one day his people would cast off their chains.




    ‘On your feet!’ He hauled Dirk back up, though the man was a dead weight.




    ‘Leave me to the worms,’ he wheezed. ‘The Red-Eyed Child comes for me.’




    Edric pointed to the temple, where a dark doorway gaped amid a tangle of vines. ‘If we must die, it will be with the Nine at our backs, in the house of our ancestors.’




    ‘The Nine!’ Dirk said bitterly. ‘Where are they now?’




    ‘They’re still here,’ said Edric, his jaw tight. ‘This is their land. It is our land, and it will be again.’




    ‘You’re a fool and a dreamer, Edric,’ Dirk said. ‘I always thought so.’ Then his mouth twitched at the corner. ‘We needed more like you.’




    The arrow hit Dirk with enough force to knock him to the ground. He fell face down, a thick shaft fletched with ragged black feathers in his back. Edric stared at him stupidly for a moment, dazed by the speed of his death. Then terror took hold and he drew his sword, backing towards the temple, searching the trees for the enemy. He found only stillness and an uncanny silence. Even the birds had fallen quiet.




    Something was out there, a presence that iced his spine. The leaves hissed in the wind and the very forest seethed with evil.




    He ran, springing up the temple steps two at a time, and reached the top before his leg gave way beneath him in an explosion of pain. He crashed down on the flagstones, sword skidding from his grip, clutching at his thigh where the barbed and bloody tip of an arrow poked out. Veins stood stark in his throat as he screamed.




    Numbness and corruption spread from the arrow, tendrils of foulness worming into his flesh that froze and burned all at once. He tried to rise and screamed again as the shaft moved inside his leg. His head spun, and everything was suddenly dim and distant.




    Through the fog that clouded his eyes, he glimpsed a soft red light inside the temple. A light in that long-abandoned place, where he’d seen only darkness before. He was seized by a desperate hope. Was there somebody in there who could save him? Here, in this sacred place, had the Aspects sent him a sign?




    Gasping with the pain, he dragged himself inch by excruciating inch over the threshold.




    The forest had choked up the windows and shadows clustered thickly between the columns. Overhead, birds shifted quietly in their roosts among the stonework, subdued by the same dread that had silenced the others outside. Statues loomed at the edge of the darkness, barely more than lumps, hands lost and faces smooth. He recognised them anyway. There was Joha, the Heron King; there was brutish, squat Meshuk, Stone Mother; there, jaws agape and straining at his chains, was Azra the Despoiler, Lord of War.




    Edric offered a silent prayer to the Nine Aspects as he pulled himself over cracked flagstones, each movement sending fresh fire from the wound in his thigh. A set of steps led deeper into the dark temple. The source of the red glow was somewhere below.




    There was no sound from his pursuers, but he dared not hope this ancient place could keep his enemies out. He focused on the next lurch forward, and the next, until he reached the top of the steps. The red glow illuminated the bases of the columns beyond but its source remained out of sight, hidden by the broken pieces of a toppled statue.




    With dry mouth and trembling arms, he slithered down the first step, and the second. At the third, his elbow gave way and he went tumbling and sliding out of control. The arrow in his thigh caught on an edge and wrenched sideways, and the pain which followed drove him into the black waters of unconsciousness.




    




    When he surfaced again, he was lying on his back at the foot of the steps, his head tipped to one side. Tears filled his eyes, wet red hexagons swimming there, glistening. He blinked and the tears slid free.




    The source of the light was finally visible. It wasn’t a sign after all, just the fading remnants of a fire left by some vagrant, or a wandering druid who’d sheltered here. No hope of help, then, and no reprieve. He watched as the glowing wood brightened in a faint breeze, and a peaceful, aching sadness soaked into his heart as he realised he’d reached the end of his road. It hadn’t felt nearly long enough.




    He turned his head and saw the man at the top of the steps.




    To Edric’s dimmed eyes, he was little more than a shadow, but the red light reflected from his round spectacles and made him look infernal, an imp from the Abyss come to carry him away. He was short and balding and wore a long black coat. When he spoke, his voice was breathy and damp; the sound of gentle murder.




    ‘No more running.’




    He stepped down into the light. He was fish-lipped, weak-eyed, with a pale, soft face and the look of a clerk about him. In other circumstances he might have appeared comical, but he had the double-barred cross on his shoulder, the hated symbol of the Iron Hand, and Edric didn’t feel like laughing.




    ‘I am Overwatchman Klyssen,’ he said. ‘Hail to the Emperor.’




    Edric had dropped his sword on the temple steps, but he had a knife at his hip, which he drew and held before him. It was a feeble threat, and Klyssen ignored it.




    ‘There will be others,’ Edric said. ‘Others like me. And we’ll drive you from this land.’




    ‘The folk of Salt Fork did not share your conviction.’ The overwatchman raised his head, taking in the gloomy grandeur of the temple. ‘We have made your highways safe and swift, brought order to your cities and given you the gift of the Word and the Sword. We protect you against enemies who would slaughter or enslave you. Your farmers enjoy the fruits of their fields, your seamstresses sew in peace and your children want to be Krodan.’ His tone became puzzled. ‘When will you be satisfied?’




    ‘We’ll be satisfied when the last Krodan is gone from our land, when your thrice-damned god is cast down and an Ossian sits on the throne again with the Ember Blade in their hand,’ said Edric. ‘We’ll be satisfied when we have our freedom.’




    Klyssen lowered his gaze and the light made his spectacles red again. ‘Ah. That you will never have. Because, in the deepest places where you dare not look, you know you are better off without it.’




    ‘One day you’ll eat those words from the tip of an Ossian sword,’ he spat. ‘Kill me, if you’re going to.’




    ‘You’ll die, have no doubt of that. But first you’ll talk. There is one among your companions I seek. You knew him as Laine of Heath Edge, but we both know that’s not his real name.’




    Edric lay in silence for a few moments. Then he began to chuckle, a pained sound almost like sobbing. ‘He has evaded you.’




    ‘For now.’




    ‘Then hope is not lost.’




    ‘I wouldn’t say that.’




    Klyssen motioned with his hand and three figures appeared at the top of the stairs, silhouetted by the light from the temple doorway. One was hulking and armoured, carrying a great hammer. Another was ragged and thin, holding a bow. The third was cowled and cloaked, with a gleam of metal where a face should have been. The sight of them was like a cold weight on Edric’s chest. Here was the source of the nameless dread that had silenced the forest. It drained the courage from him, and fear made him babble.




    ‘I can’t tell you where he is. I don’t know where he is!’




    He became aware of an itch in his knife-hand, increasing to a burn. Something was writhing under his skin there, vile tunnelling worms that turned and coiled in the light of the dying fire. Horror and disgust choked him. His other hand flew to his face, where the skin had begun to blister, swell and ooze.




    ‘We’ll see what you know,’ Klyssen said quietly, as Edric finally found breath to scream.
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    The cave was a triangular maw filled with shadowed teeth. Aren studied it warily, knuckles white where he gripped his sword.




    ‘You think she went in there?’




    Cade nodded from his hiding place, crouched behind a boulder, poised to flee. He had his knife in hand, but he clearly had little faith in it.




    Aren glanced back in case their quarry had slipped around for an ambush. The green flanks of the ravine sloped steeply up to either side. At the top, sunlight slanted across the grass, but down here it was dimmer and the air was still. The ground was cluttered with rocks of all sizes, from pebbles to great boulders shaken loose by the march of ages, shaggy with moss and lichen. A shallow stream, ankle-deep and a few paces wide, splashed between them. Dank, scrawny trees drowsed nearby, with watchful crows in their branches.




    They heard a sharp clatter of tumbling stones from the cave.




    Cade sprang to his feet, ready to bolt. Aren caught him by his shoulder and pressed him back down.




    ‘It’s her,’ Aren whispered, half in triumph and half in terror. Cade gave a low moan of despair.




    Heart thumping, breath short, Aren stepped into the open and crept forward. When Cade showed no sign of moving, he scowled and gestured at him to follow. Cade slid out from behind the boulder, muttering darkly.




    They were no longer boys and not quite men, adults in their own minds and no one else’s. Aren was gangly but not tall, his body still finding its proportions. Cade had a heavier build, a clumsy, solid boy who moved without grace. Thick brown curls hung across Aren’s brow; he had soft eyes, a flat jaw and a long, wide nose that split his face like the shank of an anchor. Cade had small features in a fleshy frame, a quick, restless mouth and the first dusting of a beard, the same muddy blond as his close-cut hair.




    It was Cade who’d glimpsed their quarry first: a rush of movement, a thrashing in the bracken, a flash of haunch. Big as a bear, he told Aren, when he got over the fright. Just like Darra said she was. They’d tracked her into the ravine after that, and finally cornered her here.




    Aren crept up to the mouth of the cave. Within was a chill, grey world of hard angles. Nothing moved. He was about to go further when Cade grabbed his arm.




    ‘You ain’t actually going in?’ he whispered incredulously. ‘Why don’t we wait here?’ Aren saw him struggle to think of a good reason. ‘We can jump her when she comes out!’




    Aren was tempted by the idea. Better to tackle the beast in daylight, where they could manoeuvre. But lurking in ambush felt cowardly. When Toven chased the draccen of King’s Barrow into its lair and slew it, he didn’t hide outside for hours first.




    ‘No. We’ll catch her unawares, where she can’t escape from us,’ he said.




    ‘Oh, aye, that’s a great plan,’ Cade griped. ‘Foolproof. And what if we want to escape?’




    Aren went in and the quiet gloom closed around him. He kept the stream to his left, moving in a low crouch, his sword held defensively across his body as Master Orik had taught him. A splash and a string of curses told him that Cade had followed him inside, and that he now had at least one wet foot.




    ‘She was like a wolf, but like no wolf you ever saw!’ Darra had said, his eyes bright and earnest. ‘A she-warg, high as your shoulder, broad as a cart, teeth like daggers! I saw her walking through the trees in Sander’s Wood!’




    ‘My brother saw her, too,’ Mya had said. ‘Next day, three of my father’s flock were gone, only blood and torn wool left to mark them.’




    Aren tried not to think of the beast’s size, or her teeth, or the fact he wasn’t one-tenth the swordsman Toven had been. Instead, he imagined the townsfolk cheering their return, the nods of respect from the Krodan honour guard, the pride in his father’s gaze as the governor praised them. Best of all would be the sight of Sora’s delighted face when he presented her with the she-warg’s paw, a hero’s token to his lady.




    Ahead, the cave bent sharply to the right and the way was obscured by a bulge in the rock. The light from the cave mouth was feeble this far back, and Aren wished they’d thought to bring a lantern. Facing the beast in darkness wasn’t something he’d anticipated. Perhaps an ambush did make sense. He’d always preferred the stories about clever Tomas to those of his mighty brother Toven anyway. Tomas won through wit and craft rather than force of arms.




    But what if there was another way out of the cave? After all this time searching, he wasn’t about to let the beast get away.




    Staying close to the cold rock, he peered round the bend and saw a small underground chamber beyond. There was a jagged fissure in one wall, wide enough to squeeze through. The stream ran across the chamber and away down another passage. Nothing moved but the restlessly tumbling water.




    ‘How’s it look?’ Cade asked.




    ‘Come and see,’ said Aren, and stepped in.




    The darkness was pushed back by a thin shaft of daylight which cut diagonally across his path from a dripping hole in the ceiling. An assortment of slimy plants had found purchase along the stream’s edge and glowed dimly there. He saw phosphor moss and riddlecap, and other moulds and mushrooms he couldn’t identify.




    Cade slunk in behind him. ‘Don’t much like the look of that horrible great crack in the wall,’ he said.




    As if in reply, they heard a furtive rustle of movement from the fissure, the sound of something unmistakably alive. They turned to face it together, with mounting dread.




    ‘You know, I heard a tale about a cave hereabouts,’ Cade murmured. ‘A cave at the end of a ravine, with a little stream coming out of it. An old hermit lived there, rotten to the core, with a hook for a hand.’ His voice dropped and he leaned closer, eyes like saucers. ‘More than one traveller took shelter in that cave on a rainy night and never came out. He hung them up like meat. Story goes he died alone and hateful, but his shade walks here still, and the last thing you’ll hear before he gets you is his hook, scratching along the stone …’




    Aren gave him a flat look. ‘You just made that up so you can go home,’ he accused.




    ‘Aye, I did,’ said Cade, shrugging. ‘Worth a try.’ He picked up a rock. ‘Shall we see what’s in there, then?’




    ‘Not like tha—’ Aren began, but he was too late to stop Cade tossing the rock.




    A maelstrom of thrashing wings exploded from the fissure. Aren yelled and swung his sword at the air as flapping creatures beat at his face. His blade clanged off stone and numbed his fingers, nearly jolting out of his grip. Cade capered about, slapping wildly at his own head, trying to dislodge a bat which had become tangled in his hair. Half-seen shapes darted past them, whirling in panicked circles before flurrying away towards the entrance of the cave, leaving the two boys panting and gasping in fright.




    Cade rubbed his hands through his hair and looked at them in disgust. ‘Flying rats. Ugh.’ He spotted Aren leaning against the cave wall with his sword drawn. ‘You get any?’ he asked dryly.




    ‘Next time you think you have an idea, why don’t you float it past me first?’ Aren said breathlessly.




    ‘I ain’t the one who just led us into a cave to face a she-warg without any lanterns.’




    ‘No, you’re just the one who followed him in.’




    From the passage they heard a splash of water and an animal snort that set them rigid.




    ‘Well, reckon that’s me done for the day,’ said Cade, heading off after the bats.




    Aren grabbed him. ‘No you don’t,’ he said, dragging Cade back to his side. Together they stared into the dark passage. Cade’s fingers flexed nervously on his knife-hilt, his expression dubious. ‘Sure you don’t want to go for an ale at the Cross Keys instead?’




    Aren slapped him on the back for encouragement. Cade rolled his eyes and tutted. ‘Go on, then. Let’s get this over with. But I ain’t going first.’




    Aren had no intention of letting him. This beast was Aren’s to kill. It would make a poor tale for Sora otherwise.




    High as your shoulder. Broad as a cart. Teeth like daggers.




    They trod quietly as they followed the stream deeper into the cave. The blackness thickened and they were forced to hunch over as the ceiling bore down on them. Just before they reached the limit of the light, they found a new passage leading off to the right. They heard another snort, loud and close enough that Aren jerked back and held out an arm to bar Cade’s way.




    The beast was right around the corner.




    Cade’s eyes glittered with fear and he grabbed Aren’s elbow, shaking his head. But Aren gripped his friend’s forearm firmly and stared hard at him. Now it came to it, there was no question of turning back.




    ‘We strike together,’ he hissed.




    Cade wavered, but Aren wouldn’t let him go.




    ‘We can do it!’ he said, and this time he saw reluctant deter­mination settle on his friend’s face. ‘Aren and Cade,’ he whispered, with a reckless smile. ‘They’ll call us heroes.’




    ‘They’ll call us something, that’s for sure,’ Cade agreed grudgingly.




    ‘Are you ready? On my word.’




    Cade nodded, but not without a look that made plain what he thought of being dragged into this adventure.




    Aren listened. There was another grunt; the sound of the beast moving. He drew a breath, held it for a moment and then let out a cry, as fierce as he could make it. They plunged round the corner, blades raised.




    Utter dark faced them. Utter dark, and no sign of their quarry. They faltered, not knowing where to strike, not daring to go onwards, and in that moment the beast was on them with a terrifying scream.




    Aren and Cade stumbled back, sloshing into the stream as it charged. Aren slipped on a wet rock and his leg went out from under him. His head struck the wall, stars exploding before his eyes as he dropped to his hands and knees in the chill water. Pain sang from his shins and palms. Somehow his sword had jarred free of his grip. He cast around frantically in the stream but it was nowhere to be seen.




    He heard Cade shout a warning, and he was swatted by the beast’s hot, bristly flank, its musty stink filling his nostrils. He tried to wrap his arms round it, to wrestle it down rather than let it batter him, but the beast bucked and skidded in the stream, slamming Aren against the wall, its coarse fur scratching his face. Teeth gritted, he struggled to hold on to it.




    ‘Cade! Stab it!’ he yelled, though he couldn’t see his friend through all the water splashing in his eyes.




    The beast kicked, catching him low and hard in his gut, and his arms came loose. A heavy haunch slammed into his cheek, and then the beast was away, charging downstream, grunting and squealing frantically. The sounds faded as it reached the freedom of the open air, leaving Aren kneeling in the stream, bruised and winded, a dull ache in his belly and groin.




    ‘Aren?’ Cade hurried up to him. ‘Are you hurt?’




    He blinked dazedly, popped his eyes wide a few times to clear the fog in his head, then laboriously got to his feet. ‘Where’s my sword?’




    ‘I don’t know. You dropped it somewhere. There it is, in the stream.’




    Holding the back of his head with one hand, Aren stooped to retrieve his weapon. His face felt hot, and not just from the battle.




    ‘That was no she-warg,’ he said at length. ‘That was a wild pig.’




    ‘Looked like one,’ Cade said. Then, to make them both feel better, he added: ‘It was a really big wild pig.’




    Aren, sodden and dripping, saw the edges of Cade’s mouth turn up, and that set him off. The two of them leaned on each other and laughed until tears streaked their cheeks. Eventually, Aren showed signs of calming down, but then Cade oinked at him and they were away again. By the time they were done, Aren’s stomach hurt and Cade was in danger of fainting.




    ‘Maybe best we don’t tell anyone about this,’ Aren suggested as they made their way out of the cave and into the sunlight.




    Cade crouched by the stream, wadded up a rag from his pocket and soaked it in cold water. ‘As if I would. They’d never let us forget it. Here, put this on your bump.’




    Aren pressed the rag gratefully to the back of his skull. The laughing fit hadn’t helped his headache much. ‘So what do you think? Next time we try the east ridge?’




    ‘You ain’t still after that she-warg?’ Cade said, amazed. ‘Four times we’ve gone hunting for her now! That’s every day I’ve had off work in the last two weeks! Can we at least explore the possibility that Darra’s a liar and Mya’s just gullible?’




    ‘We’ll explore that possibility,’ said Aren, ‘right after we’ve explored the east ridge.’




    ‘There ain’t no she-warg!’ Cade cried.




    ‘You give up too easily,’ Aren said over his shoulder as he started to trudge up the ravine.




    ‘Aye. And you don’t give up at all.’
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    ‘Step, step, feint! Now parry, feint, thrust!’




    Cade sat against the base of a dry-stone wall, eyes closed and face turned up to the sun, content as a basking cat. Bees droned lazily nearby and the breeze stirred the long grass of the meadow. In the dappled shade of a lone spreading oak, Aren jabbed and darted at imaginary foes, practising his sword drills.




    ‘Are you even watching?’ Aren demanded. ‘I’m trying to teach you something.’




    Cade cracked one eye open to look at him. Aren stood with a fist on one hip and his blade lowered, sweating in the heat. Beyond him, the fields spread down the hill to the coast, a patchwork of green and yellow dotted with farmsteads and speckled with sheep and cows. From their vantage point, Cade could see the Robbers’ Highway snaking from the east and the Cross Keys Inn on the outskirts of town, where he and Aren had sucked down more than a few foaming ales under old Nab’s indulgent eye. Shoal Point was a cluster of buildings along the coast, mostly hidden by a fold in the land. West of that there was only ocean, glittering bright enough to dazzle.




    ‘I’ve been thinking,’ Cade said at length.




    ‘Have you now?’




    ‘All this business with the she-warg … do you reckon Sora even wants a dirty great wolf paw?’




    Aren made a quizzical noise.




    Cade elaborated. ‘If you were the highborn daughter of a rich Krodan family, wouldn’t you want jewels and flowers and such? I’m just saying she might be less than thrilled when you hand her a dismembered piece of a recently dead animal with the stump all crusty with blood.’




    Aren opened his mouth to make a sharp reply, then shut it again and frowned. The question hadn’t occurred to him before now. ‘Well, obviously I’ll clean the blood off first,’ he said testily.




    ‘It’ll still smell pretty bad,’ Cade said. ‘What’s she going to do with it, anyway? Wear it as a necklace? It’d put her back out if the beast’s as big as we’re told.’




    A sour look passed over Aren’s face. ‘Do you want me to show you Master Orik’s new drills or not?’




    Cade levered himself up, satisfied that they wouldn’t be exploring the east ridge on his next day off. Aren handed him the sword. It felt heavier than usual, but that was probably because he was feeling lazy.




    ‘Ain’t it a bit hot for sword practice?’ he tried half-heartedly.




    ‘Stop complaining. Come autumn I won’t be here to teach you any more.’




    Cade saddened at that, but he tried to make a joke of it. ‘Just promise you’ll send me the paws of any mighty wargs you slay. I’ll have them, if Sora won’t.’




    ‘Ha! Get to work, you layabout!’




    Cade let Aren demonstrate the new moves again and copied them as best he could, but his mind wasn’t on the task. As a highborn Ossian approaching his sixteenth birthday, Aren would soon leave for his year’s service with the Krodan military. Cade, a carpenter’s son, wouldn’t be joining him. Krodans didn’t want working boys like Cade. They only cared about the sons of rich Ossians, who could be trained as loyal and useful servants of the Empire.




    He had other friends, but they were the children of bakers, potters, fishermen. None were like Aren, who could speak fluent Krodan, who knew history and mathematics and etiquette and had a permit to carry a sword, even if he had to keep it sheathed and wrapped within town limits. In truth, Cade was a little in awe of the highborn boy, and secretly dreaded the day Aren realised he could do better than a dockside lad with little education and no particular skill in anything.




    The year ahead loomed large and empty. He feared it would be a different Aren who returned, one he didn’t know.




    He made a passable effort at sword practice, enough to show his appreciation, but it was exhausting in the heat and he gave up as soon as he thought Aren would let him. He didn’t like the sword much, and he’d never be permitted to own one anyway, but Aren always enjoyed showing off what he knew.




    ‘Maybe it is a bit hot for sword practice,’ said Aren. ‘Do you want to learn some Krodan instead? I could teach you how to make a diminutive noun.’




    ‘Why don’t I tell you a tale instead?’ Cade suggested, with an enthusiasm that verged on desperation. ‘I’ve got a new one. You’ll like it!’




    ‘Is it a Krodan story?’ Aren asked.




    ‘Naturally,’ Cade lied. ‘Do I tell you any other kind?’




    He wished his mother would tell him some Krodan stories sometimes, so that he could pass them on to Aren; but though she had a bard’s tongue, she refused to recite the legends of their oppressors. Aren, on the other hand, loved anything Krodan, and said the old Ossian folk tales were for bumpkins. To get around the problem, Cade changed the names in his mother’s tales and passed them off as Krodan. He suspected Aren knew, but the deception let him enjoy the stories of his homeland without admitting it to himself.




    Aren settled himself by the dry-stone wall while Cade launched into the tale of Haldric – renamed Lord Merrik – and his companion Bumbleweed. It began with the hapless pair stumbling across a maiden bathing naked in a rock pool, a woman so fair she stole Lord Merrik’s heart. But clumsy Bumbleweed stepped on a twig with a loud snap, and the alarmed maiden melted away as if by magic before Lord Merrik could introduce himself.




    Against his companion’s advice, Lord Merrik decided he had to find the maiden and marry her. So they went to see an old woman who told him that the maiden was the daughter of a kraken, and she only walked the earth one day every ten summers, spending the rest beneath the sea. Lord Merrik wasn’t of a mind to wait ten years for another glimpse of her creamy skin, so they set off in search of her, finally reaching Joha’s River in the sky – recast as a magic stream so as not to give the game away – where they learned to breathe water from a fish with scales of fire.




    Suitably prepared, they descended to the depths of the sea where Lord Merrik challenged the kraken to a battle of wits, ably assisted by Bumbleweed, who’d happened upon all the answers to the kraken’s riddles during their journey. When Lord Merrik won, he claimed the right to ask the kraken’s daughter for her hand in marriage. The kraken granted his boon, but his daughter promptly refused, asking why she should marry a man who made a habit of spying on naked women in rock pools.




    Aren howled with laughter as Cade aped Lord Merrik and Bumbleweed trudging dejectedly from the sea onto the shore, and cheered when Lord Merrik swore off women for ever and promised eternal friendship to Bumbleweed, who’d supported him faithfully through all his adventures.




    ‘Your best yet!’ Aren said when he was done, and Cade glowed, though he knew it was flattery, and bowed. Then he shaded his eyes and looked towards the sun.




    ‘Best be getting on,’ he said. ‘I have to be home for supper, and Da will tan my hide if I miss it again.’




    ‘“All things can wait but supper and lovers”,’ Aren quoted happily as he got to his feet.




    ‘That’s an Ossian proverb,’ Cade said. ‘Bumpkin.’




    Aren shoved him down the hill.
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    By a wooded path on the edge of town stood an old boundary stone, weathered to a nub. There they paused while Aren wrapped his sword and scabbard tightly in burlap cloth.




    ‘I’ll bet you can’t wait till you don’t have to do that any more,’ Cade observed. He was sitting on the boundary stone, tapping his heels against it and patting a rhythm with his hands.




    ‘When I get back from my service they’ll have to give me a full permit,’ Aren said. It galled him to see the sons of Krodan highborns swanning about Shoal Point with their swords on display. He wouldn’t feel a man till he could match them.




    Cade drew his knife from his belt, the blade he used for whittling and cutting his meat, and studied it without enthusiasm. ‘Reckon I’ll have to make do with this.’ He tutted. ‘It’d be easier if we could all carry swords, like before the Krodans came.’




    ‘Are you joking? You know what it was like back then. Drunken swordfights in the street, armed gangs in the alleyways, bandits on the road. It’s not called the Robbers’ Highway for nothing. It was lawless!’




    ‘That ain’t how my da remembers it,’ said Cade.




    Aren gave him a warning glance. ‘Then he’d best be careful who he remembers it to.’ He stood and secured his bound-up sword across his back with a strap. ‘Ossians are too hot-blooded,’ he said, matter-of-factly. ‘We don’t have the discipline the Krodans do.’




    ‘In other words: we can’t be trusted.’




    Aren frowned. He didn’t like it when Cade talked like that. It was dangerously close to sedition, which made him nervous. If you didn’t report sedition, you were part of it.




    ‘Come on,’ he said, walking off up the lane. Cade sheathed his knife, slapped his thighs, slid off the boundary stone and followed.




    The town square was filling up for the evening. Families gathered round tables in a smiling jumble of hugs and hails, kisses and back-slaps. Lanterns were being lit against the coming dusk, and a cool breeze carried away the heat of the day. Ropes of bunting and sheaves of shadowbane had been hung overhead, and children wearing spooky masks dodged and chased each other across the cobbles while old men watched from benches, smoking pipes and drinking beer from leather jacks.




    There was celebration in the air, and with good reason. The fishermen had spotted hull whales breaching off Gabber’s Bank. The ghost tide was on its way, and the festival began tonight.




    ‘There’s a mummers’ troupe coming to town!’ Cade exclaimed. He was studying the crier’s board, where the town notices were posted.




    ‘Hmm?’ Aren was only half-listening, scanning the crowd in the faint hope of seeing Sora. As usual, it was only Ossians who thronged the tables. His countrymen liked to dine in numbers, and raucously. Respectable Krodan families ate at home, where it was possible to hear one another.




    ‘Mummers!’ Cade said again. He squinted in concentration, mouthing the words as he read them. ‘They’re doing Podd and the Pot of Plenty!’




    Aren gave him a look. ‘It’s hardly Breken and Kalihorn, is it?’




    ‘Dunno. What’s “Breakfast and Kaliwhat”?’




    ‘Rinther’s masterwork about two feuding brothers?’ Aren said, but all he got was a blank look. ‘Rinther? Kroda’s greatest playwright?’ When Cade still didn’t know what he was talking about, Aren gave up. ‘He’s famous,’ he said.




    ‘Ain’t that famous, apparently,’ Cade said. He caught sight of someone over Aren’s shoulder. ‘There’s Mya and Astra.’




    They crossed the square. Mya was loafing against a low stone wall, watching the festivities with lazy-lidded eyes, a shock of frizzy brown curls framing her calm face. Astra sat on the wall, long, straight hair tucked behind one ear, scratching at a wafer of paperwood with a stick of charcoal.




    ‘Aren and Cade, Vaspis be my witness,’ said Mya as they approached. She liked to invoke the Malcontent whenever she could; he, of all the Nine Aspects, was her god of choice. Aren thought she was just doing it for the shock value. ‘Darra was sure you’d be devoured by now. Still after that she-warg?’




    ‘We’re in more danger from heatstroke than from any she-warg,’ Cade said.




    ‘Well, let us know if you find it. Astra’s keen to get a sketch.’




    Astra looked up at the mention of her name, only now noticing the boys. Cade had a habit of falling in and out of infatuations, and Astra was his latest. Aren could always tell because he smiled wider than normal at them, which was unfortunate as it made him look simple.




    ‘What are you drawing?’ he asked.




    She tipped the wafer of wood to show him. There was a large dragonfly pinned to one side, next to its likeness in charcoal.




    ‘That’s really good,’ said Cade and grinned wider, progressing from simple to witless. Astra went back to her work, barely acknowledging the compliment.




    ‘Going to see the ghost tide tonight?’ Mya asked Aren.




    He grinned. ‘The Torments themselves couldn’t stop me.’




    ‘Really? I heard your da was funny about letting you out after dark.’




    ‘Where’d you hear that?’ Aren said, as if the whole idea was preposterous, rather than embarrassingly true.




    She shrugged. ‘Heard it around.’




    ‘Well, it’s a lie. I’ll be there. You can count on it,’ he told her confidently. And he meant to be, assuming he could get past the servants. But he had a plan in mind for that.




    Mya looked over at Cade. ‘You going, too?’




    ‘Oh, I don’t reckon I will,’ said Cade, affecting nonchalance. ‘Need to be up early to help in the workshop.’ He glanced at Aren and away, and Aren felt a stab of guilt. Cade wanted to go with him tonight, and without Aren he’d likely just mope at home. But there were some things even a best friend couldn’t be part of.




    They said their goodbyes and headed away from the square. Aren didn’t take the most direct route, preferring to detour past the towering temple which rose above the roofs of Shoal Point a few streets away. If he was lucky, the priests would still be at evensong and he’d catch the end.




    ‘I need to be back for supper soon,’ Cade protested, guessing where they were going.




    ‘We won’t be long. Just passing by.’




    ‘You never “just pass by”.’




    They emerged into a small cobbled plaza in front of the temple. Aren slowed to a halt and let his gaze travel up the façade. No matter how many times he saw it, his sense of awe never waned. The stern, imposing lines, bold geometric forms and strict symmetry spoke of strength, order and discipline. It came from another world than the narrow, winding sandstone alleys which surrounded it, buildings piled up higgledy-piggledy with their plaster cracked by salt and sun, joined by uneven steps and crowded passageways. An old temple to the Nine had stood there once, but it had been torn down and replaced when Aren was young.




    Like all Krodan temples, it had two entrances, representing the two routes to the Primus’s light. Above each, standing in an alcove, was a statue. One was a young man in robes, his face serene, an open book in one hand. The other was armoured, staring boldly out across the plaza, hands folded on the pommel of a sword resting point-down between his feet. Scholarly Tomas and brave Toven, the Word and the Sword, earthly champions of the Primus.




    ‘I’m noticing a marked lack of “just passing by” and a sight more “stopping and gawping”,’ Cade grouched.




    Aren ignored him. As he’d hoped, the priests were still singing. Their voices drifted hauntingly across the plaza, echoing and reverberant, a net of harmonies mystifying in their complexity. High voices soared above the tide of sound like gulls on the wind, then the basses rolled in, and the hymn swelled till it filled the sky. It was music of dazzling craft, and Aren found himself caught in its spell.




    Ossia had no music like it. Only a few great works had survived the fall of the Second Empire, and they were dated now and rarely played. His people favoured folksong to formal music, tunes for the inn and the campfire, sometimes bawdy and sometimes elegiac, but always intimate and inclusive. Aren couldn’t deny they had a certain primitive power, that they tunnelled into his heart when he’d had a few drinks and conjured a yearning for times he’d never lived through, but they were childish compared to Krodan symphonies.




    ‘Oh, Nine, they’re at their bloody yowling again,’ said Cade, rolling his eyes.




    Aren suppressed a scowl of irritation. Cade worshipped the Nine and liked music he could clap and stamp along to. Aren influenced him in most things, but despite his best efforts, Cade had never shown the slightest sign of changing his mind about that.




    ‘Young Aren! You’re a little early for convocation. Five days early, in fact.’




    It was Predicant Ervin, hailing him from one of the doorways at the top of the temple steps. He was an elderly priest, popular in the town for his light heart and easy manner. He wore beige and red robes – beige for parchment and red for blood – stitched with Krodan rays across the shoulder and chest. On a chain around his neck hung the sign of the Sanctorum, the blade and the open book, wrought in gold.




    ‘I just wanted to hear the evensong,’ Aren called back. ‘Are you not joining in?’




    ‘Alas, the Primus saw fit to give me the voice of a bullfrog with a mouth full of wasps. I fend off the Nemesis in other ways.’ He brandished a twig broom. ‘By sweeping the steps, for example. Noble work, if you can get it.’




    ‘We all do our part,’ Aren said with a grin. He noticed Cade edging anxiously towards the plaza’s exit. ‘But we should go. Even the Primus won’t save Cade if he’s not back for supper.’




    ‘I’ll see you both on Festenday!’ said Predicant Ervin, raising a bony hand in farewell.




    ‘Still don’t see why I have to go to convocation,’ Cade grumbled as they hurried away. ‘I don’t even believe in that stuff. Nor do half the Ossians in Shoal Point.’




    ‘Maybe they’re hoping that one day you will.’




    Cade snorted.




    They left the plaza and walked along the flagstones of Fish­mongers’ Way. The shops were shuttered today and there was no market, but the beer-hall rang with Krodan voices singing the anthems of their homeland. Dim, distorted figures raised their tankards behind panes of bullseye glass. A wooden sign hung over the doorway, depicting two fighting falcons: the emblem of the Anvaal Brewery, advertising thick, dark beer from the heart of the Empire. Two soldiers stood guard outside, clad in Krodan black and white, their grim faces made statuesque by their distinctive angular helmets.




    At the end of Fishmongers’ Way, a knot of lanes and tiny plazas ran along the edge of the western cliffs, descending steadily towards the docks, beaches and coves beyond. Here were the hole-in-the-wall bakeries that sold morning rolls and pastries, single-room bars hidden upstairs behind rusty gates, crushed-together houses with sagging eaves where cats groomed themselves on tiny sills. To their left, gaps between the houses revealed a peaceful blue sea, the sun balled and red on the horizon.




    Aren grinned. The sun couldn’t fall fast enough today. When night came, the adventure would begin.




    ‘Aren!’




    His smile faded as he looked back up the alley. Standing at the corner were two young men. One was corn-blond, handsome and athletically built: the Krodan dream of vigour and poise. The other was less well favoured, with a long, pointed nose, pitted skin and ruddy hair. Harald and Juke, Sora’s elder brothers.




    ‘Still loafing about with the carpenter’s boy, I see,’ Harald said. ‘I’m glad you’re keeping company that befits your station. It’s a habit you’d do well to nurture.’




    Aren thought of a dozen insulting replies and said none of them. ‘What do you want, Harald?’




    The two Krodans sauntered up the alley. They were dressed in fine waistcoats and embroidered trousers, and narrow swords hung at their hips. By their attitude, they meant trouble.




    ‘Do you remember what I said last time we spoke?’ said Harald. ‘I think you do. I feel we were very clear, even allowing for the remarkable dull-wittedness of you people.’




    Aren felt angry heat rise up from his chest. It was an effort to remain polite. ‘You told me to stay away from Sora,’ he said.




    ‘You did understand!’ Harald said. ‘And that wasn’t your first warning, either. In fact, you’ve had several. Our father even visited yours to make his feelings clear.’




    Aren said nothing, but he held Harald’s gaze steadily, which was as much defiance as he dared.




    Juke turned a disdainful eye on Cade, as if noticing him for the first time. ‘Run along, eel-sucker. This doesn’t concern you.’




    Cade glanced at Aren, then back at Juke. He didn’t move, though his feet shuffled as if he dearly wanted to.




    ‘Are you deaf?’ Juke asked.




    ‘I can stand where I like,’ Cade mumbled.




    ‘Say your piece, Harald,’ Aren said, bringing their attention back to him. Juke gave Cade a dangerous glare, but was content with that for now.




    ‘What can I say that will make you listen?’ Harald said helplessly. ‘Has it escaped your notice that you’re Ossian, while she is Krodan and cousin to a count? She may not have the sense to look after her own reputation, but it is our responsibility to see that she remains marriageable. And if you … ruin her, Aren, then I will be honour-bound to kill you, and neither of us wants that.’ He cocked his head and sighed. ‘I can only assume you find it all a little too complicated to grasp, so let me boil it down for you.’ He leaned in close and dropped his voice to a menacing whisper. ‘You will never have her,’ he said, and shoved Aren in the chest so forcefully that he tripped over backwards and landed hard on the rough ground, skinning his elbows, his wrapped sword jarring against his spine.




    Juke brayed with laughter as Aren scrambled back to his feet, teeth gritted and face flushed. He desperately wanted to plant a fist in Harald’s supercilious mouth. They were both bigger and stronger than him, and they’d beat him hard, but it would be worth it to split that lip.




    A lifetime of ingrained restraint stopped him. He was Ossian, and they were Krodan. If anyone reported it, the punishment would be severe.




    ‘You’d love to strike me, wouldn’t you?’ Harald said with a smile. ‘Look at you, clenching your fists. You people solve everything with violence. Luckily for you, we are more civilised.’ He drew a folded letter from his breast pocket, its wax seal broken. ‘We found this in her room. She never was very good at hiding things.’




    Aren’s stomach dropped as he recognised the letter. ‘Give me that!’




    ‘That’s not going to happen,’ said Harald dismissively. ‘However, we will give it to our father if we ever suspect you’ve met with Sora again. He has the governor’s ear, as you know. I wonder what will happen to your father when the governor learns he failed to restrain you?’




    ‘That’s mine!’ Aren could barely force the words through a throat thick with humiliation and rage. ‘It’s private!’




    ‘Not any more. Not when it concerns my family.’ He handed the paper to Juke, who unfolded it. ‘Perhaps your friend would like to hear some?’




    ‘“Sora, my love, my only love”,’ Juke began, trilling in parody of a tortured romantic.




    Just one punch. Just one. But his body wouldn’t respond. He could walk into a cave to face a she-warg, but he couldn’t hit a Krodan. Everything in his life had trained him against it.




    ‘Stop it!’ he demanded, and was appalled by how pathetic he sounded. Cade looked like he wished he could be anywhere else.




    ‘“To be apart from you is agony”,’ Juke continued, holding the back of his hand to his forehead and wilting. ‘“I must—”’ He stopped and snorted. ‘You missed the accent over “agony”. If you have to write in Krodan, learn to do it properly.’ He resumed. ‘“I must see you, my darling! It burns my—”’




    ‘Enough!’ Aren shrieked.




    Juke looked to Harald, asking with his gaze if he should go on. Harald stared at Aren coolly.




    ‘I think we’ve made our point.’




    Aren nodded, biting his lower lip. Juke folded up the letter and handed it back to Harald, who slipped it into his breast pocket and patted it. Aren stood slump-shouldered, looking anywhere but at his tormentors.




    ‘Find yourself a nice Ossian girl,’ said Harald, with unexpected gentleness. ‘I know you love her, but it will pass. My sister’s not for you.’ He clapped Juke on the shoulder and they turned to go. ‘No more warnings, Aren!’ he called as they left.




    Once they were out of sight, he became conscious of Cade eyeing him awkwardly. ‘You alright?’ Cade asked.




    Aren bit back a sharp reply. He wanted to take out his feelings on someone and Cade was an easy target; but it wouldn’t be the right thing to do.




    ‘I think I’ll just head home,’ he said. Without further words of parting, he walked away. Bravery loved company, but Aren had long ago learned that shame was best borne alone.
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    ‘There’s my boy, and not a moment too soon! Set the table, supper’s ready!’




    Cade did as his ma told him, laying out bowls, spoons and leather drinking jacks. Between the table and the stove there was little room to move in the kitchen, but they slid around each other with practised ease. The dusk leaked in through sheaves of green herbs hanging over the window, and the air was damp with steam and rich with the smell of rabbit stew. Walls of bare, uneven brick and cracked mortar were hidden by cluttered shelves, racks of spices and pans on hooks. It was hot and close and dim, and it was Cade’s favourite room in the house.




    To be in Velda’s kitchen while she was cooking was to be a leaf caught in a storm, sent flurrying here and there, never able to settle till the tempest was over. His da avoided the room for that reason, but Cade liked to help. He enjoyed cooking, and he made an eager apprentice. While they braised and mashed and chopped, she told him stories, and sometimes had him tell some of his own. After a long day in the workshop with his da, it was always a relief to do something he was good at.




    Velda bustled past him and ladled out the stew, hollering his da’s name as she did so. She was a tough, round woman, tanned and salted by coastal life, who sold oysters on the docks. Her eyes were creased and kindly, her greying hair bound up in a kerchief, and despite her increasing years she was as bright and busy as a field mouse.




    ‘Sit! Sit!’ she urged him, and placed a round loaf of warm black bread on the table, wrapped in a chequered cloth. He took his spot on the bench as Barl came in from the back, a broad-chested man with a broken nose and a thick, tangled beard.




    ‘Son!’ He slapped a heavy hand down on Cade’s shoulder. ‘Where did you get to today?’




    ‘I was hunting that she-warg with Aren again.’




    ‘Mmm-hmm,’ he murmured absently. His gaze skipped over Cade to his wife. He put an arm around her waist, kissed her quickly on the cheek and sat down. ‘Rabbit stew!’ he said with great satisfaction, betraying the real focus of his attention.




    Velda gave Cade a smile as she poured weak ale from a jug. She’d heard him, and approved. She believed boys should have adventures while they could.




    ‘Thanks be to Hallen, Aspect of Plenty, for this bounty,’ Velda said, once she was seated. ‘The Nine protect this house.’




    They set to the meal, tearing up the bread and spooning stew into their mouths. Cade sought out tender chunks of rabbit among the potatoes and vegetables, and sopped up the thick, peppery stew with his bread, softening the hard crust before he crunched it down. He found a wonderful stillness in the midst of a hearty meal. He felt centred, entirely in the moment, his mind clear of thought. For that brief time, there was no need to speak, and no one expected a thing of him.




    ‘Good, good,’ Barl rumbled to himself when he was done. He sat back and took a pull of ale. Cade could tell he’d had plenty already by the glaze in his eyes and the slow way he moved. It was Jorsday, which meant he’d likely spent his day off in Finnan’s tiny bar by the docks, drinking with the fishermen.




    ‘Squarehead farmer up in the hills wants a wardrobe making,’ Barl said, and burped. ‘Krodan style. Ossian furniture ain’t good enough for that lot.’ He took another pull and set his ale down. ‘That used to be Arrol’s farm before they took it from him,’ he added bitterly. Then he looked at Cade. ‘We’ll set to it on the morrow. I’ll show you how to make duck-beak joints the way the squareheads like. You can mix up the varnish.’




    Cade nodded and kept eating. He didn’t want to think about tomorrow, about sanding and hammering, chisels and saws, splines and splinters. He had his ma’s head for stories and her clever tongue, but his hands were hooves and there was none of Da’s craft in him. No matter how carefully Barl taught him, he never got it right. Barl wasn’t a patient man, but he was a persistent one. Every day he tried anew to make his son a carpenter, and every day Cade disappointed him.




    If Cade had a brother, things might have been different. But he’d almost killed his ma as she pushed him out – a fact Barl never tired of mentioning, sometimes in jest, sometimes not – and Barl loved his wife too much to risk another child. So there was only Cade, and when the time came he’d have to take over the business, and that was how it was.




    ‘There’s a mummers’ troupe coming to town for the ghost tide,’ Cade said. ‘It was on the crier’s board. We could go and see them. After we’re finished in the workshop, I mean.’




    ‘That’s a fine idea!’ Velda enthused.




    ‘As long as they ain’t Sards,’ said Barl. ‘I won’t stand to watch Sards. Filthy folk. If they ain’t trying to sell you something that’s broke, they’re picking your pocket.’




    ‘I don’t reckon they’re Sards,’ Cade said uncertainly. ‘It’s an Ossian play – Podd and the Pot of Plenty.’




    ‘Oh, I like that one!’ his ma said.




    Barl harrumphed, swigged his ale and said nothing.




    ‘Aren says that mummers’ troupes sometimes hire a carpenter to travel with them,’ Cade said tentatively. ‘To build and repair the stage, make props and such. Easy stuff. The carpenter gets to be in the play, too. Everyone in the troupe has to act. Sometimes they play the lead, even.’




    ‘Mmm-hmm.’




    Cade looked down at his hands, where he was knotting his fingers. ‘I thought … well, I reckon it might be good experience for me. To really help me get a grasp of the basics. And I can make people laugh, I’m good at that. They might take me with them, if I asked. Just for a few weeks.’




    Barl was silent. He took another slow drink, his eyes far away and full of thought. Cade glanced at his ma, who made an encouraging face. Da appeared to be considering what he’d said. Cade let himself hope, just a little.




    ‘And another thing about Sards!’ Barl snapped. ‘They’re so cursed secretive! Stick to their own, don’t they? Whispering in their secret tongue. That ain’t how honest people act. We should kick them all out, that’s my view on it. This ain’t even their country.’




    Cade’s heart sank and his gaze dropped to the table. His da hadn’t even heard him. Cade had no love for Sards, either, but in some ways he envied them. They were the Landless, roamers who were unwelcome wherever they settled, but at least they were free to forge their own fates. He dreamed of the world beyond the walls of his da’s gloomy workshop, a life where the weeks and years were not already laid out before him. Somewhere he counted for something.




    But it was a fool’s dream. He was a carpenter’s son, and that was all he’d ever be. So the world turned.




    ‘Cavin called by, looking for you,’ Barl said. ‘You never go about with that boy any more.’




    ‘I was with Aren,’ said Cade.




    ‘Hunting she-wargs,’ added Velda, with a glimmer in her eye.




    ‘I wish you wouldn’t go trailing round after that boy like a lost puppy,’ Barl grumbled.




    ‘I ain’t trailing round after anyone,’ said Cade, roused to indignation. ‘He’s my friend.’




    ‘Aye, until he’s not,’ said Barl, sucking down the last of his ale. ‘He’s his father’s son, and the apple don’t fall far from the tree. Disloyalty’s in his blood. Only one way an Ossian gets to be rich in this day and age.’




    ‘Barl—’ Velda warned.




    ‘I’ll speak my mind at my own table,’ he said. ‘And I call Randill a turncoat. Lickspittle. Collaborator. Just like all the rest who rolled over when the Krodans came, desperate to keep what they had.’




    Velda pointed a stern finger at Cade. ‘You ain’t to repeat that outside this room. Not even to Aren. Especially not to Aren.’




    ‘I ain’t stupid, Ma,’ said Cade, for whom the whole thing was a lot less serious than his parents seemed to think it was.




    ‘And you!’ Velda snapped at Barl. ‘Hold your tongue. You want to bring the Iron Hand down on us?’




    ‘Should I fear spies in my own house?’ Barl crowed. ‘Hiding in the stew pot, perhaps?’ Made smug by his own wit, he put his jack to his mouth, and looked faintly puzzled when he found it empty.




    ‘Not here,’ said Velda, ‘but loose words breed loose words, and when beer makes you bold, you’re apt to say what you’re thinking. One day you’ll say it to the wrong person. And who’ll run your workshop then?’




    Barl scowled at that, but he didn’t argue. He held out his jack and Velda filled it, satisfied that he’d got the message.




    ‘That boy’s a Krodan-lover, and he’s the son of a Krodan-lover,’ Barl said darkly. ‘Mixing with his sort will only bring you trouble. Heed that, boy.’




    ‘Aye, Da,’ said Cade, but he didn’t. After all, his da had never taken heed of him.
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    Aren leaned forward, his brow furrowed, hand covering his mouth, deep in thought. Master Fassen, seated opposite, watched him keenly, awaiting his next move. Between them on the castles board, two armies waged war.




    The hexagonal board was divided into hundreds of smaller hexes, across which dozens of carved pieces were scattered, some of ivory and some of polished black stone. The castles which gave the game its name were unevenly placed around the board. The object was to capture and hold them while protecting your king. A broken line of blue counters, representing a river and its fords, meandered between them.




    Aren’s eyes flickered over the battlefield. He held two castles and had made gains by capturing a ford with a pair of giants. Master Fassen held the other four castles and was steadily pounding Aren’s left flank with superior numbers. It didn’t look good.




    Aren picked up a swordsman and advanced it two hexes into enemy territory. The moment he released the piece, Master Fassen slid an archer into firing range and took it.




    ‘You didn’t think that through, Aren,’ he chided.




    Aren’s tutor was a gaunt man, straight-backed despite his age, sober in dress and manner. He had large ears and a beak of a nose, a bare pate, bushy white sideburns and a solemn dignity that Aren thought particularly Krodan




    ‘Perhaps I should reconsider my strategy,’ Aren said. He sat back, regarding the board as if it were a puzzle he couldn’t solve.




    Night was thickening outside, the hedgerows and lawns silvered by starlight. Aren could hear the tinkle and rattle of the servants cleaning up in the dining room. Soon they’d be in to draw the parlour curtains and trim the lamps.




    The hour after supper was for digestion and relaxation, when members of the household and their guests would gather for games, music and conversation. Nanny Alsa and Master Orik had also joined them tonight. She was embroidering a handkerchief and he was sitting in an armchair, drinking a glass of dark brandy and smoking a thin cheroot.




    Aren picked up an ivory draccen, weighed it in his hand and mind, then flew it over the river to take one of Master Fassen’s swordsmen. His opponent raised an eyebrow and slid a black knight through a gap in his lines to bump up against Aren’s draccen. Aren tutted as the piece was removed.




    ‘You must think three moves ahead,’ Master Fassen advised. ‘Know your intention before you act.’




    Aren sat back again and made a show of thinking to satisfy the master. Everything was a test with Master Fassen, everything a lesson. But Aren’s mind wasn’t on the game, and he suspected his opponent knew it. He was thinking of tonight, of the first night of the ghost tide. He was planning his escape.




    Master Orik cleared his throat in an unsuccessful attempt to draw Nanny Alsa’s attention away from her needlework. He didn’t live at the house but was often to be found here, and his interest in Aren’s governess was evident to everyone except Nanny Alsa.




    ‘Does your cheroot not agree with you, Master Orik?’ Aren inquired innocently.




    ‘Oh, it’s quite fine,’ said Master Orik, with a look that said Aren would suffer at practice tomorrow. ‘A dry throat, that’s all.’ He sipped his brandy, glaring at his pupil. Nanny Alsa never raised her head, but Aren saw a hint of a smile on her lips.




    She was pretty and apple-cheeked, with strawberry-blonde hair worn in buns over her ears. She’d cared for him since he was ten, after his previous nanny departed suddenly for reasons nobody had ever properly explained to him. He sensed there was a scandal there, but didn’t care enough to pry as he’d never liked her much.




    Nanny Alsa, by contrast, was all he could wish for in a surrogate mother. She was sweet and playful and loving, permissive when she should be and strict when necessary. She’d never raised her voice to him, as her disappointment was enough to shame him if he misbehaved; there was something in her manner that made people want to please her. She was liked by all and loved by some, but in the five years Aren had known her, he’d never seen any sign that she was interested in romance. Which made Master Orik’s plight all the more amusing.




    Aren picked up one of his giants and sent it stamping across the castles board. Master Fassen moved to counter the danger and Aren slipped an assassin over the ford. Master Fassen shifted a trebuchet to one of the raised hexes that indicated high ground. Doing so increased its range and put Aren’s giant within reach. Master Fassen plucked the giant from the board.




    ‘You are throwing your pieces away now,’ said Master Fassen disapprovingly. ‘This is very unlike you.’




    Master Orik, restless and bored, got to his feet and went to the decanter to refill his brandy. He moved with a slight limp, the result of a leg wound sustained in the Krodan army. He still dressed like an officer, his jacket neat, trousers pressed and shoes shined, but he could no longer be one. Instead he taught swordplay to the sons of the rich, and his regret over his lost past was evident in the amount he drank and smoked. Though young, his face was ruddy behind his red moustaches.




    He poured himself a new glass and straightened. ‘Miss Alsa, if I might observe, you’ve been unusually quiet tonight, and full of sighs,’ he announced, abandoning subtlety entirely. ‘Are you troubled?’




    She put down her needlework and sighed again, as if to prove his point. ‘Your enquiry is kind, but it is nothing.’ She spoke in Krodan; it was the language of the household, and everyone here was Krodan except Aren. Only the servants spoke Ossian, though Aren and his father sometimes did when they were alone. Randill had only learned the language of their occupiers after the invasion, and even thirty years later he still found his mother tongue easier.




    Aren moved a piece. Master Fassen took it and Aren cursed, drawing a scowl from his opponent. He raised a hand in apology.




    ‘Please, Miss Alsa, if you would speak of it, perhaps I could help,’ Master Orik persisted.




    ‘It is not a thing that can be helped,’ she replied sadly. ‘I grieve on a friend’s behalf. I suppose you’ve heard of the recent events at Salt Fork?’




    Aren’s ears pricked up at that. Salt Fork had been the subject of hot debate among the locals ever since the news reached Shoal Point. Ossian rebels had seized a fortified town that stood at the junction where the Millflow joined the River Apsel. It was a vital link for river traffic, and for a time they’d snarled up transport in the region. Some thought them heroes; others called them mud-headed fools who threatened to bring the wrath of the Krodans down on them all.




    Aren had been following the news with particular interest because his father was travelling in that region, and he’d been due back days ago. There had been no word to explain the delay, but that wasn’t unusual. Likely he was simply held up by the chaos surrounding the uprising, but Aren couldn’t shake the niggling worry that something worse had befallen him.




    ‘Surely Salt Fork is a cause for joy, not grief?’ Master Orik said. ‘The rebels were crushed entirely.’




    ‘By the grace of the Primus,’ Master Fassen added piously.




    ‘His will be done,’ Aren muttered in automatic response.




    ‘I am glad of the victory,’ said Nanny Alsa, ‘but I grieve at the cost. Rosa, the chandler’s wife, is a dear friend to me. Her son was at Salt Fork.’




    ‘A rebel?’ Master Orik sounded disturbed.




    She shook her head. ‘A notary. But he lived in the town, and he was part of what happened. The Iron Hand have made an example of the mayor and the town’s leaders for going along with the rebels. Now they are questioning even minor officials, seeking guilt. Rosa fears her son will be among those punished. He is Ossian; there will be no mercy.’




    ‘Your generous heart does you credit, Miss Alsa,’ said Master Orik. ‘But you need not grieve. If he is innocent, he has nothing to fear.’




    ‘And if he collaborated, he is not worth your tears,’ Master Fassen said sternly.




    Nanny Alsa picked up her needle again. ‘You are right, of course,’ she said quietly.




    Aren used his last giant to capture a swordsman. Master Fassen moved another piece to flank the giant, thereby preventing it from moving. Aren deployed a knight to try to free it up, but Master Fassen managed to take the giant first. Aren tried to move his knight from danger, but Master Fassen intercepted it with his queen.




    ‘A truly disastrous assault,’ Master Fassen observed. ‘You have lost almost all your major pieces. Perhaps you would like to concede?’




    ‘Not just yet,’ said Aren. He slid his assassin through the hole where Master Fassen’s queen had stood, tapped it against the black king and won the game.




    Master Fassen stared at the board in outraged astonishment, then up at his pupil. Aren grinned. ‘There is no victory without sacrifice, Master.’




    The master was still searching for a sufficiently tart reply when they heard hooves clopping in the lane and Aren surged to his feet. Horses approaching at this hour could only mean one thing.




    ‘Father!’ He hurried out of the parlour, through wood-panelled corridors, past paintings and busts of Krodan thinkers and generals. The servants were already preparing for the new arrivals as he scampered through the door onto the grand stone porch and down the steps to the forecourt. Two horsemen were dismounting in the moth-haunted lanternlight, one rangy and tall, the other broad-shouldered and squat: Randill and his Brunlander bodyguard Kuhn.




    Randill heard Aren coming and turned to meet him with open arms. Aren crashed into his father and held himself there, to his warmth and wiry strength, breathing in the sweat-and-leather smell of him. It was a greeting of Ossian passion rather than stout Krodan reserve, the uncouth embrace of a peasant, but in that moment Aren didn’t care.




    Father was home.
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    Randill’s arrival sent the servants into a frenzy. The ostler and his daughter hurried to see to the horses. Maids stoked fires to heat water for baths. Most frantic of all was the kitchen, where the cookboys ran hither and thither, in and out of the pantry, while the cook loudly bemoaned the lack of notice. A boy was dispatched to town with orders to get more bacon for the next day’s breakfast, even if he had to wake the butcher to do it.




    When Randill was away the house felt empty; his return filled the rooms with warmth. He’d barely entered before his steward assaulted him with a flurry of pressing matters that needed his attention, but he brushed them off and slung an arm around his son.




    ‘There’s nothing so urgent it can’t wait till the morrow,’ he said. He winked at Aren. ‘Or at least till I’ve reached the bottom of a goblet of wine!’




    Taking the hint, a servant hurried off to uncork a bottle of Carthanian red. Randill headed for the dining room, nodding at the greetings from his household staff, Aren grinning at his side. Kuhn loped behind them, scowling.




    ‘And what of you, eh, my boy?’ Randill asked. ‘Getting into trouble, no doubt!’




    ‘Nothing anyone’s found out about,’ Aren said brightly. Randill’s laughter echoed down the corridor.




    The masters and Nanny Alsa joined them in the dining room, which had been hastily cleared after supper. Grey velvet curtains were drawn across the tall windows and lamps hung on silver chains above the long, narrow table. Presiding over the room was a magnificent portrait of the Imperial Family, purchased at great expense from an artist in Morgenholme who swore it was painted from life.




    The cook had whipped up a platter of cold meat pies, pickled fish, cheeses and fruit, plus a bowl of salted eel soup for Randill. Those who’d already eaten sipped wine or brandy and picked at sweet biscuits.




    ‘Your business in the east went well, I trust?’ Master Fassen enquired of Randill.




    ‘Not particularly,’ said Randill, fishing out a chunk of slippery white eel. Master Orik watched him through a cloud of cheroot smoke and looked slightly nauseous. Krodans had always found the Ossian love of eels repulsive, which Aren privately thought a little unfair, since one their own delicacies included boiled bull’s testicles.




    ‘Was it the Greycloaks?’ Aren asked.




    ‘Ha!’ said Master Orik. ‘Greycloaks! They call themselves resistance fighters, but they’re nothing more than a rabble of disorganised thugs. Don’t even have a uniform. How do you know who’s on your side if you don’t have a uniform?’




    ‘I doubt they even exist,’ said Master Fassen. ‘A secret underground network? I say it’s wishful thinking on the part of those who’d see us gone.’ His brows gathered together. ‘Though Salt Fork is somewhat concerning, I will allow. These rebels grow bold.’




    Randill wiped his mouth and sat back. His face was all angles, hard and spare of flesh, but it softened when he smiled, and he smiled often. Aren had inherited his dominant nose and wide jaw, but his gentle eyes and fuller mouth came from his mother.




    ‘Greycloaks or not, they were rebels of some stripe. My poor luck that we were close to Salt Fork when the trouble hit. I’d found an opportunity, some land I thought would make for good vineyards. We were coming to a deal when Salt Fork was seized, trade snarled up and the army came through. There was no business to be done with anyone after that.’




    ‘But you were so late returning.’ Aren tried not to make it sound like a complaint, but it came out like one. He couldn’t help it. It wasn’t his place to question his father, but he was disappointed that there’d been no letter, no word of explanation until now.




    ‘My travel permit only allows me to use certain routes, and in avoiding the chaos round Salt Fork, we strayed too far and fell foul of a particularly … diligent official.’




    Kuhn stopped eating pies and cheese for long enough to give a snort of disgust. Aren noted he avoided the fruit like it was poison. He was a squat, shaggy man, dark-haired and weatherbeaten, who hunkered jealously over his food as if defending it from potential thieves.




    Randill gave him a faint smile. ‘This particular paragon of efficiency kept us locked up until we could send word to the right people and get ourselves released.’




    ‘They locked you up?’ Aren was appalled. Now he felt guilty for mentioning it. No wonder there had been no letter!




    Randill shrugged. ‘He was just doing his job, I suppose.’




    ‘Scribes and clerics,’ Kuhn grunted. ‘That’s what’s wrong with the world now. Time was you could ride from Ossia to the lowland coast and you didn’t need a piece of paper to do it. Once, arguments were won with blades and bravery. Now it’s who tells the finest lies in a courtroom. Used to be a man’s oath was enough for truth, but honour’s long gone, and we put contracts in its place.’




    ‘Here, now!’ said Master Orik. ‘You Brunlanders needed some organisation. You barely knew how to lay a decent road before we came!’




    Randill slapped a hand on Kuhn’s shoulder, intercepting him before he could rise to it. ‘Forgive my friend, Master Orik,’ he said. ‘It’s the curse of Brunlanders to speak plainly.’




    ‘True,’ said Kuhn resentfully. ‘We never did learn the trick of keeping our mouths shut so as not to discomfit our masters.’




    There was an awkward silence in which Randill gave Kuhn a hard stare. The Brunlander held it as long as he dared, then looked down at his plate.




    ‘Anyway,’ said Randill, once satisfied that his authority had been asserted, ‘Salt Fork is over, the rebellion put down. Let us be glad of that.’




    Aren was glad of it indeed. It had made him uneasy to see the suppressed excitement on the faces of his countrymen when they spoke of Salt Fork and the Greycloaks. Their appetite for treason angered him. But he saw now that he need not have worried; it was an empty dream they entertained. They wished for revolution, but they weren’t willing to inconvenience themselves to get it. They wanted someone else to shed the blood for them.




    ‘Tell me what I’ve missed,’ said Randill, in an effort to restart the conversation and restore some levity to the room.




    ‘Aren just beat Master Fassen at castles,’ Nanny Alsa said, with a mischievous glance at Aren.




    ‘Is that so?’ Randill cried, delighted. ‘And I thought the old twig was unbeatable!’




    Master Fassen bristled and smoothed his sideburns with his knuckles. ‘Old twig!’ he muttered.




    ‘How did you do it?’ Randill asked Aren.




    ‘I owe the victory to Master Orik, actually,’ said Aren. Master Orik looked up from his brandy glass in surprise. ‘“To overcome your enemy, you must first understand him.”’




    ‘Ah, yes,’ said Master Orik, though he still seemed bewildered to be getting the credit. ‘That’s so.’




    ‘A strange idea to teach a boy learning the sword,’ said Master Fassen, ‘when his only goal is to spear the object of his attention with a length of polished steel.’ His tone made it clear what he thought of the fighting arts.




    ‘Not at all!’ said Master Orik. ‘If you see only the enemy, you do not see the man. People are more than just enemies and friends, opponents and allies. Does he hate you? Then he may reach too far, swing too hard. Does he fight to defend his family? Then he may be careful, or desperate. Does he seek death, or fear it? Know his heart and your blade will find it all the easier.’




    ‘I presume you didn’t beat Master Fassen by stabbing him through the heart, though?’ Randill said to Aren. ‘That would be a cheap victory.’




    ‘I should think he didn’t!’ Master Fassen spluttered. He was beginning to feel picked on, and it was hard on his dignity.




    ‘Master Fassen scorns the weak mind and despises the lazy and inattentive,’ Aren explained. ‘I threw the last three games to persuade him I was both.’ He knew he shouldn’t go on, but he was unable to resist. ‘Eventually it made him lazy and inattentive himself.’




    ‘Well, that’s too much!’ Master Fassen exclaimed, red-faced. Randill roared with laughter, Master Orik choked on his cheroot and even Nanny Alsa had to hide a smile.




    ‘You’ve got your mother’s gift,’ Randill told him. ‘She could see right through people, knew what made them tick. One look at someone and she had them figured out.’




    ‘Would that he applied half so much craft to his studies,’ grumbled Master Fassen.




    While they’d been talking, a servant had slipped into the hall to stand by Randill’s chair. Now he leaned down and whispered in Randill’s ear.




    ‘Of course. Send them in,’ said Randill.




    The servant motioned to the doorway, where the cook and one of his boys were lurking. They came to stand before the table, beneath the portrait of the Imperial Family. The boy, a mop-haired youth with a large brown birthmark on his cheek, looked nervous.




    ‘Apologies for interruptin’,’ said the cook, ‘but the boy has something I think you’ll want to hear. Tell ’em what you told me, Mott.’




    ‘I been to town for bacon,’ Mott blurted. ‘I was in the square, and a rider comes thunderin’ in, all done up in fancy livery. Says he’s an Imperial messenger, says they’ve been sent far and wide to announce the good news!’




    He stopped breathlessly, anxiously awaiting a reaction. The cook clipped him round the ear. ‘Which is …?’




    Mott’s face cleared as he realised he hadn’t actually told them the good news yet. ‘He says there’s to be a royal marriage! Prince Ottico is marryin’ Princess Sorrel of Harrow less than five months hence, on the last day of Copperleaf, um, I mean Deithus,’ he added, belatedly remembering to use Krodan months instead of Ossian.




    ‘Hurrah!’ cried Master Orik, surging from his seat. ‘I’ll drink to that!’ He held his brandy glass aloft, waiting for the others to join him.




    Nanny Alsa clapped her hands. ‘What wonderful news!’ she declared.




    ‘And that ain’t all!’ Mott went on. ‘As his weddin’ gift, Prince Ottico’s to be made Lord Protector of Ossia! The Emperor’s givin’ him the Ember Blade! Thirty years it’s been gone, but the Ember Blade’s comin’ back to Ossia!’




    Aren straightened in his chair. All his life he’d scoffed at the tales and superstitions that surrounded the Ember Blade, yet the thought of it still rang some distant chord in his soul. That sword was the symbol of Ossia itself; he couldn’t help but feel its significance.




    ‘Has it been thirty years?’ Randill asked faintly. His eyes were distant; the news had struck him as it had his son. ‘Yes, yes, you’re right. Thirty years since Queen Alissandra fell. How the years have flown.’




    ‘Thirty years,’ said Kuhn grimly. ‘And now the Ember Blade comes back in the hands of a Krodan.’




    ‘That’s enough, Kuhn,’ said Randill. He sounded weary and sad. ‘That’s enough.’




    He got to his feet. Master Orik was still standing with his glass held aloft, arm trembling, unable to drink or to sit down without a humiliating loss of face. Randill raised his goblet. It was the signal for the others to rise and do the same; all but Kuhn, who remained resolutely seated.




    ‘To the royal marriage,’ Randill said, and they drank. Master Orik gulped his brandy down with obvious relief. ‘Now, you’ll have to excuse me. I’m tired from the ride and a hot bath is calling.’




    They said their goodbyes and he walked from the room, ruffling Aren’s hair distractedly as he passed. Aren watched him go, a concerned frown on his face.




    Master Orik poured another slug of brandy into his glass and raised it again, tottering only a little as he did so.




    ‘To the health of our good Prince Ottico!’ he slurred.




    ‘Oh, sit down, man!’ snapped Master Fassen.
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    After his bath, Randill retreated to his study and his papers. Aren went to find him there, bearing a tray with two crystal glasses and a silver jug of golden sweetwine.




    He entered quietly so as not to disturb his father’s thoughts. The study was full of cosy shadows cast by candles and wall-mounted lamps. Unshuttered windows let in the sea breeze; thin curtains stirred beside a desk piled with documents. There were shelves containing maps and records and a few valuable hidebound tomes, and on one wall hung the symbol of the Sanctorum in brass and gold: a downward-facing sword resting across an open book, its pages like wings to either side of the blade.




    Randill sat in a wooden armchair of Krodan design, its high, straight back decorated with bold symmetrical rays. He was leaning forwards with his elbows resting on his knees and his hands clasped, staring intently into the darkness of an unlit hearth. Several letters lay open on a side table.




    Aren watched him from the doorway. Perhaps it was the vacant chair at his side, or his pensive manner, but his father cut a haunted figure tonight. Randill had still not noticed him, which Aren thought strange. It was normally all too easy to break his concentration, and the servants knew to be stealthy when he was working. He showed no sign of stirring, so Aren walked across the study, carrying the tray before him. ‘Father? I brought you—’




    Randill jerked violently at the sound of his voice, then lunged out of his seat towards Aren, fear and hate in his eyes. Aren went rigid with shock. Halfway to his feet, Randill checked his attack; Aren saw recognition dawn on him, and his face crumpled as he sank back in his seat. Aren’s gaze switched to the letter knife in his left hand, which he’d snatched up to plunge into his son.




    ‘Father?’ Aren said tremulously. He was still holding the tray level. The dainty crystal glasses had wobbled but not tipped.




    Randill pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. ‘Forgive me,’ he said. ‘You startled me.’




    Aren’s mind was blank. For an instant, he’d seen a cornered man, mad and desperate. Now his father looked weary beyond his years.




    ‘I brought some sweetwine,’ Aren said, dully. ‘It’s Amberlyne.’




    ‘Thank you,’ said Randill. Aren placed the tray on the table and retreated in confusion, but Randill caught his arm in a gentle grip.




    ‘Sit with me awhile, my son,’ he said. ‘We’ve been long apart, and I’ve missed you.’




    Randill’s voice calmed him a little. There was the man he knew. Still wary, he drew up another chair as Randill poured the wine.




    ‘Who did you think I was?’ Aren asked. The words came out unbidden, but he had to know.




    Randill gave him a wry smile. ‘Perhaps I thought you were the Hollow Man.’ He handed one glass to Aren. ‘You remember him, don’t you?’




    Aren remembered him well. It was difficult to forget the nightmares he’d suffered as a young boy on the Hollow Man’s account. But that was just a tale to scare children, and it angered him that his father would try to palm him off with such fictions. He took a glass and stared at it resentfully.




    Randill saw it and sighed. ‘I don’t know who I thought you were,’ he said. ‘For a moment, you seemed an enemy. A robber, perhaps. I am more tired than I thought.’




    Aren was reluctantly content with that. He glanced down at the letters on the table and wondered if they were the cause of his father’s upsetting behaviour, but enquiring into his private mail would be to pry too far.




    Randill raised his glass in salute, and they sipped. The complex, delicate taste of Amberlyne flowed over Aren’s tongue, now sweet and nutty, now creamy, now sharp. Randill let out a breath of satisfaction and Aren relaxed a little more.




    ‘There truly is no wine like Amberlyne,’ said Randill, admiring the contents of his glass in the lamplight. ‘One thing our people can still sing about.’ He looked over at Aren. ‘Soon you’ll be the one travelling, eh? Your military service.’




    ‘I’m ready for it, Father,’ Aren said.




    Randill chuckled. ‘I’ve no doubt you are. Master Orik tells me you’ve been working hard, and that what you lack in natural talent you make up for in persistence. Your other tutors tell me the same. They say there’s no student more dogged than you.’




    ‘You’re being kind, Father. I know what they say. I try my best, but the lessons don’t seem to stick.’




    ‘Well I know that pain,’ he said. ‘I was the same. No boy was beaten more often than I.’ He grinned, and Aren grinned back, warmed by the wine. ‘I gave up on my schooling, chose the life of the blade instead. Likely I’d have died of it if I hadn’t inherited our family’s lands. Not you, though. You keep going. You force yourself onwards, no matter how unpleasant the task.’




    ‘There is no great honour in working hard for what you want,’ Aren said modestly, deflecting the praise as Krodan etiquette dictated. ‘The Primus teaches us that. Diligence and persistence bring all things to a man.’




    ‘So they say,’ Randill replied, but his smile became strained and fell away. ‘Would that the world were as simple as priests see it.’




    ‘Father …’ Aren hesitated, afraid to ask the question, afraid of an answer he wouldn’t like. ‘The wedding … I saw how it affected you. Aren’t you glad?’




    ‘Glad enough,’ said Randill. ‘It’s a canny match. Our nervous neighbours to the north have a formidable army and grave concerns that they might be the next country swallowed up by the Third Empire. A match between the last two royal families on the continent will stabilise the region and present a united front against Durn. They executed their own royal family not ten years past, and neither Harrow nor Kroda want anyone getting any ideas.’




    ‘But …?’ Aren prompted.




    ‘Ah, my son. Fifty-five years I’ve been alive, you know. I’ve lived longer with Krodans as our rulers than without. But for twenty-five years I had the freedom to go where I pleased. The Nine held sway over this land, and we all spoke Ossian and nothing else. I saw the reigns of two queens and a king in that time, but only ever one Ember Blade. A sword of rarest embrium that showed red like fire in the rays of the sun. You know they named Embria after the Ember Blade? Did they teach you that in school?’




    ‘They did, Father.’




    ‘It’s more than a sword. There’s something of the divine in it. We believed it was a sign of approval from Joha himself. Every Ossian ruler since the Reclamation had it in hand when they took the throne, and whoever held it was meant to rule. Even in our darkest days, when we had tyrant kings, or weak ones, or mad … Even then, people believed that the Ember Blade would find its way to the right hands, guided by the will of the Aspects. We didn’t know it, I think, but all our faith was in that sword. Our dreams for what we might one day become as a people. It was the last piece of the old empire that wasn’t crumbling, or forgotten, or dead.’




    Aren had never heard his father speak this way before. He’d always been guarded when discussing the past, careful not to say anything unfavourable towards the Krodan regime. The passion and longing in his voice made Aren uneasy, but they also made him understand.




    ‘And now it returns to Ossia in the hands of a Krodan,’ Aren said, echoing Kuhn’s words at the dinner table.




    ‘We’ve lived well these thirty years,’ said Randill. ‘Life has been good under the Krodans. But it’s still hard news to bear. I’d thought it locked in some dusty vault, or on display in the Emperor’s palace in Falconsreach, far from here. I’d thought never to hear of it again.’




    ‘Perhaps …’ Aren ventured. ‘Perhaps it has found its way into the right hands. After all the turmoil of the Age of Kings, perhaps this is the stability Ossia desires. Perhaps Prince Ottico is meant to rule?’




    ‘Ha!’ Randill’s laugh was humourless. ‘If the Nine really guide its destiny, I doubt they’d place it in Krodan hands. Not while the Sanctorum starves their temples of funds, arrests their druids, makes mock of their teachings and all but outlaws them entirely.’




    ‘Father …’ Aren warned. This was getting too close to sedition.




    Randill held up a hand in apology. ‘Forgive me,’ he said. ‘I suppose the old gods are no easier to cast aside than the Ember Blade was, much as we might try. We learn the world in our youth and believe that is how things are. To unlearn it … Well, I wonder if we ever really do. And, sometimes, if we should.’




    ‘What happened, Father? When the Krodans invaded. Did you fight them?’




    ‘I did,’ he said, bowing his head. ‘We all did, for a time. Until the Ember Blade was lost.’




    ‘And then?’




    ‘Then I compromised,’ he said. ‘It was that or die.’ He looked across the table. ‘Do you recall the day you came to me and asked me to take on Master Fassen? You said you needed extra lessons to keep up with the other boys.’




    ‘I recall. I was ten. I had just been shamed by Master Klun in front of the whole class. I was supposed to recite the Lay of Valan Saar, but when I stood up to speak, the words disappeared from my mind.’




    Randill nodded, as if to himself, and said nothing for a time. Aren wondered if that was the end of the conversation. Then Randill stirred, leaned over the side table and laid a hand on Aren’s.




    ‘I never told you how proud I was of you that day,’ he said. ‘I don’t tell you enough. You’re all that is good in me, all I have left of your mother. Whenever I think of the choices I’ve made, the things I’ve done, I think of you, and I know I took the right path. For had I done otherwise, I would not have such a very fine son.’




    The unexpected praise took him off guard, and Aren felt his eyes prickle with the threat of tears. But there were shadows in his father’s words; they thrummed with secret meaning. What choices? What had he done? He wanted to ask, but wasn’t sure he dared.




    Randill took his hand back. ‘I am sorry,’ he said. ‘I am not myself tonight. Let’s breakfast together in the morning. I promise you a new man then.’




    ‘Of course,’ said Aren. He put down his glass, which he’d hardly touched, and awkwardly got to his feet, not knowing if he was relieved or disappointed. By the time he reached the door, his father was staring into the empty fireplace again.




    ‘Father?’ he said.




    ‘Hmm?’




    ‘Is everything alright?’




    Randill turned his face towards Aren and smiled wanly. For the first time in his life, Aren saw the lie in his father’s eyes.




    ‘Everything is alright,’ he said. ‘Hail to the Emperor.’
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    The house creaked and ticked like a living thing in the deep of the night. Aren stepped out into the shadowy blue quiet of the corridor and eased his bedroom door closed behind him. The servants were mostly abed, but Aren was far from sleep.




    He slipped along the corridor in his socks, carrying his boots under one arm, alert to every sound. If all went well, no one would ever know he’d gone, but if caught, he’d be punished. It was the one rule his father was very strict about. He had to be back home every night, and he wasn’t allowed out after dusk.




    It galled him to be treated like a child. Other boys his age were allowed to run free till late. Randill was usually understanding and reasonable, but in this matter he wouldn’t be swayed, and Aren had never been given a convincing reason why.




    Well, he was a young man now, a boy no longer. And there were more important things than following another man’s rules, even his father’s.




    The lamps were still burning in Randill’s study, yellow light leaking beneath the door. He passed by silently. His father’s strange behaviour had filled him with unease, curdling his excitement about the night ahead; but that was something to worry about later. Right now, he had to escape.




    His hand went to his pocket, touching the brass key there. It was a key to the servants’ door, copied from one he’d stolen from the maid. He’d bribed the locksmith’s apprentice to make him a duplicate and returned the original before its absence was noticed. It had given him pangs of guilt for days afterwards – petty theft and deception were not the acts of an honourable person – but then Cade reminded him that the heroes in his stories were always stealing swords, or magic rings, or maidens, and they were still counted as heroes. That made Aren feel better. Sometimes it was necessary to do something ignoble in pursuit of a noble goal.




    Down the stairs he went and through the moonlit parlour. The castles board had been cleared away and the room returned to order, but the stale smoke of Master Orik’s cheroots lingered.




    The low murmur of voices came to him from nearby. He pressed himself to the wall and peered through the doorway into the corridor beyond. The ostler and the steward were walking away from him, talking quietly by the light of the candles they carried. He waited for them to move out of sight then nipped into the corridor, where he came face to face with Nanny Alsa.




    Both of them jumped, each as surprised as the other. She was wearing her nightgown and was standing in the doorway of the buttery holding a scone drenched in honey.




    For an absurd moment, Aren considered running for it. Nothing could be allowed to prevent his escape. He opened his mouth to make some excuse, but Nanny Alsa raised a quick finger to her lips. It dawned on Aren that she was carrying no candle. She’d been sneaking around in the dark as well.




    ‘I did not see you,’ she whispered with a smile, ‘if you did not see me.’




    Aren grinned.




    ‘Enjoy the show,’ she said, then slid past him like a spectre and was gone.




    Aren gave silent thanks to the Primus for the luck that brought him a governess like Nanny Alsa. She remembered what it was to be young. Staying out late on the first night of the ghost tide was virtually a rite of passage in Shoal Point. Aren had always been frustrated in the past, but he wouldn’t be tonight.




    He reached the servants’ door and let himself out, then locked it behind him, slipped on his boots and scampered across the grounds. The curtains of the house were mostly drawn, but he didn’t feel safe until he’d passed out of sight of the windows and was well away down the lane. There he stopped and took a moment to exult. He let the cool wind from the sea blow across his face and listened to the trees stir and the animals rustling in the grass. The lane was bathed with calm, steely light, and the freedom of the world was his.




    He heard a low, mournful groan from beyond the cliffs, like a giant of old stirring in its sleep. In reply came an eerie, far-off, whistling cry that conjured a vision of some spectral eagle flown out of the Shadowlands.




    The ghost tide was here. Spurred by the sound, he hurried on.




    The route he chose took him parallel to the cliffs, but he was careful not to get too near the edge. He didn’t want to see the sea until the moment was right. Instead he followed the brambled lanes that wound through fields and sloping pastures.




    The Sisters were close in the sky tonight. There was pale, bruised Lyssa, bright and smooth, brushed with streaks of pastel blue, green and pink. Nearby was baleful Tantera, black and swollen, riven with glowing red cracks. The Hangman stood station in the west, outshining the neighbouring constellations, and to the north a dim, glowing smear could be seen, speckled at the edges with uncountable stars. The Path of Jewels, or Joha’s River, as the Ossians still called it.




    When he was little, Aren had looked up at Lyssa and imagined his mother looking down on him. She’d been named Lyssa, too, and to a young mind that had profound significance. On nights when there was no moon, or on blood moon nights when Tantera took lone watch and painted the land red, he’d wake distressed in the small hours and scream for his father. His mother might not have been there to comfort him then, but his father was a rock, strong enough to cling to in a storm.




    Tonight, that rock had fractured. He’d never thought of Randill as a person, only as a parent; a force of authority, not a fallible man. Randill had never shown him worry or weakness before, so Aren had somehow assumed there was none to be found. Now, for the first time, he doubted him.




    He tried to dampen those thoughts. They scared him. His father was just tired, he told himself. But the memory of their conversation gnawed at him.




    Perhaps I thought you were the Hollow Man. You remember him, don’t you?




    The Hollow Man. Aren hadn’t thought of him for years. A dead man who walked the land, searching for a soul to replace the one he’d lost. There was a great scar across his neck where his throat had been cut. ‘If you ever see the Hollow Man, you run,’ Randill had told his terrified son once. ‘You run and you don’t stop. For he’s come to kill you.’




    Why had his father mentioned the Hollow Man tonight? Why, for that matter, had Randill tormented him with it at all? In all other ways he was so protective and warm, yet he’d given his son nightmares for weeks, and he’d done it more than once. Aren distinctly remembered overhearing Nanny Kria, his first governess, complaining that Randill was frightening Aren to death with nonsense. What had inspired such uncharacteristic malice?




    When he was older, Aren had told Cade about the Hollow Man, and Cade had been fascinated. He’d never heard the legend, and he prided himself on collecting tales of shades and bogeymen. So Cade went to his mother, who seemed to know every tale ever told; but she’d not heard of the Hollow Man, either.




    A group of giggling figures crossed the lane in front of him and went forging off through the long meadow grass. They were heading for the coves, where most of their friends would be gathering. Aren was aiming for higher ground, where the tallest cliffs reared above the waves. He was heading for the watchtower.




    At last it came into sight, and in his excitement he forgot all about his father and the Hollow Man. It was a broken fang against the clifftops, lit from below and behind by pearly light, its ancient bricks mortared with shadow. Only the side that faced the sea still stood, narrow and alone, looking out to the west and the islands of the elaru beyond the horizon. The rest of the tower had crumbled until it was little more than a ring of stones barely higher than a man, surrounding grassy piles of rubble and the fragments of arched doorways. This wasn’t the craft of Old Ossia, the long-lost empire of his ancestors, but a poor copy, clawed from the ground in the brutal centuries that followed when Ossia was driven back to ignorance, savagery and war.




    He headed up the hill, following the overgrown road on the landward side where stones laid in another age still rested in the dirt. As he neared, he spotted others slipping towards the ruin in the moonlight.




    He found at least two dozen inside. Groups of friends drank wine and joked among themselves while couples walked arm-in-arm through the tumbled remains, the stars bright above them. Despite their number and their high spirits, laughter was quiet and voices low. There was something forbidden about this place, something delicious and frightening that discouraged disturbance. Or perhaps it was simply the magic of the night that quieted them, and the plaintive cries coming from the sea.




    His eyes were covered from behind and he felt a warm body press up against him. ‘Who could it be?’ wondered a voice in his ear.




    ‘It can’t be Sora,’ he replied with a smile. ‘She’s such a good, obedient girl. Definitely not the sort to sneak from her home in the dead of night against her father’s wishes.’




    Sora gently nibbled his earlobe. ‘I have heard that love makes girls do the strangest things.’




    Aren had to suppress a shiver of delight. The heat of her breath against his cheek burned away his patience in an instant. ‘Let me see you, then, if it really is Sora and not some shade sent to torment me.’




    The hands left his eyes and he turned. There she was, laughing in the moonlight with that look she had, half innocence and half mischief. The sight set off a cascade of joy that spread out from his chest, leaving him stunned, empowered, amazed. He was helpless before the force of first love. There had never been any girl like her in his life, and there never would be again. He knew with dizzying certainty that she was the one he was meant for, that he’d marry her and they’d spend their lives together.




    She was a Krodan blonde like her brother Harald, hair cut to the line of her jaw, with wide-set grey eyes in an open face that suited mirth and play, and a broad, toothy smile. Some distant part of him knew that she wasn’t considered one of the great beauties of the Empire – not even the prettiest girl in Shoal Point – but that didn’t matter to Aren. In his eyes she had no equal.




    For their rendezvous she’d chosen a light, floaty dress of emerald green, now dirtied at the hem and entirely at odds with her stout walking boots. Elegant and practical; he marvelled at her cleverness. He reached for her, to bring her to him and kiss her, but she danced away, tut-tutting.




    ‘Where is your restraint, my wild Ossian boy? Kisses, is it? I thought you lured me from my bed to show me mysterious wonders.’




    Aren’s grin was tinged with frustration. He wanted her lips against his, but she’d have her game first, her teasing and flirting. She’d make him wait. She’d said once that the chase made the catching all the sweeter, but all things being equal, Aren would rather cut straight to the good part.




    ‘Well, then,’ he said, holding out a hand. ‘Will you walk with me, my lady? I hope you’ll find the spectacle worth your while.’




    ‘Why, he’s a gentleman after all,’ she said and laid her hand in his. Just the touch of her palm made his heart quicken.




    They ambled among the stones, making their way unhurriedly through the crumbling outlines of forgotten chambers. Walking with her hand in his, he felt a foot taller. That she should have chosen him, of all the boys of Shoal Point! Nobody appeared to be paying them particular attention, but he imagined secret envy and grudging respect in every glance that came their way.




    ‘They say this is where Kala of the Dawnwardens watched for the elaru fleet coming from the sea,’ he said, eager to show off his knowledge. For once, he didn’t mind telling an Ossian tale. ‘King Angred the Maimed had been told that the elaru were preparing to invade, but he was bewitched by a silver-tongued elaru ambassador who convinced him that the true danger came from the Harrish to the north. He sent his armies to the Harrish border, but the Dawnwardens knew better and set Kala here to watch. For thirty days and thirty nights she waited, and on the thirtieth day she saw the sails of the fleet just as the sun was setting. She took to her horse and rode non-stop night and day to Morgenholme to tell the king.




    ‘The king realised his mistake and sent his armies to the coast. Everyone believed it was too late, but when they arrived, they found that the Dawnwardens had raised all the local garrisons and held back a force of elaru ten times their number, keeping them pinned along the coast until reinforcements could arrive. The elaru were driven back to their ships and fled, and the invasion failed.’




    She clutched his arm. ‘That’s so exciting! Were the Dawnwardens great heroes, then?’




    ‘They were an order of warriors, adventurers and scholars who swore allegiance to the Ember Blade. Sometimes they acted as an elite royal guard, trusted with the most sensitive and dangerous missions, but they operated in secret, too, always looking to the good of the realm. Their true loyalty wasn’t to any ruler, but to Ossia itself.’ He looked up at the seaward wall, rising above the ruins, strange white light glowing through its narrow stone windows. ‘Yes, they were great heroes. Back when we had any.’




    Sora pursed her lips and frowned slightly, the way she did when she was thinking. Aren found it unbearably charming – but then, he found everything she did unbearably charming.




    ‘I have heard of the Ember Blade,’ she said uncertainly. ‘You lost it when Ossia fell.’




    ‘It was captured,’ Aren said, ‘by a Krodan general called Dakken, and taken to Kroda with the other spoils of conquest.’




    ‘And what about the Dawnwardens? Where were they?’




    ‘There have been no records of their deeds for two hundred years. They belonged to another time; they are nothing but stories now.’




    She sniffed. ‘Petr says that when the Ember Blade was captured, the Ossians all gave up.’




    Aren tensed at the mention of Petr, a Krodan boy altogether too sure of himself who spent more time in Sora’s company than Aren would like. ‘That’s true.’




    ‘But it’s just a sword,’ she said, puzzled. ‘Petr says the Krodan army would never surrender just because someone took a sword away.’




    Aren was unable to keep the pout from his voice. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘perhaps that’s why you won.’




    ‘You’re jealous!’ she teased. He scowled. ‘Oh, don’t be. Petr’s a loudmouth. You’re the one I’ll marry.’




    ‘If your father and brothers allow it,’ Aren said sulkily. Just the mention of another boy had made him peevish and obtuse. ‘You know Harald and Juke warned me off again today?’




    ‘Ha! They barked at me, too,’ she said, waving a hand. ‘What a pair of sneaks, stealing a letter from their sister’s room! How very mature of them.’ She smiled at him wickedly. ‘But I’m the better sneak. They told me I couldn’t go out tonight, but I slipped past them anyway!’




    ‘They knew you were meeting me?’ Aren asked in horror.




    ‘They suspected. But they didn’t see me leave, and what they don’t know won’t hurt them. Oh, here are the stairs. Let’s go up!’




    A set of precarious steps climbed the curved interior of the seaward wall. The stone was much eroded and in places there were alarming gaps where a chunk had fallen away. Aren, however, was less alarmed by the steps than by Sora’s last comment. It was as if she didn’t realise how serious this all was, or what might happen if they were caught. He was risking more than just a beating tonight. If Sora’s father spoke with the governor, the consequences would fall on his father, too, and he dreaded to think what they might be.




    He took her other hand and turned her to face him. Suddenly, he needed to know if she was truly his, if she’d wait for him to return from the army. He wanted to spill his thoughts to her, confess all his insecurities and share his growing fear as he began to comprehend the enormity of the future bearing down on him. A year apart, unable to see or touch her. A year not knowing what she was doing or who she was doing it with. He’d avoided thinking about it for a long time – ignoring difficult questions, Nanny Alsa had once said, was a particular talent of his – but now he felt as if a terrifying void yawned at his feet.




    She saw it in his eyes and put a finger to his lips. He was a man, not a boy, she said with that gesture. This wasn’t a night to be faint-hearted. Not if he wanted his kisses.




    So he swallowed his fears, relieved and hurt all at once, and led the way up the stairs.




    The stairs were broken off partway up, ending in empty air and stars. To their left was a doorway, which led onto a balcony that ran around the outer edge of the seaward wall. It was little more than a wide ledge chewed by the years, its parapets long fallen. Moonlit figures sat along its length, their legs dangling over the three-storey drop to the turf below. They’d braved the heights for a view that stretched fifteen leagues in every direction. From the watchtower, it was possible to see the whole spectacle.




    Aren and Sora stepped out and joined them, and Sora’s eyes widened as she saw the ghost tide for the first time.




    The very sea was aglow. All along the coast, strange aurorae curled and slid like slow ribbons beneath the waves. Where the water met the shore, in the coves and against the cliffs, the glow gathered to a blinding intensity. The docks were ablaze with it, rickety jetties and moored boats made dreamlike, floating in liquid white light.




    Further out were the hull whales, vast barnacled monsters so encrusted they seemed more stone than flesh. They jetted clouds of water, rolled over with a splash of fins. Occasionally one would surge up from below with its mouth agape, scattering the ribbons of light into tiny shreds. Then they’d crash down and sink, and there would be calm, and the ribbons would slowly re-form.




    It was the whales that Aren had heard on his journey here. Great bass creaks deep enough to feel in the breastbone; strange, irregular popping noises; eerie howls and screeches that set his nerves on edge. They were supernatural sounds that brought to mind the wild, ancient places where things from the world of the dead were said to hold sway.




    No wonder the sailors of elder days thought the ghost tide was the spirits of the drowned dead returning to land, herded by Joha’s whales. It was the hope of every Ossian to return to the earth when they died, where the agents of Sarla, Lady of Worms, could break down their bodies and return them to the green cycle of life. Those who went to sea prayed to the Heron King, Aspect of Sea and Sky, to deliver them back to Sarla if they should sink. The ghost tide was proof that their prayers were heeded.




    Aren didn’t believe in the Nine, in Sarla or Joha or any of the rest. He followed the light of the Primus and scoffed at the ignorance of his forefathers. But standing here, faced with this inexplicable majesty, it was hard not to feel the spirits of the old world reaching out to him, or the gods of his homeland like tall shadows at his back.




    He turned to Sora, intending to remark on the view, but the words died in his throat as he saw the tears in her eyes. She reached out, took his face in her cupped hands and brought his lips to hers at last.
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    Diligence. Temperance. Dominance.




    The credo of the Sanctorum. Aren gazed across the classroom at the plaque above the blackboard. Diligence. Temperance. Dominance. Persistence and self-control led to victory.




    If only it were that simple with girls.




    The master’s voice had become a background drone to the turmoil in his tired mind. The board was covered with letters and numbers and lines, but Aren had lost their meaning. He tried to pay attention, but his thoughts kept skating away.




    It had been three nights since the ghost tide began. Three nights in which he’d hardly slept, and when he did, he woke violently, his heart pounding. Once, he dreamed the Hollow Man entered his room and stood next to his bed while he lay paralysed. The Hollow Man tipped his head back and the scar at his throat parted like a wet, red mouth. Aren had jerked awake, whimpering like a puppy.




    There had been no word from Sora, and no sign of her in town. The silence worried him. Had he offended her somehow? Had she fallen ill, perhaps? Had her brothers found out about that night?




    He blinked the thought away for the hundredth time. Concentrate, he told himself, and focused on the blackboard again where Master Bilke was pointing his rod at an equation. He was a short, plump Krodan with huge bushy eyebrows and tufts of grey hair that stuck out over his ears, giving him the appearance of an angry owl. The other dozen students were dutifully scratching on their slates. Aren made a half-hearted attempt to look busy, but he found his gaze drifting back to the credo again.




    Diligence. Temperance. Dominance.




    Everything had changed when the ghost tide arrived. His father had been a new man in the morning, as he promised, and for the last few days he’d been as warm and attentive as ever. But Aren wasn’t fooled. It all felt false now, all of it a front. Uncertainty had spread through him, causing him to question things he’d never questioned before.




    Sora, for example. His night with Sora had been everything he wanted. She was dazzled by the ghost tide, and their time together had been full of kisses and professions of desire. Yet after they parted, he was plagued with doubt. They talked of love, marriage and children, but never of concerns, fears or problems. He wanted to know how they’d overcome her family’s opposition to their union. He wanted to make plans for their year apart. But somehow it was never the right time to talk about the difficult realities of their relationship. Somehow she made it that way.




    He was beginning to wonder if Sora was taking all this as seriously as he was. The idea threatened him with such torment that he hardly dared think it.




    ‘Aren!’




    Master Bilke’s voice jolted him back to the moment. With sudden horror, he realised that an answer was expected of him, but he didn’t know the question. The other boys turned towards him one by one as the silence stretched out.




    ‘Well? Stand up!’ said the master. Aren shot to his feet, grateful for a task he could accomplish. Master Bilke tapped his rod against an equation on the blackboard. ‘Solve for b, please.’




    Blood flooded Aren’s face as he stared witlessly at the blackboard. He was lost, and everyone in the room knew it. Some of the students smirked; others wore pity on their faces. He didn’t know which was worse.




    ‘Come along!’ barked Master Bilke. ‘I’ve just told you how to do it!’




    Aren’s mouth was dry. He swallowed, opened it, shut it again. ‘I … Master Bilke I—’ he began, and was saved when the door to the classroom burst open and there was Cade, of all people, sweaty and panting. Aren had never been so pleased to see him.




    ‘How dare you, boy!’ Master Bilke roared, with a face like he was about to expel a pellet. ‘Get out of my classroom!’




    Cade didn’t even glance at him. His eyes found Aren’s, and they were full of fright. ‘You have to come!’ he gasped. ‘They’ve arrested your da!’




    The world closed in on Aren and the heat of humiliation cooled to icy shock. The master, the other students, even Cade faded away to insignificance as the meaning of those words sank in. He scrambled out from behind his desk, fled the classroom and ran for home.




    He remembered little of the journey back. It was as if he’d entered a tunnel, and outside was nothing but a hazy blur, strange noises, shapes without form. All he knew was the motion of his body, the pain in his muscles as he sprinted through streets and down lanes. At one point, he might have heard Cade calling his name as he laboured in pursuit, but there was no question of slowing down for him. His mind was a blare of senseless panic and disbelief. It couldn’t be. It wasn’t real.




    If he could get home, somehow he could sort this out, make it right. He just had to get home.




    There were a dozen townsfolk gathered outside the house when he arrived, Krodan and Ossian both, drawn by neighbourly concern or ghoulish curiosity. They parted for him as he pelted up the drive from the road. Waiting by the front steps was a black carriage drawn by four black horses, with a double-barred cross on the side: the sign of the Iron Hand, the Emperor’s most feared investigators.




    His steps faltered and he stumbled to a halt before it, blanching with dread. The Iron Hand didn’t trouble themselves with minor felonies or local squabbles, they dealt with threats to the Empire. When the Iron Hand took someone away, they didn’t come back.




    A Krodan woman reached out as if to comfort him. Her husband pulled her back, his eyes cold, his expression detached. If the father was an enemy of the Empire, then what of the son? Better to be safe than to be tainted by association.




    At that, Aren gritted his teeth and straightened his spine. Curse them all, then. Curse the faithless who thought his father condemned. They’d be ashamed when this was over, when this misunderstanding was cleared up and justice was done. Randill was a good man and loyal to the Empire. That was as true as the moons in the sky. Whatever had happened here, he was sure his father had done nothing to invite the wrath of the Iron Hand.




    But maybe he had.




    He dared not follow that thought to its end. Clutching his ribs where a stitch jabbed him, he lurched past the onlookers, up the steps to the porch and inside.




    Nanny Alsa was among the servants gathered fearfully in the corridor. She tried to stop him going into the dining room, but he threw her arm off and pushed past, almost falling through the doorway. Rough hands caught him and he was hoisted to his feet by a man wearing the livery of the Iron Guard, the soldiers of the Iron Hand.




    ‘And you must be Aren,’ said a small, bespectacled man with moist, fleshy lips, in a tone of weary disdain. He wore the long black overcoat and the double-barred cross of a watchman: one of the Emperor’s inquisitors.




    Aren struggled in the soldier’s grip, but he was held fast. The room was busy with armoured men. There was another watchman wearing an identical overcoat, who was otherwise the opposite of his companion: tall and blond, with stern, well-proportioned features and a swimmer’s shoulders. At the centre of it all was his father, grey-faced, manacled, resigned. He had the look of a man who’d arrived at his own grave.




    ‘It’s a mistake! He hasn’t done anything!’ Aren shouted, unable to understand why his father had submitted to this treatment. ‘Get off me!’ He pulled an arm free of the guardsman who held him and was rewarded with a clout round the head, hard enough to rock him. Before he could recover, a second guardsman restrained him and he was held fast.




    ‘Klyssen! Leave him be!’ Randill cried, roused to anger by the sight. ‘He’s no part of this.’




    Klyssen, the first of the two officers, studied Aren with reptilian calm. ‘Thank you for coming, boy. You have saved us the trouble of finding you.’ He motioned to one of the soldiers. ‘Take him.’




    ‘No!’ Randill snapped, desperation in his voice. ‘Your business is with me! Not him!’




    ‘You are a traitor, and he is the son of a traitor,’ Klyssen said coldly. ‘He will be dealt with accordingly.’ He waved at the other watchman. ‘Harte, go with them.’




    The guardsmen began dragging Aren out of the room. ‘Father!’ he screamed, and the sound jolted Randill to action. His eyes hardened, he twisted, and suddenly there was a knife in his man­acled hands, stolen from the sheath of a nearby soldier. Quick as a snake, he plunged it into the throat of the man he’d taken it from. Before anyone could react, he spun and slashed the face of another, opening his cheek to the bone.




    Then everything was chaos, the crash of armour and the ring of drawn blades as the soldiers holding Aren dropped him to the floor and piled in. Aren landed hard, knocking the wind from him, and he struggled to his elbows, gasping. A guardsman reeled back from the fight, a hand to his face, blood seeping through his glove. Nanny Alsa was shrieking out in the corridor. Klyssen, alarmed by the unexpected violence, shrank against the wall of the dining room, keeping well clear.




    Aren saw a blade flicker and another Krodan soldier staggered away, clutching his throat, blood soaking his uniform. For an instant, he was the Hollow Man, a vision of gargling death come to claim him. Then he crashed against the dining-room table and collapsed.




    All at once, the tangle of soldiers parted and Randill was hauled to his feet by Harte, with the point of a knife pressed firmly under his jaw. The watchman stood close behind Randill, his hair mussed and his teeth bared from the savagery of the fight. Guardsmen seized Randill’s arms, but he’d lost his weapon now and wasn’t resisting any more.




    ‘You are a traitor to the Empire and a murderer,’ Harte said. He looked at Klyssen, eyes glittering with defiance. ‘Under the circumstances, I think we can skip the trial.’




    With that, he drove the knife home.




    Aren saw the light in his father’s eyes go out. Randill sighed, one long breath that carried his life with it, and he dropped in a pile of meat and bone at Harte’s feet.




    Aren screamed.




    He was still screaming as they dragged him down the corridor, hurling curses and fighting the whole way. They struck him across the face more than once, but it did nothing to quiet him. Nothing they could do was worse than what had already happened.




    ‘Get off him! You’re killing him! Get off!’




    It was Cade, angry and sweaty and out of breath as he shoved down the corridor past the servants. That broad face loomed in his vision, his cheeks red and his hair damp against his forehead. ‘Aren! What happened? Where are they taking you?’




    Aren stared at him without comprehension. His words were just noises. In the shock of Randill’s death, nothing connected.




    ‘Out of the way, vermin!’ snapped one of the guardsmen. The ostler grabbed Cade by the arm and tried to pull him aside, but Cade’s feet were set and he was rooted like a tree.




    ‘You can’t take him!’ Cade cried, but he was yelling in Ossian and the soldier was yelling in Krodan, and in the heat of the moment neither understood the other.




    ‘Out of the way, I said!’




    ‘He’s done nothing wrong!’ Cade shouted. His protests were cut short as a guardsman slammed the pommel of a sword down on his head, behind his ear, and he crumpled like a sack.




    Aren heard Klyssen’s wet voice from close behind him. ‘Interfering with an overwatchman of the Iron Hand is a crime,’ he said, for the benefit of the witnesses. ‘Take him, too.’




    Aren tried to look over his shoulder as he was dragged out, but he couldn’t see his friend as he was hauled onto the porch. The crowd numbered three dozen or more now. They stared in silence as he was manhandled down the steps, tears and snot and blood across his face, rage and grief written there.




    Then he saw her. And he knew that what he suspected all along was true, why the Iron Hand were here, why his father had died.




    Sora was in the crowd, hands to her face in horror. Standing with her were her brothers and her father, a hawkish man with a stony expression. Her trip to the watchtower had been discovered. Her father had spoken to the governor about the impertinent Ossian boy who was harassing her, and how Randill had failed to control him. They’d trumped up a charge of treason to remove the problem. Suspicion was enough to seize their lands; even a man as rich as Randill could do nothing about it.




    They were only Ossians, after all.




    ‘No more warnings,’ Harald had said. But in the arrogance of love he hadn’t listened.




    The soldiers shoved him inside the black carriage and tipped Cade in alongside him, unconscious, blood splayed across his cheek like a spidery red hand.




    ‘No,’ he whimpered. He shook his head and kept shaking it, his eyes fixed on Cade. ‘No, no, no.’




    But all the denials in the world couldn’t dent the truth. The enormity of what he’d done threatened to swallow him whole.




    It was his fault. All of it.




    The door of the prison carriage slammed closed behind him with a sound like the doom of all dreams.
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    Dusk lay red on the hills as the druidess laboured up the grassy rise, her hound loping at her heels. She walked with a splintered staff of lichwood and lightning-glass, planting it in the ground before her, but she was not old, and her legs were strong from the passage of many leagues.




    She wore sturdy boots and scuffed leather trousers. A tatty patchwork cloak made of the stitched-together skins of rabbit, fox and stoat flapped about her as she climbed. She clicked and clattered with charms of bone and wood and metal, and carried a great pack as if it were no weight at all. Her hair was long, black and filthy, falling to either side of an oval face with dark eyes and a serious mouth that turned down at the edges, lending her an air of intensity and purpose. That face was smeared with streaks of stark white and coal black, as if for camouflage, or for war.




    Her name was Vika-Walks-The-Barrows, and she was late.




    The journey had been long and unforeseen diversions had delayed her arrival, Krodans chief among them. They delved deeper into the wild places than ever before. Once, they could have been relied upon to stay near roads and cities, clinging to the apparatus of order like fearful children to a mother’s apron. They were lost without their rules and routines, and shied away from nature, which didn’t respect their laws. But they’d become bolder in recent years, and she’d encountered them several times on her way through the hinterlands: camps of engineers plotting new roads, workmen building settlements, surveyors scouting for minerals to exploit and forests to log. Her lip curled in anger at the memory.




    Near Salt Fork, she’d unwittingly walked into the path of the Krodan army, marching to quell the rebellion. She’d been forced to hide out for days, moving from place to place while the forests swarmed with scouts and foragers gathering supplies. After the rebellion collapsed, huntsmen were unleashed to seek out fugitives. With them came something else, something that the forest itself recoiled from. Three beings that wore the shape of men, but which were not.




    They almost caught her as she sheltered in an abandoned temple, but the animals warned her of their approach and she fled, leaving her fire behind. Later, she glimpsed them through the trees: one an enormous pile of tarnished black armour with a great hammer in his hands; one ragged and thin, carrying a brutal-looking bow that was all spikes and points; the third cowled and moving like a whisper, with two thin blades in his gloved grip and a metal mask covering his face. The mere sight of them turned her cold, and she stayed well clear.




    It wasn’t her they hunted, thankfully. Their targets were two fugitives from Salt Fork. She didn’t linger to see what happened to them, but she doubted the outcome was good. Instead she was forced to hurry on, through forests still thick with Krodans. At one point, the huntsmen picked up her trail, perhaps believing her a fugitive like the others. It took every trick she knew to throw them off; but she knew a lot of tricks.




    Now, at long last, they’d reached their destination. Too eager to wait, her companion hurried off through the bracken and gorse towards the crest of the rise. She was a shaggy grey wolfhound bitch named Ruck, longer nose to tail than Vika was tall. Vika followed in her wake, full of grave thoughts.




    Maggot’s Eve had come and gone five nights since. She hoped Hagath had waited for her, though it was a faint hope at best. Too many meetings had been missed these past years; news wasn’t travelling as it should. Now, more than ever, it was important the Communion be maintained, but she feared the druids’ habitual solitude would be their undoing. Every year, there were fewer of them. Everywhere she went, temples were left to ruin and sacred sites abandoned. It was rare to encounter fresh druidsign, and when she did it spoke of ill things, of restless, angry spirits and turmoil in the Shadowlands. The Primus grew in strength as the Aspects waned, yet still her gods were silent. The elders had to act; a Conclave must be called. But she’d heard nothing.




    Perhaps Hagath would have news to cheer her. At the least, he’d have left druidsign to indicate his next destination, so Vika could catch him up. She was in sore need of company and hope.




    But hope crumbled to ashes in her breast as she reached the rise where Ruck waited, and saw what lay beyond.




    Before her lay a wide hollow, a dent in the hilltop flanked by steep rising slopes and backed by a cliff. She stood at its eastern edge, with the rolling hills behind her and the long shadows of dusk upon them. The sun, weak and low amid thin layered clouds of gold and blood, was just visible above the cliff. Warm light glowed along the rim, but the hollow lay in a summer twilight.




    It was called the Dirracombe – Hirn-Annwn in the tongue of the druids – and it was said that the first humans, descended from the giants of old, paid fealty to the Nine here in thanks for seeing them through the Long Ice to the spring. They raised ten great stones in worship: one for the Creator, and one for each of the pieces into which he broke himself when he birthed the universe. The Nine Aspects: each an individual yet each a part of the same being, nine sides of the same unknowable god.




    Those stones had stood through the mysterious millennia before written history, which men called the Age of Legends. They’d endured the rise and fall of empires, keeping silent watch as the land suffered cataclysm and barbarity, and emerged from the ruins forged anew. But they didn’t stand now. After more lifetimes than Vika could imagine, the ten pillars lay toppled.




    Ruck whined at her side as she stared, horrified. When she’d last visited, three years ago, the pillars stood proud and grim along the shore of a kidney-shaped tarn, a small mountain lake like a mirror turned to the sky. The tallest, carved for the Creator, had stood in the lake itself. Its shadow reached across the water every dawn, touching each Aspect in turn as the year ran its course, like a giant sundial.




    Now that pillar was a broken stump, poking from water grown thick with weeds. The other Aspects lay in pieces, shattered where they fell, hidden among the heather, bramble and vine that sprouted unchecked around them.




    Three short years, and the Dirracombe had fallen. Nobody tended it now; no pilgrims came any more. It was already being reclaimed by the earth.




    How had she not heard of this outrage?




    Dazed, she walked into the hollow, Ruck trotting uncertainly at her side. The pillars had been weathered by the years, and the gods were mere bumps and grooves hinting at form. Yet there was still a sense of them, their presence heavy in the air. There was half of a snarling face that had to belong to the Despoiler, Azra, Aspect of War. Nearby was the voluptuous earth mother, stone-skinned Meshuk, Aspect of Earth and Fire. They’d existed so long, she’d thought them eternal. Now she was no longer sure.




    How could you let this happen? she asked the Aspects. Why did you allow it?




    But the Aspects, as ever, kept their own counsel.




    She scanned the hollow for signs of Hagath, but if he’d been here, he hadn’t lingered. Ruck sniffed at something in the grass, raised her head and gave a sharp bark. Vika drifted over, still stunned by the force of the blasphemy surrounding her. She knelt down and picked up the coin Ruck had found in the dirt.




    It was a Krodan guilder. On one side was a vertical sword laid across an open book. On the other, the likeness of the Emperor in profile. She scraped the dirt from the Emperor’s face with one cracked thumbnail and looked down at him. It was proof enough for her, if proof were needed. The stones had been pulled down, destroyed with forethought and purpose, at the order of the Sanctorum.




    They are erasing us, she thought.




    She dropped the coin and walked to the shore of the tarn. It was summer, and warm even in the shade cast by the cliff, but she pulled her cloak about her nevertheless. Ruck hung back, sensing her mood, as she looked down into the water. A painted face returned her haunted gaze.




    It’s true, then, what the Apostates said. Our gods have abandoned us. This land is forsaken.




    




    The fire crackled and snapped at the edge of the tarn, its flames reflected in the black water. Vika sat cross-legged before it, eyes closed, Ruck slumbering nearby. On the ground near the fire was a small black pot from which wisps of steam arose. Night had fallen beyond the circle of light and the sky was sprayed with stars.




    She had been still for an hour or more before a rat grew bold enough to investigate her. It slipped along the water’s edge, sniffing the air, drawn by the intriguing smells from the pot. Keeping the fire between itself and the wolfhound, whom it recognised as an enemy, it scurried through the dark and into the shadow of Vika’s knee.




    Her hand shot out and she snatched it up by its throat. Lifting it quickly, she held it before her eyes, its paws scratching the air.




    ‘Thank you, little one,’ she said, and broke its neck with one quick twist.




    Ruck raised her head and watched with mild interest as Vika slit the rat’s throat with her knife and drained its blood into the pot. As it trickled out, she muttered prayers of gratitude to Ogg, Aspect of Beasts, and paid her respects to the little animal that had given the gift of its life. When there was no more blood to be had, she tossed the body to Ruck, pulled back her sleeve and drew the edge of her blade along her skin, among dozens of old scars. She let a few drops of her blood run into the pot, then wrapped a rag around the cut.




    Swirling the pot to mix it, she bowed her head and murmured ancient words in Stonespeak before drinking the bitter, salty draught. That done, she settled herself again, cross-legged, eyes closed. Ruck snorted, crunched down her rat and fell asleep.




    Who is here? Vika asked in her mind.




    She’d searched the site for druidsign but found none. Hagath hadn’t been here, and it was too much to hope that he’d also been delayed. Hagath was the most reliable of her contacts. That left two possibilities: he was dead, or he’d been arrested, which amounted to the same thing. Hagath was lost, like so many of her brothers and sisters in faith. One more broken link in the faltering Communion.




    She couldn’t keep on like this. She couldn’t stand idly by and watch the sacred places fall into ruin, her gods driven into myth. So she’d ask for guidance, the best way she knew how. She’d call on the spirits of this place, which had once been mighty, and see what wisdom they could offer.




    The concoction seeped through her body, from her belly to her fingertips and teeth, through muscle and nerve, loosening her wherever it went. There was an acrid taste of metal in her mouth and a burning in her gut as her senses sharpened. She smelled Ruck strongly, the musky aliveness of her. Her sleeping sighs were loud in Vika’s ears. From the lake came the odour of weedy rot, and the dry-hot scent of burning wood drifted from the grumbling fire.




    Soon she began to feel jittery, and her joints started to ache as the poisons in the drink made themselves felt. She opened her eyes, stood and looked up to the sky.




    Above the hollow, Sabastra’s Ribbon was a faint, curling cloud of red and yellow, the only colour in the blackness. She took a breath, sucking the darkness into her lungs like water, and wobbled as she lost her balance. The stars wheeled overhead, blurring as they spun. She threw out her arms to stabilise herself. The concoction was powerful stuff, powerful enough to kill someone who hadn’t spent years developing their resistance to its toxins. Once steady, she looked up to the sky once more, trying to recapture her calm.




    But the stars were not where they’d been.




    She frowned. Sabastra’s Ribbon had been overhead a moment ago, but now it was some way to the south. New constellations had moved into view; the Gull was all but gone and the Fox had taken its place on the eastern horizon. The Sisters had appeared at half-moon, Tantera cracked and massive, pale Lyssa peering out from behind her.




    A moment ago, it had been summer. Now she stood beneath autumn stars.




    So it had begun. The spirits were guiding her. But what did it mean?




    Something moved at the edge of her vision, a curling wisp of light, as if a tongue of flame had escaped the fire and was being blown around the broken pillars. She turned, but it was lost among the tumbled stones and thick grass.




    Intrigued, she set off to investigate. As she went, she passed before a fragment of a god’s face, lying on its side. The shadows shifted in the pit of its sunken eye, as if it had moved to follow her, and she felt a faint tingle, the presence of a stirring spirit.




    Show yourself.




    The fallen pillars formed a maze of shattered blocks taller than she was. She hunted through the sedge and bracken between the Aspects. Again and again she glimpsed the light at the edge of her vision and allowed it to lead her on, but at last she lost sight of it and came to a stop. She searched the hollow uncertainly, afraid that she’d missed whatever message had been offered. Suddenly she heard something move.




    Behind me.




    She whirled with a gasp, the charms in her hair and clothes clacking together, and her face was lit up by the figure standing there. It was a tall being of flurrying brightness, sparkling and shifting like sunlight on disturbed water. In its hand was a sword which burned fierce enough to blind. She shaded her eyes.




    ‘What message do you have for me?’ she cried.




    The figure didn’t speak, or move, or acknowledge her, but it emanated strength, and she knew in the way of visions that it was an ally. A champion of the land.




    ‘Are you come from the Aspects? Have they answered the prayers of their people at last?’




    The champion gave her no reply, so she narrowed her eyes and peered closer. Beneath the glimmering, turning light she could see a hint of a face. If only she could make it out, she’d know the nature of this herald. Tentatively, she extended a hand as if to touch its cheek, to feel its features like a blind woman.




    The instant her fingertips touched it, it vanished like a blown-out candle and something thumped to the earth at her feet.




    She blinked, surprised. Her night vision was ruined, so she knelt down and patted in the dark grass until her hands closed around what had fallen. It was cool, smooth and sharp. The sword, surely.




    Yet when she stood and lifted it from the grass, it was nothing more than a crooked branch.




    She frowned at it in puzzlement. The bright figure was gone, and the hollow had become chilly, the starlight steely and cold. She chewed at her lower lip and scanned her surroundings, searching for another sign. What were the spirits trying to tell her?




    She looked down again and found she was no longer holding a branch, but an oozing rod of bone and gristle, the long, scrawny forelimb of some creature she didn’t recognise. With a cry of disgust, she cast it away, and as it fell it became a black snake that slithered off through the grass. She jumped back instinctively; her boots caught in the undergrowth and sent her staggering. Seeking balance, her hand touched the stone face of snarling Azra, which lay broken in half. Her palm came away red and wet. Blood was welling from the cracks and splits, spilling along the rough channels of his features.




    She stared at her hand, horrified. This was no dream-vision of guidance. The spirits were angry; she felt the dark weight of it. Events were tipping out of her control.




    Movement, between the stones. She spun and spotted a blurred black figure a moment before it slipped out of sight. With a pang of terror, she saw several similar figures surrounding her. They stood still, unmoving, and yet they slid out of view whenever she tried to get a good look at them, moving sideways as if pulled on tracks. Each time one of them disappeared, the next appeared closer.




    She began to panic. She’d bridged the Divide and invited the spirits through, but only some came from the Shadowlands offering knowledge. Others meant to do her harm, eager to avenge their sacred place, to take out their fury on anyone they could find. She didn’t know who these strangers were, but instinct told her she should fear them. All her charms and tricks fell from her mind, and she ran.




    The glowering faces of defiled gods loomed in the moonlight as she passed them, her patchwork cloak flapping around her. Her only chance was to get beyond the boundaries of the Dirracombe and hope they wouldn’t pursue. But no matter how fast she ran, the figures were faster, and closing in.




    One rose up from the darkness in front of her.




    She stumbled to a halt, head buzzing, mouth dry. It was cloaked in black and wore strange armour made from material like a beetle’s carapace. Its face was corpse-pale and it had no lips, only a grotesque rictus of exposed gums and fangs. Across its eyes was a band of black iron.




    She spun, seeking escape, but she was surrounded. Six of them pressed close, each a fresh vision of dread. One wore a net of tiny chains across its gaunt face, hooks planted in its eyelids, stretching them wide to expose the black, glistening orbs beneath. Another’s face had been skinned below the ridge of its cheekbones, the muscle and bone of its jaw opened out like mandibles. Yet another had forearms and fingers that had been split open and doubled in length by some diabolical surgery, which waved restlessly in the air before it. They were like the experiments of some ghoulish chimericist.




    The one with the visor of black iron seized her and clamped a cold hand over her eyes. A scream tore from her as everything went dark.




    Then it showed her what it had come here to show.




    




    Dawn found her wrapped in her cloak, staring into the fire as she drank a bowl of soup. She hadn’t slept; it would have been impossible even if she had tried. The horrors of what she had seen were too fresh. She didn’t understand all that the spirit had imparted, but she knew it couldn’t be ignored. She needed wise counsel, and there was only one person to go to for that.




    By morning she was on her way again, the ruin of the Dirracombe behind her and Ruck trotting at her side. She had her pack on her back, her staff in her hand and, for the first time in many years, a clear purpose.
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    Aren’s pickaxe struck sparks as he worked, brief splinters of light that scattered and died. He swung, drew back and swung again in a steady rhythm. Not so fast that he’d kill himself with exertion, not so slow that he’d feel the guard’s club for it. The fog of exhaustion lay thick on him, dulling the edge of his senses; his back ached and his leaden arms throbbed at the joints. He kept on going regardless, driven by the knowledge that each blow brought him a few seconds closer to the next break, the next meal, the end of his shift. It was how the shapeless hours passed, deep in the black cold of the mountain.




    There were two dozen of them on the detail, lined up against the wall of the tunnel, shackles around their ankles. Lanterns hung from mouldering beams, throwing fitful shadows as the men chipped away in the dark. The air was full of stone dust and the maddening echoes of metal against rock.




    Cade was next to him in the line, working mechanically with that dead-eyed look Aren had come to know well. At first he’d complained bitterly about the aches and scabs and blisters, the tiredness, the near-constant hunger; but there was little sympathy for him here, and no relief. They were all in the same boat, and eventually even Aren had tired of listening to him. Cade had stopped complaining then, and spoke a little less, and kept his pain to himself. The other prisoners liked him better after that.




    ‘Strike harder! Strike harder!’ shouted the Krodan guard down the line. For some of the guards, that was all the Ossian they needed to know.




    Nobody looked to see who it was directed at. All they knew was that someone was flagging. If they didn’t pick up the pace they’d be beaten. Everybody got hit by the guards now and then, but it was worse when a prisoner was approaching the end of their strength. Aren had seen two men beaten into unconsciousness for the crime of being too weak to swing a pickaxe. A third had been killed where he lay when he couldn’t get up.




    Spurred by the warning, Aren increased his efforts. His pickaxe barely nicked the tunnel wall with each blow, but now and then a small chunk would break off, a tiny shard of progress. A thousand of those, a thousand thousand, and the Krodans would have enough ore to extract a few drops of elarite. A thousand times more, and they might be able to mix enough witch-iron for a breastplate, or some greaves, or an elaborate helmet. Eventually, at the cost of unimaginable effort and uncounted lives, they’d have enough for a suit of witch-iron armour, which offered the strength of steel at a fraction of the weight. One day that armour would be worn by some mighty Harrish knight, or bought by a rich erl, or gifted to foreign kings, none of whom would ever consider how it all started here, in a dark, cold tunnel in the earth, with a sliver of stone cut free.




    This was Aren’s life now. This was his purpose. His glorious contribution to the Krodan Empire.




    He struck and struck again, and the sparks flared and reflected in his eyes.




    I deserve this, he thought with each blow. I deserve this. I deserve—




    




    Aren was on slop duty that day. While his detail rested, he fetched food from the mine entrance, a task which was both a curse and a blessing. On the one hand, he was denied a break between shifts; on the other, it gave him the rare opportunity to grab an extra helping of food.




    He waited his turn at a blackened metal trough where gallons of thin vegetable gruel bubbled over a bed of coals. Lamps hung from poles, casting an uneasy light over the haggard faces of the shackled men in line. The chamber was a small, dim cavern at the junction of several tunnels, and it was busy with traffic. Shabby pit ponies hauled carts full of rocks from the depths of the mine. There were guards everywhere, too; not the stern, efficient Krodans who became soldiers, but low men, glorified turnkeys and angry bullies who took every chance to vent their spite on their charges. This was far from the world the Empire showed its loyal subjects. Only the fallen saw behind the scenes.




    When his turn came, Aren stood by the trough and ate as a small handcart was filled from a chute. The fire was a comfort, and he sidled closer as he scooped gruel from his bowl with a crust of old bread. It was always cold in the mine. The dank stone leached the heat from the air and their clothes were pitifully thin. Not even the effort of mining kept them warm.




    Once he’d wolfed down his meal, he held his bowl under the flow of gruel for a refill. The man at the lever didn’t even look at him. As long as you finished eating before the flow was shut off, nobody cared if you took another bowlful. It was the only perk of slop duty.




    He pulled his handcart aside to make way, then ate his second helping with his wooden spoon, washing it down with water from his tin flask. He ate slowly this time, savouring every bite, letting the heat of the fire soak into his bones. The food was bland and watery, but as Cade used to say, hunger was the best spice. His stomach grumbled and ached, unaccustomed to being filled, but when he was done he felt as close to satisfied as he ever got these days.




    He hung a bag of loaves off the side of the cart and trudged away. Some prisoners on slop duty would take another chunk of bread and a bowl from the tub on their way back to their detail, but Aren had never done that. There was never enough to go around anyway, so the other prisoners took a keen interest if the tub wasn’t full when it arrived. Aren told himself his sense of honour stopped him from giving in to temptation, but it was just as much his fear of retribution.




    As he left the chamber, pulling the tub behind him, he passed a wooden birdcage containing a pair of grey cavepipers. Once, the sight of them had given him a thrill of dread, but now he ignored them. It was only if they started to sing that he needed to worry. Elarite seams bled an explosive oil under pressure, which was bad enough, but in concentrated quantities the oil gave off an invisible, odourless and flammable miasma called fire-fume. It gathered in pockets, trapped beneath the earth until freed by a miner’s pickaxe, when it would seep out into the tunnels until it became dense enough to ignite. The cavepipers were the only warning the miners would get. Somehow they could sense the miasma and would shriek an alarm. It gave the men some chance to escape, but not much.




    Well, if disaster came, it came. Aren tried to live each day without thinking further than his bed. That was how he’d endure, until death took him, or until he and Cade were freed. It was that or give up, the way he’d seen others do. Despair gnawed a man down, first his body, then his soul, until he lost the will to live. And this was a place of despair.




    But that wouldn’t be Aren’s fate. He was determined. He’d survive this day, and the next, and he’d ensure Cade did, too. There was no other option.




    He made his way along badly lit routes where prisoners sat murmuring quietly or eating. He recognised some from the camp, but no one acknowledged him. No one had the energy.




    The handcart was heavy and Aren had to rest on the way back, so he pulled the cart into a darkened side-corridor where no one would see it and be tempted to steal a meal. He thought he was alone until he heard a wet clicking sound and saw there were two men already here, sitting on opposite sides of the narrow tunnel. One was glaring at him with fierce eyes, mouth working restlessly as he sucked his teeth and smacked his lips. He was all skin and bone, hair in patches, features sunken. A ragweed addict.




    Aren almost backed out then and there – it was best to steer clear of ragweed addicts, who could be unpredictable and violent – but something about the other man in the corridor caught his attention. He sat with his head back against the stone, eyes closed and very still. Aren stepped away from his cart and approached him cautiously, trying to make him out in the gloom.




    It was nobody he recognised, but a suspicion had taken root in his mind and he had to resolve it. He reached out slowly and placed his palm against the side of the man’s face. The man’s head lolled sideways, eyes open but seeing nothing. He’d died where he sat, and recently.




    Aren rested on his haunches and considered the body before him. A season ago, he’d never seen a corpse. Now the dead had lost the power to shock. They’d become part of the background of his world.




    He glanced about and saw nobody except the addict, who seemed disinclined to do anything but glare. Aren shrugged at him and began to search the dead man’s pockets. After all, if he didn’t do it, somebody else would.




    




    The sinking sun was half-hidden by the mountains as they trudged from the mine in a double line, shackles keeping their strides short, heads lowered against a bitter wind that blew flurries of icy rain down from the peaks. The summer had been punishingly hot, but the weather had turned of late, a warning of the deadly cold to come. Winter would reap them; they all knew it. The weak wouldn’t see the spring.




    Aren walked alongside Cade, too weary to make conversation. Guards rode with them, herding them down the trail. They carried swords and bows, alert for anyone foolish enough to run. The pine forest to their left offered the promise of sanctuary, enough to tempt the desperate. Nobody was desperate enough today.




    My father is dead because of me. The thought ambushed him. Randill’s death was a wolf in the hollows of his mind, stalking him, savaging him with grief and loss when it could. The Iron Hand would have seized the family lands by now. Randill would be remembered as a traitor, when he’d been nothing but loyal to the Empire. All because Aren had to be with Sora. All because he hadn’t listened to Harald’s warning.




    He’d thought their wild love could overcome any obstacle, but reality had proved him wrong, and grief had doused his passion faster than he could have imagined. It was only a season since he’d seen her – a season of hard labour and sorrow, true, but a mere season all the same – yet her memory no longer stirred him. This wasn’t the storybook love he’d imagined, which conquered time and death and the meddling of the gods. He’d believed he would wither and die without her, when in truth he hardly thought of her at all.




    It had been a dream of love, and nothing more. The stupid delusion of a callow boy. All that loss and ruin for nothing. In his darker moments, it made him want to scream.




    He glanced at Cade. His friend looked worn. The flesh had fallen off him, his boyish pudge long gone. Though he’d always been the stronger of them, the work seemed to tax him harder than Aren. Each day he lost a little more energy, joked less, spoke more quietly. His suffering was as much Aren’s fault as his father’s death was. But with Cade, at least, there was some chance to atone.




    ‘Brother Cade,’ growled a rum-roughened voice, and Cade stumbled as he was shoved hard from behind. Aren saw fleeting anger cross his face, but when he turned, his mask was in place and he was smiling.




    ‘Have you been sharpening your elbows, Rapha? You near put that one through my ribs.’




    Rapha gave him a tobacco-stained grin. He was a burly Carth­anian pirate with a tangled black beard, his skin browned and weathered as gnarled oak. ‘Do your impression of Hassan!’ he said. ‘Show my friend here!’ The pockmarked man next to him leered encouragement.




    Cade checked that no guards were nearby. Then he swept back his shoulders, firmed his chin and puffed out his chest. No longer was he a shuffling prisoner, but a figure of pompous cruelty.




    ‘You!’ he cried, his voice comically high as he pointed at Rapha’s friend. ‘Did you splash my cloak? Then where did this mud come from, hmm? To the dogs with you! To the dogs with everyone!’




    Rapha and his friend cackled at Cade’s parody of the guard captain, and a few others nearby managed a chuckle or a grin. They all knew Hassan’s obsession with cleanliness and his fondness for feeding prisoners to the dogs. Even gallows humour was welcome here, where laughter was hard to find.




    Aren didn’t join in. They liked Cade when he was funny, but Aren knew how he cried to himself in his bunk every night. He performed for them because that was his nature, but it was only an act, and it drained him sorely.




    ‘Now do Overseer Krent!’ urged another prisoner.




    Aren turned sharply, wearing a scowl. ‘He’s tired,’ he snapped. ‘We’re all tired. Leave him alone.’




    Rapha slapped him round the back of the head, hard. ‘No one asked you,’ he said, with enough casual menace to shut Aren up.




    ‘Easy there, you southern lunk!’ Cade said, his voice now genial and friendly, hands resting on an imaginary belly and a smug smile on his face. ‘No need for that! We’re not on the high seas now!’




    Rapha’s friend roared with laughter as he recognised the overseer. It was loud enough to attract the attention of a nearby guard, who yelled at them in broken Ossian to be quiet. Rapha and his friend subsided, still smirking.




    Cade gave Aren an angry look. Why did you get involved? Aren had meant to defend his friend, but he’d been the one who needed defending in the end, and defending Aren was what had landed Cade here in the first place. Aren wished he’d kept his silence.




    The pain of Rapha’s blow quickly faded into the haze of other hurts. His feet were blistered from rubbing inside his boots. Every muscle ached from the day’s labours, and being on slop duty meant he’d got no rest. But he had a full belly, at least, and something else, too. Six fat cheroots, taken from the dead man and now stashed inside his thin, ragged coat. Aren had no idea how the prisoner had got them, but they were no use to him any more, and a lot of use to Aren. Smokes were good currency in the camp.




    They followed the trail downwards, with the forest to their left and high cliffs to their right. The journey from the mine wasn’t a long one. Soon they heard the river over the blowing wind and rounded a shoulder of the mountain to see their destination ahead.




    They called it a work camp, but it was a prison all the same. It stood on the north side of the river, sandwiched between the water and a sheer cliff face. A rough stockade surrounded it, a high wall of thick wooden stakes running out from the cliff, along the riverbank and back. Within, another stockade divided the camp into two sections. The smaller contained the barracks, stables, posthouse and the overseer’s mansion. The larger was for the prisoners. On the far side of a dirt yard were the longhouses where they slept, arranged in uneven rows against the curve of the stockade. There was a graveyard near the cliffs, and clustered round the south gate were the buildings where luckier prisoners worked: the cookhouse, workshop, laundry, latrines and infirmary.




    On the other side of the river was the village of Suller’s Bluff, reached from the south gate by a stone bridge. It sat close against the forest, a drowsy settlement that now existed to serve the camp and accommodate the soldiers’ families. The villagers were lighting fires against the chill of the coming night; white smoke drifted from the chimneys, whipped away by the switching wind. They’d be settling down to good meals of warm bread and meat, with ale and wine to wash it down. The prisoners gazed longingly across the river, envying their food and warmth. The village was no more than a hundred paces from their prison, yet it may as well have been in another land.




    The trail took them via the east gate, trudging through the guards’ section, past the mansion where the overseer entertained his guests in his dining hall. It had been built in the strict Krodan style on the spot where the mayor’s house had once stood, overlooking the river. A daily reminder to the Ossian prisoners of who held power in their land now.




    Aren glowered at it as he passed, and cursed the ill luck that had him born Ossian. If he and his father had been Krodan, none of this would have happened.




    A movement in one of the upper windows caught his eye. Someone was standing there in the last light of the dimming sun, looking down on the procession. With a jolt, Aren recognised that bespectacled face.




    Klyssen!




    Their eyes met for an instant, then the overwatchman turned away and was gone.




    




    Klyssen, thought Aren as he huddled by the back door of the cookhouse. Was that really him?




    It was raining in earnest, drumming on the roofs of the longhouses and turning the ground to mud. He was free of his shackles for the night – the guards removed them once everyone was safely in the yard – but his boots let in water through the soles and his feet were cold and soaked, which made the rubbing of his blisters worse. If only the dead man had been wearing good boots.




    Hugging himself for warmth, he stared through grey, wavering curtains of rain at the fence before him. It ran around the prisoners’ compound, forming an inner ring of protection before the stockade itself. It was seven feet high, easy to climb if you had the will to do it. Few did. Between the fence and the stockade lived a pack of Krodan skulldogs, vicious killers who’d tear you limb from limb. Aren could hear one now, growling and grizzling nearby. Even if you could get past them, there was a walkway on the stockade wall patrolled by archers waiting to shoot anyone who tried to escape. Climbing that fence would be suicide. Escape was a fantasy.




    His thoughts circled back to Klyssen again. That glimpse of him in the window had been so brief that he was tempted to doubt it. Maybe it had been a stranger who looked like him. After all, his presence made no sense. An overwatchman was the highest rank of inquisitor, second only to the Commander, head of all Iron Hand operations in Ossia. What would he be doing in a work camp in the mountains, thirty leagues from anywhere?




    Has he brought a reprieve? The thought flashed into his mind. Had Klyssen come to right the injustice done to Aren and Cade? After all, their crimes were paltry. Neither of them belonged here with the dissidents and rebels, the thieves and murderers.




    He snorted. An overwatchman riding all the way out here to pardon two insignificant Ossian boys? It was ridiculous. More likely he was here on some other business that had nothing to do with Aren. That, or he’d never been there at all. Exhaustion did strange things to the mind.




    Best to focus on what was in front of him. Do what had to be done. Survive.




    The cookhouse door squealed open and the cook’s assistant, Tag, popped his freckled, horsey face out. He checked the coast was clear, then passed Aren a small cloth bag.




    It was suspiciously light so Aren opened it and saw three cheese rolls inside. They were mean fare, a bit of old cheddar mashed into a ball of rough bread, but under the circumstances it was a feast.




    ‘You said four,’ he told Tag.




    ‘Three was all I could get,’ said Tag, looking affronted. ‘And it’s my neck on the block here. Take it or sod off.’




    Aren had the suspicion he was being cheated, but he was in no position to bargain. With a scowl, he drew out two cheroots from his inner pocket. Tag snatched them off him.




    ‘Pleasure doing business,’ he said and nipped back inside.




    Aren stashed one of the rolls in his pocket and put the bag under his shirt. Then he scampered to the side of the cookhouse and peered round the corner. The foul weather kept most of the guards inside, but he still needed to be careful. If he was caught with contraband he’d suffer for it.




    He saw nobody but other prisoners, so he crossed the road that led from the yard to the south gate and slipped away between the buildings.
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