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			This book is for Daniel

			 

			I’ll be there for the seaweed, mate
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			Dinnae ask me how majic wurks . . . but wun way or the uthir it canny be oll its craked up tae be or ah suppose the wurld woold be toatally fukin wunderffil an happy an aw that an folk woold live in peece an harminy an so on; thatill be the day, if ye ask me. Enyway its no like that ataw, so it isnay, an just as well to say I, coz utherwyse thay wooldnae need peepil like me (an itid be ded fukin boarin to).

			 

			Naw, ahm doin no to bad these days; servises mutch in dimand . . .

			Iain Banks

			The Bridge

			 

			 

			Call for justice or explanation, and the sea will thunder back with its mute clamour. Men’s accounts with the gods do not balance.

			George Steiner

			The Death of Tragedy

		

	
		
			 

			BOOK I

			 

			ARSE END OF THE WORLD

			 

			‘Once there was a High Quest to Northern Lands, a Bright Fellowship led out in Sunlit Glory by three Heroes from the Great War, companied with the Finest Warriors and Wise Men of Empire, and guided by an Angel fallen from On High . . .’

			The Grand Chronicle of Yhelteth

			Court Bard Edition

		

	
		
			 

			ONE

			‘Well, that’s that, I suppose.’

			Ringil Eskiath weighed the desiccated human jawbone glumly in the palm of his hand. He crouched on the edge of the opened grave, fighting off a vague urge to jump down into it.

			Looks cosy down there. Out of the wind, dark and warm . . .

			He rubbed at his unshaven chin instead. Three days of stubble, rasping on calloused fingers, itching on hollow cheeks. His cloak, puddled about him where he crouched, was soiled at the border and soaking up water from the rain-drenched grass. The shoulder of his sword arm nagged from the unrelenting damp.

			He shut out the ache and brooded on what lay below him in the grave.

			They’d come a long way for this.

			There wasn’t much – shards of wood that might once have formed a casket, a few long strips of leather, cured stiff and crumbling. A mess of small bone fragments, like the leavings of some overenthusiastic soothsayer on the scry . . .

			Gil sighed and levered himself back to his feet. Tossed the jawbone back in with the rest.

			‘Fucking waste of five months.’

			‘My lord?’

			Shahn, the marine sergeant, who’d climbed back out of the grave, and now waited close by the mounds of earth his men had dug out. Behind him, the work party stood around, soil- and sweat-streaked, entrenching tools in hand, scowling against the weather. Whoever dug this plot all those centuries ago, they’d chosen a spot close to the cliffs, and right now there was a blustery wind coming in off the ocean, laced with fistfuls of sleet and the promise of another storm. The three Hironish guides they’d hired back in Ornley already had their hoods up – they stood further from the grave, were watching the sky and conversing in low tones.

			Ringil brushed the traces of dirt off his hands.

			‘We’re all done here,’ he announced loudly. ‘If this is the Illwrack Changeling, the worms sorted him out for us a while back. Stow tools, let’s get back to the boats.’

			A tremor of hesitation – hands working at tool handles, feet shifting. The sergeant cleared his throat. Gestured half-heartedly at the soft-mounded earth beside the grave.

			‘Sire, should we not . . .?’

			‘Fill that in?’ Ringil grinned harshly. ‘Listen, if those bones stand up and follow us down to the beach, I’ll be very surprised. But you know what? – if they do, I’ll deal with it.’

			His words carved out their own patch of quiet in the rising wind. Among the men, a touching of talismans. Some muttering.

			Ringil cut them a surreptitious glance, counting faces without seeming to. A couple of those he saw had been around when he took down the kraken, but most were on the other ships at the time; or they were aboard Dragon’s Demise but in their bunks. It had been a filthy night anyway – rain and howling wind, band-light muffled up in thick, scudding cloud, and the encounter was over almost as soon as it began. All but a handful missed the action.

			They had report from their comrades, of course, but Ringil couldn’t blame them for doubting it. Killing a kraken, at the height and heart of an ocean storm by night – yeah, right. It was a stock scene out of myth, a lantern-light story to frighten the cabin boy with. It was a fucking tale.

			It was five weeks now, and no one was calling him Krakenbane that he’d noticed.

			He supposed it was for the best. He’d held enough commands in the past to know how it went. Best not to disabuse your men of their tight-held notions, whatever those might be. That went in equal measure for those who doubted him and those who told tales of his prowess. The actual truth would probably scare both parties out of their wits, and that, right here and now, was going to be counterproductive.

			They were twitchy enough as it was.

			He faced them. Put one booted foot on the forlorn, shin-high chunk of mossed over granite that served the grave as marker. He pitched his voice for them all to hear – pearls of dark wisdom from the swordsman sorcerer in your midst.

			‘All right, people, listen up. Anyone wants to sprinkle salt, go right ahead, get it done. But if we stay here to fill this hole in, we’re going to get drenched.’

			He nodded westward, out to sea. It was not long past noon, but the sour afternoon light was already closing down. Cloud raced in from the north, boiling up like ink poured in a glass of water. Overhead, the sky was turning the black of a hanged man’s face.

			Yeah – be calling that an omen before you know it.

			 

			His mood didn’t improve much on the way back to the boats. He took point on the meandering sheep track that brought them down off the cliffs. Set a punishing pace over the yielding, peaty ground. No one made the mistake of trying to stay abreast or talk to him.

			By way of contrast, there was raucous good cheer at his back. The marines had loosened up with the permission to lay wards. Now they tramped boisterously along behind him, good-natured bickering and jeering in the ranks. It was as if they’d poured out their misgivings with the salt from their tooled leather bags, left it all behind them in the tiny white traceries they’d made.

			Which, Ringil supposed, they had, and wasn’t that the whole point of religion anyway?

			But he was honest enough to recognise his own released tension as well. Because, despite all the other pointless, empty graves, despite his own increasingly solid conviction that they were wasting their time, he too had gone up to those cliffs expecting a fight.

			Wanting a fight.

			Little vestiges of the feeling still quivered at the nape of his neck and in his hands. Enough to know it had been there, even if he hadn’t spotted it at the time.

			Last resting place of the Illwrack Changeling.

			Again.

			This being the ninth last resting place to date. The ninth grave of the legendary Dark King they’d dug up, only to find the detritus of common mortality beneath.

			Has to be an easier way to do this shit.

			Really, though, there wasn’t, and he knew it. They were all strangers here, himself included. Oh, he’d read about the Hironish Isles in his father’s library as a boy, learnt the arid almanac facts from his tutors. And growing up in Trelayne he’d known a handful of people who’d spent time there in exile. But this was not knowledge with practical application, and anyway it was decades out of date. Fluent Naomic aside, he had no useful advantage over his fellow expedition members.

			Meanwhile, Anasharal the Helmsman, full of ancient unhuman knowing when they planned the expedition back in Yhelteth last year, was now proving remarkably cagey about specifics. The Kiriath demon was either unwilling or unable to point them with any clarity to the Changeling’s grave, and instead suggested – somewhat haughtily – that they do the legwork themselves and inquire of the locals. I fell from on high for your benefit, went the habitual gist of the lecture. Is it my fault that I no longer have the vision I gave up in order to bring my message to you? I have steered you to journey’s end. Let human tongues do the rest.

			But the Hironish islanders were a notoriously closed-mouth bunch – even Gil’s dull-as-dishwater tutors had mentioned that. Historically, they’d been known to harbour popular pirates and tax evaders despite anything the League’s heavy-handed customs officers could do about it. To lie with impassive calm in the face of threats, to spit with contempt at drawn steel, and to die under torture rather than give up a fellow islander.

			So they certainly weren’t about to spill the secrets of settled generations to some bunch of poncy imperials who showed up from the alien south and started asking, Oh, hey, we hear there’s this dark lord out of legend buried around here somewhere; any chance you could take us to him?

			Not just like that, anyway.

			It took a week of careful diplomacy in and out of the taverns in Ornley and then out to the hamlets and crofts beyond, just to find a handful of locals who would talk to them. It took soft words and coin and endless rounds of drinks. And, even then, what these men had to say was sparse and contradictory:

			– the Illwrack Changeling, hmm, yes, that’d be the one from the dwenda legend. But he was never buried up here, the dwenda took him away in a shining longship, to where the band meets the ocean . . .

			– crucified him on Sirk beach for a betrayer, was what I heard, facing the setting sun as he died. His followers took him down three days later and buried him. It’s that grave up behind the old whaler’s temple.

			– the Illwrack Betrayer was brought to the Last Isle, to the Chain’s Last Link, just as the legends say. But the isle only manifests to mortal eyes at Spring solstice, and even then, only with much purifying prayer. To land there would require an act of great piety. You should ask at the monastery on Glin cliffs, perhaps they can make offerings for you when you return next year.

			Yeah, that’s right – jeers from further down the tavern bar – you should ask his brother out at Glin. Never known him turn down a request for intercession if it came weighted with enough coin . . .

			You know, I’ve had about enough out of you whelps. My brother’s a righteous man, not like some worthless bastard sons I could—

			They’d had to break that one up with fists. Start all over again.

			– the grave you seek is on a promontory of the Grey Gull peninsula, no more than a day’s march north of here. On approach, Grey Gull may seem a separate island, but do not be deceived. Certain currents cause the inlets to fill enough at certain times to make it so – but you can always cross, at worst you might have to wade waist deep. And most of the time, you won’t even get your boots wet.

			Hagh! – a greybeard fishing skipper hawks and spits something unpleasantly yellow onto the tavern’s sawdust floor, rather close to Ringil’s boot – not going to find that grave this side of Hell! That’s where the Aldrain demons took that one – screaming to Hell!

			No, no, my lords, forgive him, this is just fisherfolk superstition. The last human son of Illwrack is buried at the compass crossroads, on a rise just south of here. Some say the hill itself is the Changeling’s barrow.

			– the truth, my lords, is that the dwenda hero was laid to rest in the stone circle at Selkin, where his retainers . . .

			So forth.

			It was a lot of digging.

			But in the absence of the imperial expedition’s other main prize – the legendary floating city of An-Kirilnar, which they also couldn’t seem to find right now – there really wasn’t much else to do but tramp out to site after site and dig until disappointed.

			 

			Disappointment is a slow poison.

			Initially, and for some of the closer sites, practically every figure of note on the expedition tagged along. There was still a palpable air of journey’s end hanging over them all at that point – a sense that, after all that planning, all those sea miles covered, this was it. And whatever it was, no one wanted to miss it.

			True above all for Mahmal Shanta – he went out of sheer academic curiosity and at the cost of some substantial personal discomfort. Really too old for a voyage into such cold climes anyway, Shanta was still getting over flu and had to be carried on a covered litter by six servants, which was awkward over rough ground and slowed everybody else down. Gil rolled his eyes at Archeth, but in the end what were you going to do? The elderly naval engineer was a primary sponsor of the expedition: his family’s shipyards had built two of the three vessels they sailed in and reconditioned the third, and even in illness he held onto stubborn and canny command of the flagship Pride of Yhelteth.

			If anyone had earned the right, it was Shanta.

			Archeth’s reasons for riding along were twofold, and a little more pragmatic. She went because she was overall expedition leader and it was expected of her. But more than that, she badly needed something to take her mind off the lack of any Kiriath architecture standing above the waves off-shore. Not finding An-Kirilnar had hit her hard.

			Marine commander Senger Hald went ostensibly to supervise those of his men detailed to the search, but really to put an unquestionable marine boot on the proceedings. And Noyal Rakan went beside him, to show the Throne Eternal flag and remind everyone who was supposed to be in charge. The two men were coolly amicable, but the inter-service rivalry was never far beneath the surface, in them or the men they commanded.

			Lal Nyanar, captain of Dragon’s Demise mostly on account of Shab Nyanar’s substantial investment in the expedition, went along even when the prospecting was done overland, apparently out of some belief that he was representing his absent father’s interests in the quest. Gil didn’t really begrudge him; Nyanar wasn’t much of a sea captain – the sinecure commands his family had secured for him back in Yhelteth were largely ceremonial or involved river vessels – but he did at least know how to follow orders. Out of sight of his ship, he deferred to the expedition leaders and kept his head down.

			The same could not be said of the others.

			Of the expedition’s other investors who’d actually made the trip north, Klarn Shendanak stuck close to the action because he didn’t trust Empire men any further than you could throw one, and that included Archeth Indamaninarmal, jet-skinned half-human imperial cipher that she was. Menith Tand followed suit and stuck close to Shendanak because he harboured a standard Empire nobleman’s distaste for the Majak’s rough-and-ready immigrant manners and would not be one-upped. And Yilmar Kaptal went along because he mistrusted both Shendanak and Tand in about equal measure. The three of them didn’t quite spit at each other outright, but having them at your back was like leading a procession of alley cats. Shendanak never went anywhere without an eight-strong honour guard of thuggish-looking second cousins fresh down from the steppes, which in turn meant that Tand brought along a handful of his own mercenary crew to balance the equation and Kaptal flat-out demanded that Rakan muster a squad of Throne Eternal just in case . . .

			Egar usually tagged along at Gil’s shoulder just to see if there’d be any kind of fight.

			 

			One grey morning, on the way to a talisman-warded grave that would prove to contain nothing but the skeleton of a badly deformed sheep, Ringil stopped and looked back from the top of a low rise, squinting against the rain. The whole bedraggled entourage spilled up the trail behind him like the survivors of a shipwreck. He reckoned sourly that he hadn’t seen such a mess since he led the expeditionary retreat back to Gallows Gap eleven years ago.

			Bit harsh, was Egar’s considered opinion. On the expeditionary, I mean. That was an army we had. You imagine trying to lead this lot into a battle and out the other side? We’ll be lucky if they’re not all at each other’s throats before noon.

			Don’t, Ringil told him wearily. Just – don’t.

			They went. They dug. Found nothing and came back, mostly in the rain.

			But – to the Dragonbane’s evident disappointment – there never was a fight.

			Instead, Gil’s train of gawkers and minders slowly began to whittle away in the face of repeated let-down and the god-awful weather. Each found other, more compelling matters to occupy them. Archeth withdrew into brooding isolation aboard Sea Eagle’s Daughter, and could occasionally be heard right across the harbour, yelling abuse at Anasharal in the High Kir tongue. Nyanar went back to residence aboard Dragon’s Demise, where he instructed and supervised an endless series of small deck repairs and wrote self-importantly about it in the captain’s log. On the shore side of things, Yilmar Kaptal took to his rooms at the inn on Gull’s Flight Wynd and asked Rakan for a brace of Throne Eternal to guard his door. Shendanak and Tand stomped about the streets of Ornley, shadowed by their men, glaring at the locals and each other whenever they crossed paths. Desperate to bring the temperature down, Hald and Rakan both habitually stayed in town with the bulk of their respective commands, put their men through punishing work schedules, held exhaustive training sessions, did anything they could to head off the simmering sense of boredom and frustration.

			Egar found himself some local whores.

			And Mahmal Shanta sat with a racking cough in his stateroom aboard the flagship Pride of Yhelteth, spitting up phlegm, drinking hot herbal infusions and poring over charts, all the while trying to pretend he was not planning their empty-handed return home.

			The search went on, pared back to Ringil and a marine detachment under Hald’s occasional command to do the digging. The unspoken understanding – Gil was the sharp end. He had the spells and the alien iron blade; if the Illwrack Changeling popped up out of the next grave in fighting temper, Ringil Eskiath was the man to put him down. As they exhausted the more promising fragments of legend and hearsay closer to town, Nyanar and Dragon’s Demise were detailed to carry them whenever a site was – or was reputed to be – sailing distance away. Which was all the time these days.

			It was starting to feel like clutching at straws. Like going through the motions. Gil’s patience, never his strong suit, was frayed down to shreds. The itch to kill something stalked him day and night. What he wouldn’t give for the Illwrack Changeling to erupt from the damp earth and grass right in front of him right now, sword in hand, undead eyes aflame.

			He’d cut the fucker down like barley.

			 

			The sheep track wound its unhurried way across the shoulder of the hill, dropping by hairpin increments into the valley below. A couple of ruined crofts showed hearth ends and tumbled dry stone walls rising out of the heather like longboats drowned in shallow water. Bedraggled-looking sheep dotted the slope, stood at a distance, chewing patiently, watching them pass. One or two of the nearer ones beat ungainly, lumbering retreat from the path, as if warned in advance of Gil’s state of mind.

			I’m going to put that fucking Helmsman over the rail when we get back. I’m going to sink it in Ornley Sound without a cable and leave it there to rot.

			If Archeth doesn’t beat me to it.

			I’m going to—

			He jerked to a halt, awareness of the thing that blocked his path coming late through his seething mood. He teetered back a couple of inches.

			Behind him, he heard the marines’ banter dry up.

			The ram stood its ground on the path. It was big, bulking nearly twice the size of the sheep they’d seen, and it was old, fist-thick horns coiling twice around and then out to wicked downward-jabbing spikes. Its fleece was a filthy yellowish white, matted across a back as broad as a mule’s. It stood well over waist height on Ringil, and it stared him down out of pupils that were slotted black openings into emptiness. Its chin was raised towards him, and it seemed to be smiling at some private joke.

			Ringil took a sharp step forward. Jerked arms upward and wide – not unlike, it suddenly dawned on him, one of the charlatan witches you saw pissing about at magic in Strov Square.

			The ram stayed where it was.

			‘I’m in no mood for you,’ Gil barked. ‘Go on, fuck off.’

			Silence. A couple of nervous guffaws from the marines.

			The moment stretched and broke. The ram took a step sideways, tossed its head in a gesture as if to say look up there, and ambled off towards one of the ruined crofts.

			Ringil looked, a flinching glance, back up the rain-soaked hillside and—

			Black flap of cloak, glimmer of faint blue fire in motion.

			A dark figure, moving on the ridgeline, head down as if watching him.

			He blinked. Stood there, locked still, trying to be sure. The flicker of movement, out of the corner of his eye.

			There and gone.

			Oh, come off it.

			He came back round, spotted the ram standing at the wall of the ruin. It still seemed to be watching him.

			‘Sir?’

			Shahn was at his side, face carefully expressionless. Ringil looked past him at the men, who were mostly squaring away twitchy grins, squinting up at the sky and trying to seem serious. He couldn’t really blame them; he was about to shrug off the whole thing himself, when he noticed the Hironish guides. They stood apart, off the path, and hastily averted their eyes as soon as he looked their way. He stared at them for a couple of moments, and they steadfastly refused to meet his gaze. But he caught the glance one of them could not help casting towards the ruin and the ram.

			Ringil followed the man’s gaze. He felt his pulse pick up.

			The ikinri ’ska, pricking awake in him like some dozy hound by the fireside at the sound of the latch.

			‘Sergeant,’ he said with distant calm. ‘Get everybody down to the boats, would you?’

			‘Sir.’

			‘Wait for me there. Tell Commander Hald and the captain I won’t be long.’

			‘Yes sir.’

			Ringil was already moving towards the ruin. He barely heard the man’s response, was barely aware of the marines as they mustered behind Shahn’s snapped order and tramped off at a brisk march. He was off the path now, knee-deep in the rain-soaked heather, and he had to force his legs through it to make headway. Ahead of him, the ram, apparently satisfied, tossed its head again and trotted through a gap in the tumbled wall of the croft that might once have been a doorway.

			The sky had darkened overhead with the gathering cloud. The wind seemed to be picking up.

			He reached the ruin and looked in over a wall that barely came up to his waist. The ram was nowhere to be seen. Ringil prowled the wall, swept a speculative glance up and down the interior, making sure. Knee-high growth of grass across the floor space, shaped stones from the tumbled walls scattered here and there, the splintered, rotted-wood remnants of what might have been furniture a long time ago. At one end wall, the stonework was blackened where hearth and chimney had once stood.

			Something was gathered there, crouched by the hearth-space, waiting for him.

			He couldn’t quite see what it was.

			At the ruined doorway, gusts from the rising wind agitated the long grass, bowed it back as if offering him passage inside.

			Ringil nodded to himself. ‘All right, then.’

			He stepped in over the threshold.

		

	
		
			 

			TWO

			He’d paid the whores for the whole afternoon, but in the end couldn’t summon much enthusiasm for a third go round. Usually, two women at once solved that kind of problem for him, but not today. Maybe it was the smell of damp wool that still clung to their bodies even after they’d peeled naked for him, maybe the fact he caught the mask of fake arousal falling off the face of the younger one a couple too many times in the act. That kind of thing stabbed at him, took him out of the moment. He knew he was paying, but he didn’t like to be reminded of the fact, and back in Yhelteth he wouldn’t have been.

			What’s the matter, Dragonbane? You never fucking happy? Up on the steppe, you craved all that southern sophistication you’d left behind. Put you back in the imperial city and you wish you could have the simple life again. Now here you are with simple whores in a simple little town, and that’s not right for you either.

			Ye Gods, he missed Imrana.

			Wasn’t talking to the bitch currently, but missed her still.

			So when the young one knelt before him on the floor and slipped his flaccid cock into her mouth, while her older companion sat on a stool in the corner, legs apart, lifting one pendulous tit at a time and tonguing the nipple with leering glances in his direction, he just grunted and shook his head. Hoisted the girl bodily from her knees – his cock slipped back out of her mouth, still pretty much flaccid – and set her aside. The older whore eyed him warily as he got up off the dishevelled bed. He read her thoughts as if they were tattooed across her face. No telling what any paying customer might do when they couldn’t get it up, and this one here was big and battle-scarred, and a foreigner to boot. Harsh alien accent and hair all tangled up with talismans in iron. Lurid tales of the Majak had percolated right across the continent in the last couple of centuries – they’d doubtless got as far as the Hironish Isles long ago. Bloody steppe savages, disembowel a girl and cook her on a spit soon as look at her most likely if they got out of bed the wrong side one morning . . .

			He forced a reassuring grimace and went to stare out of the window. Heard them move behind him with alacrity, start gathering up their clothes and the coin he’d left on the table. Light-footed, they left in what seemed like seconds and the door of his room clunked shut. He felt the relief it brought go through his whole frame. He slumped against the window, rested his head on cool glass. Outside, a light rain was falling into the street, clogging up daylight that was already past its best. A couple of children went past, splashing deliberately in the puddles and yattering some rhyme he could barely make out. He’d learnt the League tongue, more or less, while on campaign in the north during the war, but the Hironish accent was hard work.

			Yeah, like their fucking awful food and their fucking awful weather and their fucking awful whores. Five weeks in this shit-hole already, and still no—

			Commotion downstairs. A woman shrieked. Furniture went over.

			He frowned. Cocked his head at the sound.

			Another shriek. Coarse laughter, and men calling to each other. The words were indistinct, but the rhythms were Majak.

			Uh-oh.

			He grabbed his breeches off the bed, trod hurriedly into them on his way to the door. Shirt off the table as he passed, out into the corridor still bare-chested. Shouldered into the garment as he went down the stairs. No time for boots or other refinement, because—

			He arrived on the ground floor of the inn, barefoot and undone. Surveyed the scene before him. Thin crop of locals at tables and bar, gazes fixed steadfastly down on their drinks, eyes averted from the quick chaos erupting in their midst, the new arrivals . . .

			There were three of them. Shendanak’s men, just in from the street by the look of it, felt coats still buttoned up and damp across the shoulders from the rain. One had the younger of Egar’s whores grasped firmly by the crotch and one tit, was nuzzling and licking at her neck. The other two seemed engaged in facing down the innkeeper.

			‘Oi!’ Egar barked, in Majak. ‘Fuck do you think you’re doing?’

			The one holding the whore looked up. ‘Dragonbane!’ he bawled. ‘Brother! We were just looking for you! Get your drinking boots on! ’s time to light this shit-hole town right the fuck up – Majak style!’

			Egar nodded slowly. ‘I see. Whose idea was that, then?’

			‘Old Klarn, mate! The man himself.’ The whore bucked and twisted in the speaker’s grip. She sank teeth into his forearm. He winced and grinned, let go of her crotch, used the free hand to squeeze her jaws open and force her head back, clear of his flesh. Looked like she’d left a pretty distinct bite there in the thick muscle behind the wrist, welling blood and everything, but the Majak’s voice barely wavered from its previous slurring good cheer. Egar estimated he’d been drinking a while. ‘Fucking bitch. Yeah, Klarn says we’ve been soft-soaping around these fish-fuckers for long enough. Time to get steppe-handed on their arses. In’t that right, boys?’

			Growls of approval from the other two. By now they had the innkeeper bent back over his own bar with the flat of a knife blade tapping under his chin and his feet dangling a couple of inches off the sawdusted floor. They flashed cheery, inclusive grins at the Dragonbane.

			Egar jerked his chin at the girl. ‘That’s my whore you’ve got there. Let her go.’

			‘Your whore?’ The other Majak’s face was suddenly a lot less friendly. ‘Who says she’s yours? She’s down here waggling her tits and arse in grown men’s faces, she—’

			‘She’s paid until sunset.’ Egar shifted his stance a little, squaring up. He nodded at the older whore. ‘They both are. They’re down here getting me a drink and a platter. So let her go. And you two – let him up as well. How’s the poor cunt supposed to pull me a pint if you have him pinned?’

			The two Majak at the bar were happy enough to obey. Maybe they’d been drinking less, maybe they were just more intelligent men. They nodded amiably, backed off the innkeeper and let him scramble loose. The one with the knife put his weapon away with a sheepish grin. But the guy with his arm round the whore was going to be a harder push. As Egar watched, he tightened his grip.

			‘My coin’s as good as anybody’s,’ he growled.

			Egar took a casual step forward. Measured the room without seeming to. ‘Then get in the queue with it. Or find yourself another whore. You’re not having mine.’

			The other Majak’s hand strayed down towards his belt and the big-hilted killing knife sheathed there. He barely seemed aware of the motion.

			‘You’ve got ’til sunset,’ he said gruffly, almost reasonably, as if trying to put the case to some court in his own head. ‘I’ll not need long.’

			‘I’m not going to tell you again. Let her go.’

			Egar saw the other man make his decision, saw it in his eyes even before he went for the knife. His hand clamped down on the hilt, but the Dragonbane was already in motion. Across the scant space between them, bottle snatched up off the table to his right, sweeping in, and a braining stroke across the Majak’s head. He gave it all he had, was actually a bit surprised when the bottle didn’t break first time. The other man reeled from the blow, Egar stepped in after him, swung again, back-handed, and this time – yes! – the glass came apart in a bright burst of shards and cheap wine. The Majak went down, bleeding from multiple gouges in his forehead. The whore got loose and scurried behind her colleague; the injured man crawled dizzily about on the floor, blood running into his eyes. Egar curled one foot back, mindful of his naked toes, and kicked the Majak hard in the face before he could get up. He brandished the business end of the shattered bottle admonishingly at the other two.

			‘You boys plan to paint the town, you aren’t going to start in here. Got it?’

			Quiet. Wine dripped wetly off the jagged angles of the bottle stump.

			The two remaining Majak looked at their companion, curled up on the floor and twitching, then back to the wet gleam of Egar’s makeshift weapon. Rage and confusion struggled on their faces, but that was as far as it went. He saw they were both pretty young, reckoned he might be able to brazen this one out. He waited. Watched one of them rake a hand perplexedly back through his hair and make an angry gesture.

			‘Look, Dragonbane, we thought—’

			‘Then you thought wrong.’ He had his reputation and his age – things that would have counted for something among Majak back on the steppe, and might play here, if these two hadn’t been away from home too long.

			If not, well . . .

			If not, he had bare feet and a broken bottle. And glass shards on the floor.

			Nice going, Dragonbane.

			Better make this good.

			He put on his best clanmaster voice. ‘I am guesting here, you herd-end fuckwits. My bond with these people compels me, under the eyes of the Dwellers, to defend them. Or don’t the shamans teach you that shit anymore when you’re coming up?’

			The two young men looked at each other. It was a dodgy interpretation of Majak practice at best – outside of some small ritual gifts, you didn’t pay for guesting out on the steppe. And lodging at a tavern or a rooming house, say, in Ishlin-ichan, wasn’t considered the same thing at all. But Egar was Skaranak and these two were border Ishlinak, and they might not know enough about their northerly cousins to be sure, and in the end, hey, this old guy killed a fucking dragon back in the day, so . . .

			The one on the floor groaned and tried groggily to prop himself up.

			Time running out.

			Egar pointed downward with the bottle. Played out his high cards. ‘And what do your clan elders have to say about this shit? Stealing another man’s whore out from under his nose? That okay, is it?’

			‘He didn’t kn—’

			‘Pulling a knife on a brother? That okay with you, is it?’

			‘But you—’

			‘I’m done fucking talking about this!’ Egar let the bottle hang at his side, like he had no need for it at all. He stabbed a finger at them instead, played the irascible clan elder to the hilt. ‘Now you get him up, and you get him the fuck out of my sight. Get him out of here while I’m still in a good mood.’

			They dithered. He barked. ‘Go on! Take your fucking party somewhere else!’

			Something gave in their faces. Their companion stirred on the floor again and they hurried to him. Egar gave them the space, relieved. Bottle still ready at his side. They propped the injured man up between them, got his arms over their shoulders, and turned for the door. One of them found some small piece of face-saving bravado on the way out. He twisted awkwardly about with his half of the burden. The anger still hadn’t won out on his face, but it was hardening that way.

			‘You know, Klarn isn’t going to wear this.’

			Egar jutted his chin again. ‘Try him. Klarn Shendanak is steppe to the bone. He’s going to see this exactly the way it is – a lack of fucking respect where it’s due. Now get out.’

			They went out, into the rain, left the door swinging wide in their wake. The Dragonbane found himself alone in a room full of staring locals.

			Presently, someone got up from a table and shut the door. Still, no one spoke, still they went on staring at him. He realised the whole exchange had been in Majak, would have been incomprehensible to everybody there.

			He was still holding the jag-ended bottle stump.

			He laid it down – on the table he’d swiped the bottle from in the first place. Its owner flinched back in his chair. Egar sighed. Looked over at the innkeeper.

			‘You’d better keep that door barred for the time being,’ he said in Naomic. To the room more generally, he added: ‘Anyone has family home alone right now, you might want to drink up and get on back to them.’

			There was some shuffling among the men, some muttering back and forth, but no one actually got up or moved for the door. They were all still intent on him, the barefoot old thug with iron in his hair and his shirt hanging open on a pelt going grey.

			They were all still trying to understand what had just happened.

			He sympathised. He’d sort of hoped—

			Fucking Shendanak.

			He picked his way carefully through the shards of broken glass on the floor, past the stares, and went upstairs to get properly dressed.

			He wanted his boots on for the next round.

			 

			He found Shendanak holding court outside the big inn on League Street where he’d taken rooms. The Majak-turned-imperial-merchant had ordered a rough wooden table brought out into the middle of the street, and he was sat there in the filtering rain, a flagon of something at his elbow, watching three of his men beat up a Hironish islander. He saw Egar approaching and raised the flagon in his direction.

			‘Dragonbane.’

			‘Klarn.’ Egar stepped around the roughing up, fended his way past an overthrown punch that skidded inexpertly off the islander’s skull. He shoved the tangle of men impatiently aside. ‘You want to tell me what the fuck’s going on?’

			Shendanak surfaced from the flagon and wiped his whiskers. ‘Not my idea, brother. Tand’s getting his tackle in a knot, shouting about how these fish-fuckers know something they’re not telling us. Starts in on how I’m too soft to do what it takes to find out what we need to know. Come on, what am I supposed to do? Can’t take that lying down, can I? Not from Tand.’

			‘So instead, you’re going to take orders from him?’

			‘Nah, it’s not like that. It’s a competition, isn’t it, boys?’ The Majak warriors stopped what they were doing to the islander for a moment. Looked up like dogs called off. Shendanak waved them back to the task. ‘Tand sets his mercenaries to interrogating. I do the same with the brothers. See who finds out where that grave and that treasure is first. Thousand elemental pay-off and a public obeisance for the winner.’

			‘Right.’ Egar sat on the edge of the table and watched as two of the Majak held the islander up while a third planted heavy punches into his stomach and ribs. ‘Menith Tand’s a piece-of-shit slave trader with a hard-on for hurting people, and he’s bored. What’s your excuse?’

			Shendanak squinted at him thoughtfully.

			‘Heard about your little run in with Nabak. You really bottled him over some fishwife whore you wouldn’t share? Doesn’t sound like you.’

			‘I bottled him because he pulled a knife on me. You need to keep a tighter grip on your cousins, Klarn.’

			‘Oh, indeed.’

			It was hard to read what was in Shendanak’s voice. Abruptly, his eyes widened and he grabbed the flagon again, lifted it off the table top as the islander staggered back into the table and clung there, panting. The man was bleeding from the mouth and nose, his lips were split and torn where they’d been smashed repeatedly into his teeth. Both his eyes were blackening closed and his right hand looked to have been badly stomped. Still, he pushed himself up off the table with a snarl. The Majak bracketed him, dragged him—

			‘You know what,’ said Shendanak brightly. He gestured with the flagon ‘I really don’t think this one knows anything. Why don’t you let him go? Just leave him there. Go on and have a drink before we start on the next one. It’s thirsty work, this.’

			The Majak looked surprised, but they shrugged and did as they were told. One of them gave the beaten man a savage kick behind the knee and then spat on him as he collapsed in the street. Laughter, barked and bitten off. The three of them went back into the inn, shaking out their scraped knuckles and talking up the blows they’d dealt. Shendanak watched them through the door, waited for it to close before he looked back at Egar.

			‘My cousins are getting restless, Dragonbane. They were promised an adventure in a floating alien city and a battle to the death against a black shaman warrior king. So far, both those things have been conspicuous by their absence.’

			‘And you think beating the shit out of the local populace is going to help?’

			‘No, of course not.’ Shendanak leaned up and peered over the table at where the islander lay collapsed on the greasy cobbles. He settled back in his seat. ‘But it will let the men work out some of their frustration. It will exercise them. And anyway, like I said, I really can’t lose face to a sack of shit like Menith Tand.’

			‘I’m going to talk to Tand,’ growled Egar. ‘Right now.’

			Shendanak shrugged. ‘Do that. But I think you’ll find he doesn’t believe these interrogations are going to help any more than I do. That’s not what this is about. Tand’s men are better trained than mine, but in the end they’re soldiers just the same. And you and I both know what soldiers are like. They need the violence. They crave it, and if you starve them of it for long enough, you’re going to have trouble.’

			‘Trouble.’ Egar spoke the word as if he was weighing it up. ‘So let me get this straight – you and Tand are doing this because you want to avoid trouble?’

			‘In essence, yes.’

			‘In essence, is it?’ Fucking court-crawling wannabe excuse for a . . . He held it down. Measured his tone. ‘Let me tell you a little war story, Klarn. You know, the war you managed to sit out, back in the capital with your horse farms and your investments?’

			‘Oh, here we fucking go.’

			‘Yeah, well. You talk about soldiers like you ever were one, so I thought I’d better set you straight. Back in the war, when we came down out of the mountains at Gallows Gap, I had this little half-pint guy marching at my side. League volunteer, never knew his name. But we talked some, the way you do. He told me he came from the Hironish Isles, cursed the day he ever left. You want to know why?’

			Shendanak sighed. ‘I guess you’re going to tell me.’

			‘He left the islands, married a League woman and made a home in Rajal. When the Scaled Folk came, he saw his wife and kids roasted and eaten. Only made it out himself because the roasting pit collapsed in on itself that night and he got buried in the ash. You want to try and imagine that for a moment? Lying there choking in hot ash, in silence, surrounded by the picked bones of your family, until the lizards fuck off to dig another pit. He burnt his bonds off in the embers – I saw the scarring on his arms – then he crawled a quarter of a mile along Rajal beach through the battle dead to get away. Are you listening to me, you brigand fuckwit?’

			Shendanak’s gaze kindled, but he never moved from the chair. Horse thief, bandit and cut-throat in his youth, he’d likely still be handy in a scrap, despite his advancing years and the prodigious belly he’d grown. But they both knew how it’d come out if he and the Dragonbane clashed. He made a pained face, sat back and folded his arms.

			‘Yes, Dragonbane, I’m listening to you.’

			‘At Gallows Gap, that same little guy saved my life. He took down a pair of reptile peons that got the jump on me. Lost his axe to the first one, he split its skull and while it was thrashing about dying, it tore the haft right out of his grip. So he took the other one down with his bare hands. He died with his arm stuffed down its throat to block the bite. Tore out its tongue before he bled out. Am I getting through to you at all?’

			‘He was from here. Tough little motherfucker. Yeah, I get it.’

			‘Yeah. If you or Tand stir these people up, you’re going to have a local peasant uprising on your hands. We won’t cope with that, we’re not an army of occupation. In fact,’ Egar’s lip curled, ‘we’re not an army of any kind. And we are a long way from home.’

			‘We have the marines, and the Throne Eternal.’

			‘Oh, don’t be a fucking idiot. Even with Tand’s mercenaries and your thug cousins, we have a fighting muster under two hundred men. That’s not even garrison strength for a town this size. These people know the countryside, they know the in-shore waters. They’ll melt out of Ornley and the hamlets, they’ll disappear, and then start picking us off at their leisure. We’ll be forced back to the ships – if some fisher crew doesn’t manage to sneak in and burn those to the waterline as well – and we haven’t even provisioned for the trip back yet. It’s better than three weeks south to Gergis, and I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to do it on skewered rat and rainwater.’

			‘Well, now.’ Shendanak made a show of examining his nails – it was pure court performance, something he must have picked up on the long climb to wealth and power back in Yhelteth. It made Egar want to crush his skull. ‘Getting a bit precious about our campaigning in our old age, aren’t we? Tell me, did you really kill that dragon back in the war? I mean, it’s just – you don’t talk much like a spit-blood-and-die dragon-slayer.’

			Egar bared his teeth in a rictus grin. ‘You want a spanking, Klarn, right in front of your men? I’ll be happy to oblige. Just keep riding me.’

			Again, the glint of suppressed rage in Shendanak’s eye. His jaw set, his voice came out soft and silky.

			‘Don’t get carried away here, Dragonbane. You’re not your faggot friend, you know. And he’s not here to back you up, either.’

			Egar swore later, if it hadn’t been for that last comment, he would have let it slide.

		

	
		
			 

			THREE

			‘You are not being reasonable, daughter of Flaradnam.’

			Archeth grunted, gritted teeth and hauled on the rope again. Below her, the Helmsman Anasharal spindled about and bumped up a couple more of the companionway steps. Its weighty iron carapace clanked dully on the wood, its under-folded limbs twitched feebly about. As ever, it looked and moved like a crippled giant crab.

			And talked like an exasperated schoolmaster.

			‘Krinzanz has clouded your judgement.’

			‘Uh-huh.’

			She took a turn of rope about her forearm, set her boot against the hatch frame and leaned her weight steadily backwards. She’d run the rope over the top strut of the companionway rail and then under the rail itself to create a makeshift pulley. Now the cabled hemp came slithering round the polished wood rail at really quite promising speed. She staggered backwards, semi-controlled. Anasharal came up again, a solid yard this time. Whatever krinzanz was or was not doing to her judgement, it ran in her muscles like liquid rage.

			‘You are going to regret this.’

			‘Doubt it.’ Words bitten off, she was panting hard from the exertion. ‘This is the best fucking idea. I’ve had in months.’

			Another savage tug backwards on the last word and she made three more steps across the deck, away from the hatch at a tight angle that kept the rope pulleyed around that strut. Damp grey daylight and the cold wrap of drizzle across her face. Summer in the Hironish. If the sun was up there somewhere, you’d never have known it. The rail was beginning to warp visibly with Anasharal’s weight, but there was a krinzanz certainty in her head that said it would hold, it would hold, if she could just . . .

			Knees bent almost to sitting, Archeth dropped her weight near the deck to stop her feet slipping on the rain-greased timbers. She heaved backward, felt the throb of a krin-elevated pulse in her neck as she strained. The companionway was built amidships and equidistant from either bulwark. Sea Eagle’s Daughter was a decent-sized ship, starboard was a good fifteen feet away, but once Anasharal was up on deck, dragging it across the wet planking would be child’s play. She wasn’t quite sure how she’d get the Helmsman up and over the bulwark – work something out once she got that far – truth was, she hadn’t been much in the mood for careful planning when she went below with the rope.

			‘Daughter of Flaradnam. You cannot believe any of this is my fault.’

			‘No?’ Haul-l-l – and suddenly the Helmsman’s carapace cleared the top of the companionway. Anasharal hung and swung there like some big, misshapen ship’s bell. A couple of its legs reached half-heartedly for purchase on the rail, but as always, the effort of motion alone seemed to defeat them. Archeth felt a vicious surge of satisfaction jolt through her at the sight. ‘So who dragged us the fuck up here in the first place? Whose idea was this fucking quest? Who told us we’d find a Kiriath city in the ocean up here?’

			‘I had no reason not to believe—’

			‘Or wait – what about a phantom island that comes and goes like the weather? Ring any motherfucking bells, does it?’

			‘I understand that you may be disappointed, Archeth.’

			‘Oh, you do?’ Leaning back into the tension on the rope, getting some breath back. ‘That’s good, then.’

			She began to track an arc sideways across the deck, opening the angle on the taut rope and hauling herself back in closer, leant steeply backward the whole way. Another couple of steps and the rope should snap free of the rail end, yanking the Helmsman over the edge of the companionway hatch and out onto the deck.

			‘But what exactly do you think this will achieve?’

			She thought there might be the faintest trace of panic in the Helmsman’s voice now.

			‘Do you expect me to confess some secret I’ve been keeping from you?’

			‘Nope.’ Shortening rope, hand over hand. ‘I expect you to sink.’

			‘Daughter of Flaradnam, you cannot—’

			‘Just watch me.’

			Footfalls on wood. Off to her left, where the ship’s gangplank lay lowered, a figure came hurriedly aboard. She spared a glance, saw one of Rakan’s Throne Eternal approaching. Nodded breathless acknowledgement at him and went back to hauling on the rope.

			‘My lady, I am sent to—’

			‘Not!’ Through gritted teeth. ‘Now!’

			The rope twanged free of its wrap on the rail. Anasharal tumbled to the decking, tipped over on its back with the momentum, legs flailing. Slack leapt through the rope, Archeth went over on her arse. The Throne Eternal sprang forward.

			‘My lady—’

			‘I’m fine,’ she snarled, and the sheer force of it drove him back a step. She scrambled to her feet, gathered the rope in burning palms. Anasharal looked pretty helpless upended like that, but she wouldn’t have put it past the Helmsman to somehow right itself, drag itself back to the edge of the hatch and fall to the relative safety at the bottom of the companionway; safe because – and she suspected that Anasharal would somehow know this – she was pretty sure she wouldn’t have the focal strength to do all this a second time today, krinzanz or no krinzanz. She was, in fact, already starting to feel that maybe—

			‘Help me,’ she snapped at the confused soldier. ‘Don’t just stand there with your prick in your hand! Grab the rope!’

			‘My lady?’

			But he was Throne Eternal, and she, here in this godforsaken miserable place, was the throne, or its closest representative at least. He was charged with obeying her to the death if need be. He did as he was told. He took up station behind her, and she felt the easing on her own scorched-palm grip as he added his strength to hers. They hauled in unison, and the upended Helmsman skated a couple of feet across the greasy timbers, rocking gently. The Throne Eternal tried again, panting somewhat now. ‘My lady, what is . . . your intention?’

			‘Intention?’ She twisted her head to look back at him, treated him to a gritted krinzanz grin. ‘Dump this fucker in the harbour, why?’

			She caught the look of dismay on his face. Turned herself back to face front.

			‘Just pull,’ she told him.

			‘That would be ill-advised, Selak Chan, as I’m sure you already realise,’ said the Helmsman. ‘The lady Archeth has ingested—’

			‘You shut up!’ she screamed jaggedly. ‘You shut the fuck up!’

			And abruptly, as if the scream had punctured some inner chamber in the workings of her anger, she was done. She felt the precious load of her fury leaking away, turning into tears. Suddenly, her muscles were no longer on fire, they only ached. Her palms stung, her mouth tasted sour and dry. Every one of her two hundred and nine years fell on her like stones.

			She dropped the rope and stood there in the rain, head down.

			‘Shut the fuck up,’ she murmured to herself.

			‘My lady? Are you hale, my lady?’

			Archeth shook herself like a wet dog. She turned to face the man properly for the first time since he’d come aboard.

			‘What do you want?’

			‘It’s the Dragonbane, my lady. And Shendanak’s men. Well, and my lord Tand as well. There’s been fighting. At the inn on League Street. Commander Rakan requests your presence.’

			‘Wait, fighting? Who’s fighting, who—?’ She drew a breath deep enough to shake her whole body. ‘All right, never mind. Go back, tell them I’m on my way.’

			‘Yes, my lady.’ Relief flooding the young face. He saluted, fist to heart, turned and hurried away. She watched him cross the gangplank and head off into the drizzle. She wiped some of the rain off her face.

			Fighting.

			Just what we needed.

			Better get strapped, then.

			‘Not one fucking word,’ she told the Helmsman, as she passed its upended carapace on her way to her cabin and her knives.

			For once, Anasharal was silent.

			 

			They had Shendanak laid out on the bed in his rooms. Grim-faced Majak cousins lined the narrow corridor outside and took up space on the stairs, bulky and damp-smelling in their felt coats and boots. Shouldering her way up past them, Archeth caught impassive stares and muttered snatches of conversation in the steppe tongue. Covert warding gestures forked in her direction, hands touched to talisman purses. Here and there, she saw the glint of a knife being used – for now – to pick at nails or teeth.

			There was an ugly, purposeful quiet to it all, and it kicked her straight back to the war. Armed men, waiting for violence to ensue.

			At the top of the stairs, one of the cousins rocked to his feet and got in her face, berating her loudly until two of his companions forced him to sit back down. She couldn’t decipher any of what he said, her understanding of the various Majak dialects was limited to a handful of Skaranak phrases Egar had taught her over the years. But she didn’t really need a translator.

			She masked her misgivings, kept her hands well away from the hilts of her own knives, and rapped sharply at the door. Rakan opened for her.

			‘Got your message,’ she said.

			‘I would not have disturbed you, my lady, but—’

			‘Skip it.’ She slid through the meagre gap he’d opened, let him close up again after her. Saw two brace of Throne Eternal at his back with hands on sword hilts. ‘That really necessary?’

			Rakan’s young face was grim. ‘We had to break a couple of heads just to calm things down. I think if Tand’s crew hadn’t shown up when they did, it might actually have been worse. It might have come down to steel.’

			‘Wait a minute.’ Archeth frowned. ‘If this wasn’t Tand and Shendanak going at it, who the fuck started the fight?’

			‘I did.’ Egar, in from the next room, pressing a wet cloth to the right side of his head. His face was a mess, one eye bruising up, fresh gouge on the cheek. He grinned at her. ‘Afternoon, Archidi.’

			‘Yeah.’ She was in no mood. ‘What happened to you?’

			The Dragonbane lowered the cloth and peered into its bloodstained folds. ‘Bit my ear,’ he said apologetically. ‘Still bleeding a bit, look. I kind of lost it when he did that. Wouldn’t have hurt him nearly as bad otherwise.’

			‘You were fighting with Shendanak? What the fuck for?’

			‘Basically?’ Egar shrugged. ‘Because he’s a fat imperial fuck who’s forgotten where he’s from, and he needed a good spanking to help him remember.’

			The Throne Eternal bristled. Archeth closed her eyes. ‘Great. Where is he?’

			‘In here.’

			Shendanak lay on the big four poster bed, belly up, unconscious. He’d been stripped down to a loincloth and Archeth thought the impression was rather like a butchered whale she’d once seen landed at the docks in Trelayne. One arm was splinted, the head was bandaged with windings through which blood had already soaked. The face was a torn up mess – broken nose, both eyes blackened, the jaw looked lopsided with bruising, might be dislocated . . .

			She gave up trying to assess him. Salbak Barla, ship’s doctor from The Pride of Yhelteth, was bent over Shendanak with a poultice. He nodded absently at her.

			‘My lady.’

			‘How is he, doctor?’

			Barla sucked in air through his teeth. ‘Well, he’ll live. Your barbarian friend here was restrained enough for that. But it may be a while before he walks anywhere unaided. He’s taken a lot of heavy blows to the skull. One knee is badly bruised, the joint may be cracked. Severe bruising to the groin as well. Ribs broken in numerous places. The arm’ – a gesture – ‘as you see.’

			‘Yeah, that was when he did the ear.’ Egar, behind her, voice still apologetic. ‘Like I said, I just lost it.’

			‘You certainly did,’ agreed Barla.

			Archeth held down the edges of a krinzanz rage. She turned to face the Dragonbane, who’d gone to stand at the window.

			‘So what was the plan, Eg?’ she asked mildly. ‘I mean, I assume you had one.’

			He would not look at her. Stared out at the rain instead. ‘I already told you, I lost my temper. But that fat fuck and Tand have both got their men out there beating up the locals for information they don’t have. Something you’d know about, if you got off the boat occasionally.’

			‘Don’t you fucking try to make this my fault.’

			He spun from the window. ‘Archeth, they are betting on who gouges some information out of these poor bastards first. Someone had to put a stop to it.’

			‘Yeah – that’s what Rakan and Hald are here for.’

			‘Hald went with Gil. And anyway, I didn’t need any help.’

			Breathe, Archidi. Keep it together.

			‘And what’s going to happen now, Eg? Who’s going to keep Shendanak’s steppe cousins in line now he’s not awake to do it?’

			‘I will.’

			‘You will?’ Disbelieving. ‘Eg, the mood they’re in on the stairs, I’m surprised they haven’t broken in here and lynched you already.’

			He gave her a grim smile. ‘Not the way it works, Archidi. Those kids are pure steppe. I can handle them just fine.’

			‘The two down in the stable were handled well enough,’ said Barla, without turning from his work with the poultice.

			‘The two in the stable?’ Archeth asked with dangerous calm.

			Egar nodded. ‘Yeah, couple of Shendanak’s guys came out in the street while I was stomping him. That was before Tand showed up. I had to take them down as well. No big deal.’

			‘No big deal, I see. Doctor?’

			‘Superficial injuries,’ Barla confirmed. ‘I’ve given both men a grain of flandrijn to keep them happy. They should sleep it off and be fine by the morning.’

			‘I see. Egar – let’s get this straight. Exactly how many men have you . . . damaged today?’

			‘Just the three. The others backed right off.’ The Dragonbane paused. ‘Well, and there was the one in the tavern earlier, the other tavern, where I’m billeted. I bottled him because he was groping my whore, wouldn’t give it up.’

			Archeth shook her head. ‘I’m sorry? You bottled him because what?’

			‘Yeah, it’s how I knew this shit was going down in the first place. The way they came in, throwing their weight around. Two he was with probably would have let it go, but—’

			‘Wait, wait.’ She held up her hands, palm out. ‘Stop. Eg, suppose you act like I don’t know what the fuck is going on for a moment, and tell me what the fuck is going on. From the start. What happened? How did we end up like this?’

			 

			How did we end up like this?

			It would have been a reasonable question for anyone on the expedition to ask.

			Five months back, it was all bright spring sunlight and cheering, as the freshly minted flotilla sailed downriver through Yhelteth and out to sea. Fair winds and a high quest, the Emperor’s blessing and the city turned out in force to see them off. Jhiral, in a shrewdly calculated crowd-pleasing gesture, had made the day of their departure a public holiday, and the banks of the river were thronged on both sides. Every ship in the harbour flew sky-blue and silver pennants for luck. Even the Citadel – or at least the more collaboration-minded among its mastery – had been prevailed upon to offer up prayers for the expedition’s success and safe homecoming. Incense billowed from blessing braziers along the river, smoked out over the water, mingled with the criss-crossed traceries of a thousand fireworks set off.

			Pretty noisy for a secret mission, Ringil reckoned as they left the estuary, shadowed on all sides by a mob of smaller craft filled with waving, bellowing well-wishers. But you could see even he was enjoying himself.

			That’s ‘voyage of scientific discovery’ to you, son, Mahmal Shanta told him, grinning.

			And the wind stropped at the unfurled canvas overhead, the sun glistened on the foaming churn of their bow-wave, and Archeth, who was already starting to miss Ishgrim, found a quiet smile despite herself.

			Now two out of three vessels sat storm-battered and damp, huddled into Ornley harbour like whipped dogs in a kitchen corner. Dragon’s Demise was off up the coast, chasing another pointless lead, and it seemed the rain would never stop.

			And for lack of other enemies, we’re tearing each other apart.

			She heard Egar out with weary patience – the brawl over whores, Tand and Shendanak’s bet, the fight with Shendanak in the street, the stand-off with his angry cousins over his beaten body, the arrival of Tand and his men . . .

			‘Didn’t really need them,’ sniffed the Dragonbane. ‘But it got things wrapped up a lot faster, you know.’

			No surprise there – Tand’s mercenaries were a cold-eyed, scary bunch, a couple of hundred years’ brutal enforcement experience between them and all the scars to show for it. You’d have to be either pretty sure of yourself or pretty far gone to get into it with them. Shendanak’s cousins were tough enough in their unseasoned steppe-grown fashion, they were mostly younger men, and there were more of them. But in the end, methodical battle-trained competence was always going to tell. It was the axiomatic truth they’d all learnt in the war.

			‘Where is Tand?’ she asked.

			Egar shrugged. ‘He got them to call Rakan, then he fucked off. Went back to his rooms, I reckon. You know how much he hates the rain.’

			‘Right. I’m going to talk to him.’

			‘I’ll come with you.’

			‘No. You won’t.’ Archeth jerked a thumb in the direction of the door and the men gathered on the stairs beyond it. ‘You say you can handle Shendanak’s crew? Then you stay here with Rakan in case we need you to do exactly that. You let me worry about Tand.’

			 

			It was bravado she didn’t much feel. The krin had peaked on her back aboard Sea Eagle’s Daughter, and now it was starting to wane. All she really felt was tired. But she lacquered on a thin shell of pretence as she went up through the streets to Tand’s inn, forced the ghost of strength down into her legs with each step and reminded herself that she was the Emperor’s Named Envoy for the expedition, the Authority of the Burnished Throne made Flesh.

			And an immortal black-skinned witch with dark magic from the veins of the Earth at her command.

			Let’s not forget that one, Archidi.

			She found Menith Tand sat at a table in one corner of the otherwise empty tavern bar, flanked by two of his mercenary crew and playing out a deck of cards in some version of solitaire she didn’t know. If he was concerned about the path of recent events, it didn’t show. Lamps had been lit for him against the late afternoon gloom, and in the light they cast, his narrow features were composed to the point of boredom. She saw he’d recently had a shave, and his ostentatiously undyed grey hair was gathered back on either side of his head with twinned clips the colour of ivory, carved, so the rumour went, from the bones of an escaped slave. He met Archeth’s eye as she came through the tavern door and nodded, then leaned back in his chair to speak with one of his men. As she approached the table, the man stepped forward and for a moment her pulse ratcheted up. But the mercenary just made a clumsy bow and set out the chair opposite Tand for her to sit down.

			‘Greetings, my lady.’ The slave magnate placed a new card, frowning at the pattern for a moment before he looked up. ‘Won’t you be seated?’

			Archeth ignored the snub. She rested her hands on the back of the chair. ‘I hear you’ve taken some kind of bet with Klarn Shendanak.’

			‘Yes.’ Tand went back to brooding on his cards. ‘What of it?’

			‘Are you entirely fucking stupid, Tand?’

			The slaver turned over a card, did not look up. ‘Not entirely, my lady, no. Why, what seems to be the problem?’

			‘You really think going to war with the locals for a bet is a smart thing to do? You think we can afford that right now?’ Quick, dark pulse of krinzanz rage. ‘I’m talking to you, Tand! Did your krin-whore mother drop you on your fucking head when you were a baby?’

			The mercenary who’d put out the chair stiffened, laid hand to sword-hilt. Archeth peeled him her best lethal-black-witch look and watched with satisfaction as the hand slid away again. Tand, meanwhile—

			The slaver had paused, theatrically, mid-way through playing out a card. Momentary stillness, and it was hard to tell if she’d got to him or if it was for show, but – yes, there. A vein pulsed in one temple. Archeth cheered inwardly at the sight. Then Tand completed his play, laid aside the slim sheaf of cards in his hand and sat back in his chair.

			‘My mother was a noblewoman of Baldaran stock, my lady.’ The pale, cold eyes swivelled up to meet her own, and for just a moment she saw the fury chained there, she saw how dangerous he was. But the slave magnate’s voice, when it came, was cool and even. ‘And as for krinzanz, I think it’s likely she saw less of it in the course of her whole life than is currently coursing through your half-blood veins. So. Perhaps we can dispense with the cheap insults now and behave a little more as befits our station, yes?’

			She leaned on the back of the chair. ‘I’m all in favour of that, Tand. Let’s start by knocking off the occupation tactics. You were there at Lanatray, you signed the accord like everybody else. We are diplomatic guests of the Trelayne League, permitted access to the Hironish Isles on that basis. Let’s act as such.’

			‘They made us their guests because they had no choice. The peace is fragile, my lady. They’d hardly deny us passage and risk the Emperor’s displeasure.’

			‘I think you overestimate imperial influence. By the best route home, we’re nearly three thousand miles from Yhelteth.’

			Tand made a dismissive gesture. ‘We’re the best part of a thousand miles from Trelayne as well. By the time word of what we do here reaches anyone who matters, we’ll be long gone. That’s if anyone cares in the first place, which – if my knowledge of Trelayne Chancellery affairs is anything to go by – they won’t.’

			He probably had a point. Ringil had told her exactly how remote from League affairs the Hironish Isles were. Some of the dignitaries they met with in Lanatray had even been a little vague on where exactly the islands were to be found, how far north or west they would have to sail to reach them. And Tand, in his capacity as major player in the slave markets, had spent enough time back and forth between League and Empire in the last few years to be accurately informed. Still . . .

			‘The peace is fragile on both sides, Tand. What you’re doing here could be just the tinder it needs. You throw your weight around like this under the auspices of an imperial expedition and you’re creating a perfect pretext for war.’

			‘Frankly, I doubt that. But in any case, what we’ve done so far is considerably more controlled and less destructive than what will probably happen if the men are left much longer without some outlet for their frustrations. You have dragged us to the ends of the Earth, my lady, and now we’re here, you give us nothing to do. That’s not an ideal situation for fighting men.’

			‘So you don’t believe there’s anything to learn from these interrogations? The whole thing’s a sham, just to keep the men exercised?’

			The slave magnate nodded sagely. ‘No call to let Klarn Shendanak know that, of course, but – yes, more or less.’

			‘I doubt I’ll be telling Shendanak anything in the near future. The Dragonbane put him in a coma.’

			‘Did he now?’ There might have been admiration in Tand’s voice.

			‘You didn’t know that? You were there, weren’t you?’

			‘Yes, I thought the old tub of guts looked rather mauled when we arrived. But you know what these Majak are like – up on the steppe, they’re beating the shit out of each other the minute they drop out of the womb. They breed for thick skulls.’

			‘Well, Shendanak not so much, it seems.’

			‘No.’ Tand looked genuinely thoughtful for the first time since she’d walked in. ‘That does put a different complexion on things. We’d better—’

			The door of the tavern banged back. Twitchy with the crashing krin, Archeth jumped at the noise it made.

			‘Sire!’ It was one of Tand’s men, grinning triumphantly in the doorway. ‘Sire, we’ve got it!’

			He advanced into the room, campaign cap off for respect, shaven head gleaming with sweat in the low light. He seemed to have been running, he was panting hard. Took a moment to get his breath under control.

			‘We’ve got it,’ he said again.

			‘I’m sure you have, Nalmur,’ said Tand patiently. ‘But perhaps you could tell the lady Archeth and myself what exactly it is that you’ve got?’

			Nalmur glanced at Archeth, apparently noticing her for the first time in the gloom. His expression grew a little more wary, but his face was still suffused with delight.

			‘The thousand elementals, my lord. The bet. We know what happened to the Illwrack Changeling!’

		

	
		
			 

			FOUR

			He felt the change as soon as he stepped over the threshold of the croft. It came on like icy water, sprinkling across the nape of his neck.

			He tilted his head a little to send the feeling away, traced a warding glyph in the air, like taking down a volume from a library shelf. Around him, the croft walls grew back to an enclosing height they likely hadn’t seen in decades. The boiling grey sky blacked out, replaced with damp smelling thatch overhead. A dull, reddish glow reached out to him from the hearth. Peat smoke stung his throat. He heard the slow creak of wood. 

			A worn oak rocking chair, angled at the fireside, tilting gently back and forth. From where he stood, Ringil could not tell what was seated there, only that it was wrapped in a dark cloak and cowl.

			The ward he’d chosen was burning down around him like some torched peasant’s hut. He felt the fresh exposure shiver through him. Reached for something stronger, cracked finger-bones etching it into the air.

			‘Yes – becoming quite adept at that, aren’t we?’ It was a voice that creaked like the chair. Wheeze and rustle of seeming age, or maybe just the breathlessness at the end of laughing too hard at something. ‘Quite the master of the ikinri ’ska these days.’

			His fresh ward shattered apart, no better than the first – the chill of the Presence rushed in on him. The rocking chair jerked violently around, from no agency he could see. The thing it held was a corpse.

			The shrunken mounds it made within the wrap of the cloak were unmistakable, the way it skewed awkwardly in the seat, as if blown there by the wind. The cowl was tipped forward like the muzzle of some huge dark worm, shrouding the face. One ivory-pallid hand gripped an armrest, flesh shrunk back from long, curving nails. The other hand was lost in the folds of the cloak, and seemed to be holding something.

			His own hand leapt up, across, closed on the hilt of the Ravensfriend where it jutted over his left shoulder.

			‘Oh, please,’ creaked the voice. ‘Put that away, why don’t you? If I can break your wards like sticks for kindling, how hard do you think it’s going to be for me to break that dinky little sword of yours as well? You know, for an up-and-coming sorcerer, you show remarkably little breadth of response.’

			Ringil let go the Ravensfriend, felt the pommel slip through his hands as the Kiriath-engineered scabbard sucked the hand’s breadth of exposed blade back into itself. He eyed the slumped form before him and held down the repeated urge to shiver.

			‘And you are?’

			‘And still he does not know me.’

			Abruptly, the corpse loomed to its feet, out of the chair as if tugged there by puppet’s strings. Ringil found himself face to face with the worm’s-head cowl and the blank darkness it framed. He made himself stare back, but if there was a face in there, dead or alive, he could not make it out. The whispering voice seemed to come from everywhere at once – down from the eaves of the thatch – up amidst the crackle of the hearth – out of the air just behind his ear.

			‘You did not know me at Trelayne’s Eastern Gate, when your destiny was first laid out in terms you could understand. You did not know me at the river, when the first of the Cold gathered to you, and your passage to the Dark Gate began. And I sent a whole shipload of corpses for you when you were finally ready to come back. So tell me, Ringil Eskiath – how many times must I look out at you through the eyes of the dead, before I am given my due?’

			It fell in on him like the thatched roof coming down. The cloak and cowl, the stylised placement of hands, one raised to the arm of the chair, the other gathered in the lap, holding—

			‘Firfirdar?’

			‘Oh, well done.’ The corpse turned and shuffled away from him, back towards the hearth. ‘Took you long enough, didn’t it? Wouldn’t have thought it’d be so hard to recognise the Queen of the Dark Court when she comes calling. We are your ancestral gods, are we not?’

			‘Not by my choice,’ he said starkly.

			But through his head it went, all the same – the call-and-response prayer to the Mistress of Dice and Death:

			 

			Firfirdar sits

			Upon her molten iron throne

			And is not touched

			By fire

			 

			Is kernel heart of darkness to the blaze

			 

			It was ingrained – a decade of foot-dragging attendance at the Eskiath family temple, every week like clockwork until, finally, at fifteen years of age, he found the words to face his father down and refuse the charade.

			By then, though, the cant was worked into his brain like tanner’s dung. 

			 

			Firfirdar smiles

			In shadows lit by liquid fire

			And holds the dice

			Of days

			Holds dice for all, and all that is to come

			 

			Firfirdar lifts

			The dice of days in one cold hand

			And rolls them free

			In fire

			 

			Calls luck like sparks from out the forge of fate

			 

			‘Yes, well.’ The corpse bent stiffly into the shadows beside the fire-glow, and the pallid, long-nailed hand reached a poker from its resting place against the stonework. Firfirdar prodded at the fire, and a log fell loose, cascading embers. ‘Fortunately, we’re not all dependent on your choices in such matters.’

			‘Then why am I here?’

			‘Oh.’ The poker stabbed into the hearth a couple more times. Sparks billowed up the chimney. The voice rustled about in the flicker-lit, haunted spaces of the croft. ‘You were passing. It seemed as good a time as any.’

			‘You know, for a goddess of death and destiny, you show remarkably little sense of divine grandeur.’

			The corpse leaned over the hearth, cowl pressed to the low stone mantelpiece as if tired by its exertions. The echo of Ringil’s words seemed to hang in the silence. For a long, cold-sweat moment, he wondered if the Dark Queen would take offence.

			His fingers flexed and formed a brief fist—

			Look, I won’t lie to you, Gil. No ikinri ’ska ward is going to actually back down a member of the Dark Court. Hjel the Dispossessed, almost apologetic when Ringil asks him. It’s his magic, after all, his heritage he’s teaching here. But if you throw enough of them around, well – a faint shrug – you might buy yourself some time, I suppose.

			Time to do what?

			But to that, he gets no answer beyond the dispossessed prince’s customary slipshod grin. Hjel is not what you’d call a consistent guide.

			What he is, exactly, Ringil has yet to work out.

			—and so . . .

			He loosened the fist, forced his fingers to hang slack. Waited for the Dark Queen’s response.

			‘Funny.’ The corpse had not moved, was still bent there over the hearth. It was as if Firfirdar was talking to the flames. ‘Yes. They did say that. That you think you’re funny.’

			A thick silence poured into the croft behind the snap in that final word. All the hairs on Ringil’s forearms and the back of his neck leapt erect. He mastered the shudder, thrust it down and stared at the hunched black form. The ikinri ’ska, swirling like water just below his fingertips . . .

			The corpse straightened up. Set the poker aside in the shadows by the wall.

			‘We’re wasting time,’ said Firfirdar sibilantly. ‘I am not your enemy. You would not still be standing there if I were.’

			‘Perhaps not.’ Behind the mask he kept, a cool relief went pummelling through his veins. He let the ikinri ’ska subside. ‘But please don’t claim the Dark Court has my best interests at heart either. I’ve read a few too many hero legends to believe that.’

			‘Legends are written down by mortals, floundering in the details of their world, seeking significance for their acts where usually there is none.’ The corpse hobbled back to its seat by the fire. ‘You would do well not to set too much store by such tales.’

			‘Is it inaccurate, then, my lady, to say that heroes in the service of the gods rarely end well?’

			‘Men who carry steel upon their backs and live by it rarely end well. It would be a little unjust to blame the gods for that, don’t you think?’

			Ringil grimaced. ‘The Mistress of Dice and Death complains to me of injustice? Have you not been paying attention, my lady? Injustice is the fashion – for the last several thousand years, as near as I can determine, more than likely before that too. I think it unlikely the Dark Court has not had a hand in any of it.’

			‘Well, our attention has been known to wander.’ It was hard to be sure with that whispering, rustling voice, but the Dark Queen seemed amused. ‘But we are focused on you now, which is what counts. Rejoice, Ringil Eskiath – we are here to help.’

			‘Really? The lady Kwelgrish gave me to understand that mortal affairs are a game you play at. It’s hard to rejoice in being treated as a piece on the board.’

			Quiet. The corpse lolled back in the rocking chair’s embrace. The nails of its left hand tapped at the wooden armrest, like the click of dice in a cupped palm.

			‘Kwelgrish is . . . forthright, by the standards of the Court.’

			‘You mean she shouldn’t have told me?’

			The soft crackle of the fire in the hearth. Gil thought, uneasily, that the leaping shadows painted on the wall behind Firfirdar were a little too high and animated to fit the modest flames in the hearth that supposedly threw them. A little too shaped, as well, a little too suggestive of upward tilted jaws and teeth, as if some invisible, inaudible dog-pack surged and clamoured there in the gloom behind the Dark Queen’s chair, only waiting to be unleashed . . .

			Very slowly, the corpse lifted both hands to the edges of the cowl it wore. Lifted the dark cloth back and up, away from the visage it covered.

			The breath stopped in Ringil’s throat.

			With an effort of will, he looked back into Firfirdar’s eyes.

			It was not that the corpse she had chosen was hideous with decay – far from it. Apart from a tell-tale pallor and a sunken look around the eyes, it was a face that might still have belonged with the living.

			But it was beautiful.

			It was the face of some fine-featured, consumptive youth you’d readily kiss and risk infection for. A face you might lose yourself in one haunted back-alley night, then wake without in the morning and spend fruitless months searching the stew of streets for again. It was a face that gathered you in, that beckoned you away, that rendered all thought of safety and common sense futile. A face you’d go to gladly, when the time came; no regrets and nothing left behind but a faint and fading smile, printed on your cooling lips.

			‘Do you see me, Ringil Eskiath?’ asked the hissing, whispering voice.

			It was like flandrijn fumes through his head, like stumbling on a step that suddenly wasn’t there. He reeled and swayed from the force of it, and the corpse’s mouth did not move at all and the voice seemed to come from everywhere at once.

			‘Do you see me now?’

			Out of the seething, chilling confusion of his own consciousness, Ringil mustered the will to stay on his feet. He drew in breath, hard.

			‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I see you.’

			‘Then let us understand each other. It isn’t easy being a god, but some of us are better at it than others. Kwelgrish has her intricate games and her irony, Dakovash his constant rage and disappointment with mortals, and Hoiran just likes to watch. But I am none of these. You would be ill-advised to judge me as if I were. Is that clear?’

			Ringil swallowed, dry-throated. Nodded.

			‘That’s good.’ The corpse raised pallid hands once more and lifted the cowl back in place. Something went out of the space around them, as if someone had opened a window somewhere to let in fresh air. ‘Now – to the business at hand. Walk with me, Ringil Eskiath. Convince me that my fellow gods have not been overly optimistic in their assessment of your worth.’

			‘Walk with you whe—?’

			The fire billowed upward in the hearth, blinded him where he stood. Soundless detonation that deafens his gaze. The croft walls and thatch ripped back, no more substantial than a Majak yurt torn away by cyclone winds. He thought he caught a glimpse of them borne away at some angle it hurts his eyes to look at. Gone, all gone. He blinked – shakes his head – is standing suddenly before a roaring bonfire, on a deserted beach, under an eerily luminescent sky.

			Walk with me here, says Firfirdar quietly.

			She’s unhooded again, it’s the same achingly beautiful dying youth’s face, but here it seems not to have the power it had back in the croft. Or maybe it’s him – maybe he has a power here the real world will not permit him. Either way there’s no punch-to-the-guts menace, no fracturing of his will and sense of self. Instead, he thinks, the Mistress of Dice and Death looks overwhelmingly saddened by something, and maybe a little lost.

			There is not much time, she murmurs. The dwenda have found a way back – though back is a relative term, as they’ll discover soon enough – and with them comes every dark thing men have ever feared.

			Ringil shivers. There’s a hard wind coming off the sea, stoking the bonfire, whipping up the flames and leaching the heat away.

			Then stop them, why don’t you?

			A gossamer smile touches Firfirdar’s mouth at the corners, but it’s etched with that same sadness. Her eyes tilt to the sky.

			That was tried, she says quietly. Once. And your sky still bears the scars.

			He follows her gaze upward. The source of the eerie radiance slips from behind the clouds – the dying, pockmarked little sun he’s heard the dwenda call muhn. He shrugs.

			So try again.

			It will not be permitted again. Even if we could find some way to press upon the sky as hard and deeply as before, such powers must remain leashed. That was the pact, the gift of mending the Book-Keepers gave. We are bound by the codes they wrote.

			Ringil stares into the orange-red heart of the bonfire, as if he could pull some of its heat out and cup it to himself. So much for the gods. Maybe I should just talk to one of these Book-Keepers instead.

			You already have. How else would you have returned through the Dark Gate except with its blessing? How else would you have come back from the crossroads?

			Memory stabs at him on that last word. The creature at the crossroads, the book it held in its multiple arms. The razor talons it touched him with.

			I should hate to tear you asunder. You show a lot of promise.

			The branches buried in the heart of the fire suddenly look a lot like bones in a pyre. He turns away. He stares away along the shoreline, where the wind is piling up waves and dumping them out incessantly on the sand. Over the sound it makes, he grows aware that Firfirdar is watching him.

			That was the Book-Keeper? he asks reluctantly.

			One of them, yes.

			He locks down another shiver. Sets his jaw. I was under the impression that I owed my passage through this Dark Gate of yours to Kwelgrish and Dakovash.

			In a manner of speaking, yes, you do. But – come. Firfirdar gestures, away along the ghost-lit beach and into the gloom. Walk with me. Let us talk it through. All will become clear.

			Yeah? Ringil grimaces. That’d be a first.

			But he walks with her anyway, away from the useless glare of the bonfire, the heat it apparently cannot give him. He lets her link her arm through his – he can feel the chill it gives off through his clothing and hers – and she leads him away, under the dwenda muhn.

			In the ghost light it casts, he notices, looking back, that her feet leave no trace on the sand at all.

			After a while, nor do his.

		

	
		
			 

			FIVE

			When the doctor was done with Shendanak, Egar went out onto the stairs and called in a couple of the cousins for witness. He picked two faces he knew, men he’d shared grog and grumbling with on the long voyage north. Both had been down off the steppe for a good few years, both had survived in Yhelteth in a number of more or less thuggish capacities before they went to work for Shendanak. They had a flexible city manner about them as a result, and ought to understand the situation beyond any initial dumb-as-fuck tribal loyalties they still might own.

			He hoped.

			He led them to Shendanak’s bedside and let them look.

			‘See,’ he told them breezily. ‘Cleaned up and sleeping like a baby.’

			‘Yeah?’ Durhan, the younger of the two, glowered across to where Salbak Barla was packing up his doctor’s satchel. ‘So when’s he going to wake up?’

			Egar shot Barla a warning look.

			‘Sleep is a great healer,’ the doctor said smoothly. ‘It unmounts the rider of consciousness so that the horse – the body – may rest from its exertions and recover from any wounds it has sustained. The wise rider does not attempt to mount an ill-used horse too soon.’

			Durhan was not appeased. ‘Don’t fucking talk to me about horses, you city-dwelling twat. I asked you when he’s going to wake up.’

			‘Couple of days,’ Egar improvised rapidly. ‘Right, doc?’

			Barla nodded. ‘Yes, I was going to say. Given the nature of his wounds, a few days should suffice.’

			Durhan’s companion, a blunt, taciturn Ishlinak name of Gart, nodded slowly and fixed Egar with a speculative look.

			‘You sure about that, Dragonbane?’ he rumbled. ‘Couple of days? That’s the word you want put out?’

			Egar feigned lack of concern. ‘You heard the bone man.’

			‘Yeah. But I wouldn’t want to be you or your pet bone man here, three days hence, if Klarn still hasn’t made it back. That happens, the brothers are going to take it hard.’

			‘That happens,’ Durhan echoed. ‘The brothers are going to want blood.’

			Egar grinned fiercely, no need to fake it this time. ‘Anyone wants blood – that can be arranged. You just tell them to come see the Dragonbane.’

			Alarm on Salbak Barla’s face, but the two Majak just grunted acknowledgement. It was steppe custom, close enough. It would wash. 

			‘Couple of days it is,’ said Gart.

			‘Yeah.’ Durhan nodded at the doctor. ‘You keep him well, bone man, you hear? If you know what’s good for you.’

			‘Right, good.’ Egar, shepherding them out of the bedchamber. ‘Now get everybody off the stairs and about their business. I want a sickbed honour vigil out there at most – five men or less, cool heads. You pick them. And no more shaking down the locals in the meantime. We need that shit like a pony needs skates.’

			Durhan balked. ‘Tand’s men—’

			‘The lady Archeth has gone to deal with Tand. That’s her end, this is ours. You get the brothers straightened out for me, we’ll talk about the rest later.’

			He got them to the door, ejected them into the hall and nodded to the Throne Eternal to close up again. Through the wooden panels of the door, he heard Gart’s voice raised against a growing storm of questions in Majak. He closed his eyes, allowed himself the brief moment.

			Here we go again.

			Back in Yhelteth, he’d sworn he was done giving other men orders. He wanted no rank, he wanted no responsibility. He’d tagged along on the expedition for a whole tangle of reasons that he now had trouble teasing apart, but longing for command was not one of them. There was gratitude to Ringil, some vague sense of obligation to Archeth – he was, after all, supposed to be her bodyguard these days – and the common-sense discretion attached to getting out of town after his clash with clan Ashant. And underlying, he knew, was a generous helping of nostalgia for the camaraderie of the war years. The quest had felt like the war again, at least the preparatory part. But he’d reasoned that while there might indeed be some fighting along the way – pirates, unruly locals, maybe finally the minions of this long undead warlord they couldn’t seem to find – still, he’d thought he could take his place in the line without having to worry about what other men thought or feared or needed.

			Yeah, some fucking chance.

			He went back through to the bedchamber, found Barla fastening up his satchel and looking distinctly queasy. He manufactured an easy grin.

			‘Don’t worry, doc. I’ll walk you out.’

			‘Is that, uh,’ the doctor swallowed, ‘really necessary?’

			‘No, probably not,’ Egar lied. ‘But it’s best not to take any chances, tempers the way they are right now.’

			Also best not to mention that for most of Shendanak’s crew, the ones who hadn’t been off the steppe longer than a couple of years, a doctor was just a shaman without the Sky Dwellers to call upon. And fail to deliver the magical goods without the gods at your back, you could end up in a ditch with a slit throat – he’d seen it happen more than once to itinerant doctors from the south in Ishlin-ichan.

			‘Yes, well, uhm.’ Barla put both hands on the closed satchel and looked down at it, as if considering a rapid change of profession. ‘Thank you. But could not Captain Rakan and his men, uh . . .?’

			‘Better if it’s me.’ Egar’s smile was starting to feel like smeared jam on his face. ‘Come on, let’s get you back aboard the Pride. Shanta could probably use another one of those stinking herbal infusions you make, and he won’t drink it if you’re not there to force it down.’

			In the other chamber, Rakan heard the plan and nodded agreement with barely a word. He was a pretty shrewd lad for his age, he saw the sense in this. But as his men got the door, he beckoned Egar aside for a moment and the Dragonbane saw how his youth leaked through the facade of soldierly calm.

			‘When do you think my lord Ringil will return?’ he asked quietly.

			Egar shook his head. ‘Your guess is as good as mine, Captain. A day there by boat, they said. A day back. That’s two, plus a day to do the digging and rest . . .’

			‘It’s been four days already. What if something’s wrong?’

			‘Well, they might have a hard time finding the grave marker, sure. Or, if the weather’s against them—’

			‘No.’ Rakan’s voice grew tighter, lower. ‘Not that. What if this time he found the Illwrack Changeling?’

			Near the opened door, Salbak Barla cleared his throat. Egar shot a glance that way, saw Rakan’s men hanging off their captain’s every word. He pitched his own voice loud and brisk.

			‘If that has happened, Captain, then pity the Changeling. Because Gil’s going to be bringing us his head on a spike and his balls wrapped around the haft.’

			It raised weak grins among the men, which he counted a victory of sorts. He wagged a finger in salute at Rakan, led Barla out the door.

			To his relief, both corridor and stairs outside were cleared of men. Durhan and Gart appeared to have followed their instructions to the letter. Downstairs in the tavern’s main bar, four Majak sat at a table, burning a blessing taper and playing half-heartedly at dice. Serving staff and a couple of local patrons aside, they were the bar’s only occupants. They grew quieter as the doctor and the Dragonbane came down the stairs, but they all lowered their eyes with appropriate respect. Egar paused at the table and sketched obeisance at the taper, nodded acknowledgement at the man he judged the eldest. Then he ushered Salbak Barla past, one proprietary hand on the doctor’s shoulder for all to see.

			He felt their stares at his back, all the way to the tavern’s front door.

			Out in the street, it was still raining and the daylight had all but given up. A damp grey gloom hung over everything. Ornley had no formal street lighting, even here on League Street, one of the town’s main thoroughfares. There was a local ordinance commanding residents to burn candles in their windows during the hours of darkness, but around here this kind of murk apparently didn’t count as dark, so no candles yet. Egar and the doctor picked their way with care over rain-slick cobbles they could barely make out, and presently the street began to slope downward towards the harbour.

			‘What will you do if Shendanak does not waken in three days?’ Barla asked him when they’d negotiated a hairpin curve that took them out of sight of the tavern.

			‘I’ll think of something.’

			‘That’s very reassuring.’

			Egar shrugged. ‘Look on the bright side. Maybe he’ll be up and about day after tomorrow. I didn’t hit him that hard in the head.’

			‘No, but you did it repeatedly. Which makes it far more like . . .’

			Volume soaking out of Barla’s voice like piss into sand. Then silence. Egar glanced over at him curiously.

			Saw where the doctor was staring and followed his gaze, down League Street to the next bend, over the low roofs of houses to the harbour waters beyond.

			And the big, lean League man o’ war anchored there.

			 

			He sprinted the rest of the slope downward, left Barla puffing in his wake. Skidded on greasy cobbles, stayed upright with the long habit of battlefield charges in his past. Round the final curve on League Street, where it splayed wide to meet the wharf, down the broad cobbled mound it made, and so out onto the waterfront proper. He let his pace bleed down to a slow jog and came to a halt at the edge of the wharf, staring out at the new arrival.

			Trying to calculate exactly how much bad news this might be.

			The League ship was a little smaller than Pride of Yhelteth, but with that sole exception, she dominated the harbour. Her bulk dwarfed the few local fishing boats tied up along the southern quay, her lines rebuked the sturdy merchantman build of Pride and Sea Eagle’s Daughter, and she somehow gave the impression of having shunted the moored imperial vessels aside to make room for herself in the centre of the little bay. Shielded archers’ platforms armoured her railings fore and aft. The cumbersome snout of a war-fire tube poked over her bows like some huge sleeping serpent’s head.

			She was anchored squarely across the harbour exit.

			Her colours flapped wetly at stern and mainmast – he’d recognised them from that first glimpse up on the hill, had seen plenty like them on the ships in Lanatray harbour a few weeks back, while the expedition re-stocked provisions and waited on the diplomatic niceties. The eleven-star-and-band combination of the League topped the mainmast, above a bigger flag denoting city of origin – in this case some piece of nonsense involving a gate, a river, sacks of silver and a couple of large buzzards; Trelayne itself, he recalled. The League flag was repeated at the stern, and dark reddish pennants flew off both secondary masts. He’d seen those before too, couldn’t remember where. Couldn’t remember what they meant.

			Footfalls behind him – he glanced round, saw Barla crossing the deserted wharf at a limping trot, lugging his bag from one hand to the other as he came.

			‘Sacred Mother of Revelation,’ he panted. ‘What’s that doing here?’

			Egar shook his head. ‘I’d love to believe it’s a standard patrol. But from what we heard in Lanatray, I don’t think they bother with that sort of thing up here. Fits with what Gil told me too – no one in the League gives a shit about these islands.’

			‘Apparently they do now.’

			‘Yeah.’

			Movement on Pride of Yhelteth’s main deck. Egar squinted in the failing light, made it for Mahmal Shanta, up out of his cabin for the first time in days, huddled in a heavy blanket and trailed by solicitous slaves. He stood at the starboard rail with a spyglass at his eye, scoping the League vessel. Egar saw him turn to one of his retinue and issue commands. The man bowed and went below again.

			‘All right, come on.’ Egar jogged along the wharf to Pride’s gangplank, waited for Barla to catch him up and then went aboard. The watchmen waved them through, clearly distracted. Which, Egar reflected grimly, wasn’t good to see in men supposedly trained to marine standard.

			We’re all getting way too slack. This place is sapping us. We’re in no shape to . . . 

			To what?

			He joined Mahmal Shanta at the starboard rail.

			‘Dragonbane.’ The old naval engineer did not take the spyglass from his eye. His voice was hoarse with long bouts of coughing. ‘You’ve seen our new friends, I take it?’

			Egar grunted. ‘Hard to miss.’

			‘Indeed. Hard to take as coincidence too. One doubts such savage beauty graces Ornley harbour on a regular basis.’

			‘Beauty?’

			‘Beauty.’ Reedy emphasis on the word. Shanta lowered the spyglass and looked at the Dragonbane. He’d grown gaunt with his illness, but his eyes still gleamed. ‘I don’t expect anyone from a horse tribe to appreciate it, but that’s a poem in timber floating out there, a veritable ode to maritime speed and manoeuvrability. There’s a reason the Empire always comes off worse in naval engagements with the League, and you’re looking at it. Superior design, born of constant competition between city states warring for an edge.’

			‘Right.’ Egar gestured. ‘You know what those red pennants mean?’

			‘Indeed I do—’

			Shanta stopped abruptly, caught and then creased over with a spasm of coughing. One of his retinue came forward to hold him up, but the engineer waved him violently away. He braced himself on the rail with one age-knobbed hand, got himself upright again by wheezing stages. Slaves fussed about, re-arranging the blanket on Shanta’s trembling shoulders. The man Egar had seen Shanta order below returned with a steaming mug of something that reeked of mint and other less palatable herbs. The engineer tucked the spyglass under his arm and cupped the mug with both hands. He drank gingerly. Grimaced but forced the liquid down.

			‘My lord, this is madness.’ Salbak Barla knew his patient well and was not crowding him, but his tone was urgent. ‘You should not be out in this weather. We must get you below, we must get you warm.’

			‘Yes, yes, all in good time. Here.’ Shanta handed the mug to the doctor and took hold of his spyglass again. ‘It is unfortunate, but I am the expert here, and I am not done perusing. I must fix the details in my head, doctor, and thus save myself the necessity of further sojourns on deck.’

			‘The pennants,’ Egar persisted.

			‘Yes, the pennants.’ Shanta pointed with the spyglass, schoolmasterish. ‘Heart’s blood red, snake’s tongue trim, at foremast and aft. Northern League naval convention. It signifies that the vessel is flagship to a flotilla.’

			‘A fucking flotilla?’

			Shanta stifled another, weaker cough with his fist. ‘Three to five vessels, if my memory serves me correctly. More and the pennants would not be split tongued. Or they would have gold trim. Or is it both?’

			The rain seemed abruptly to be falling that little bit harder. The gloom beyond the harbour exit grew that much more menacing. Egar scowled.

			‘So where are the rest of them?’

			‘There’d hardly be room for more vessels in the harbour anyway,’ Barla offered. ‘Perhaps they anchored further out.’

			Egar tried to stave off a creeping sense of doom.

			‘How long have they been there?’ he asked Shanta.

			‘Oh, not long. The watchmen called me as soon as they sighted the colours. It’s taken me some time to get up and dressed, and then I waited below to see if they’d come to us. When they didn’t, I came up on deck and I’ve been here a while. Say half an hour since they anchored? A little longer?’

			‘And no landing party.’ Egar squinted against the rain. ‘They’ve not even started lowering a boat.’

			‘No.’

			‘But . . . what would they be waiting for?’ wondered Barla.

			Shanta and the Dragonbane traded glances. Shanta nodded. Egar felt a sickly weight settling in his guts.

			‘Should I tell him?’ wheezed the naval engineer. ‘Or will you?’

			The doctor blinked in the rain. ‘What?’

			‘Encirclement,’ said Egar grimly. ‘They’re not here to send anyone ashore, they’re here to plug up the harbour. Stop us getting out. While the rest of the flotilla lands an assault force somewhere up the coast, and they come overland to fence us in.’

			‘Then – but, then . . .’ Salbak Barla gaped back and forth at the two of them. ‘Well, we have to warn Captain Rakan. And the marines. We have to . . . to . . .’

			‘Forget it.’ Egar gripped the rail in front of him, tightened his hands on it with crushing force as the anger swept through him. ‘Way too late now.’

			Can’t believe we’ve been this fucking stupid.

			But who would have looked for it, Eg? Here, at the damp arsehole end of the world? Why would they fucking bother?

			‘What do you mean too late?’ The doctor’s voice, plaintive now, like a child tugging at his sleeve. It seemed to be coming from a long way off.

			‘He means,’ explained Mahmal Shanta patiently, ‘that if they’ve chosen to show themselves in the harbour now, it’s because the land forces are already in place.’

			Egar made an effort, reeled himself back in. He scanned the rise of the town where it backed up the hill above the bay, the briefly seen winding of streets and alleys between the dark stone houses, the crappy little watchtower on the ridge to the north. All harsh and alien now, and just to really crown it, a thick fog had settled in on the upper reaches of the hill. Half the fucking town was gone into it already.

			Steep ground, bad weather, hostile forces closing from all sides. And a local population we’ve just succeeded in pissing off.

			‘Gentlemen,’ he said flatly. ‘We are royally fucked.’

		

	
		
			 

			SIX

			The house Tand’s men took her to was on the upper fringes of the town, just before Ornley thinned out into a scattering of isolated crofts. It was high ground, and there would have been a great view back down the slope of the bay to the harbour, if the air below hadn’t been quite so clogged with drifts of murky, low-lying cloud.

			At least we’re out of the rain.

			It was something Tand appeared to take comfort from as well. As they walked the last couple of turns in the street, he put back the hood on his cloak and nodded approvingly up at the sky. He was doing his best not to look smug.

			‘Seems to be clearing,’ he said.

			She tried not to sound too bad-tempered. ‘You really think we can trust this confession, Tand?’

			‘Oh, most certainly. Nalmur’s a good man, one of my best. He knows his work.’

			Nalmur was leading the group. He glanced back at the mention of his name.

			‘I’d stake my life on it, my lady. We got at least three other squealers leading us to this bloke by name, and when he talked, well – you know it when a man cracks, you can almost hear it happen. Like a rotten tree branch going, it is.’

			She masked a desire to bury one of her knives in his throat. ‘Right. And have you left this cracked man in any fit state to talk to us?’

			‘Oh, yes, my lady. Didn’t need to rough him up much past the usual.’ An opened palm, explanatory. ‘He’s a family man, see. Good lady wife, a pair of strapping young sons. Plenty to work with.’

			Smirks edged the expressions of the other men in the group.

			‘Yes, thank you, Nalmur.’ Perhaps Tand saw something in her face. ‘You can spare us the details, I think.’

			‘Just as you like, my lord. My lady. But that confession is rock solid. You could build a castle on it, sir.’

			Tand tipped her a told-you-so look. She worked at not grinding her teeth.

			They took the final turn in the street, found themselves facing a short row of cottages, dwellings more hunched and huddled than the buildings lower down the hill. A brace of Tand’s men were loitering outside an opened door about halfway along the row. They were guffawing about something, but when they saw the approaching party, they stiffened into quiet and an approximation of drilled military attention.

			A curtain twitched in Archeth’s peripheral vision. She didn’t bother to look round. You could feel the eyes on you all the way along the street. Gathered at the edges of the darkened windows and in the gap of doors cracked a bare inch open, waiting to slam. Watching, hating as the booted feet tramped by.

			It was the post-war occupations all over again.

			Greetings from the Emperor of All Lands – we come to you in peace and the universal brotherhood of the Holy Revelation.

			But if you don’t want those things, then we’re going to fuck you up.

			Tand had taken the lead. He nodded at his saluting men and stepped between them, ducking in under the low lintel. Archeth followed, into the soft glow of a banked fire in the grate, and candles lit against the day’s end gloom. There was a pervasive smell of damp from the earthen floor and the whiff of voided bowels to go with it. A sustained, hopeless keening leaked in from the next room. Three more of Tand’s mercenaries stood guard over a man stripped to the waist and strapped to an upright chair.

			Nalmur and the rest of the squad crowded in after her.

			‘Well then,’ said Tand. ‘Nalmur, will you do the honours?’

			Nalmur took a theatrical turn around the chair and its occupant. As Archeth’s eyes adjusted to the light, she made out bruising on the man’s face, crusted blood from the broken nose, a series of livid burn marks across chest and upper arms. His breeches were soaked through at the crotch. Nalmur dropped a friendly arm around his shoulders, and the man flinched violently against his bonds.

			‘My lord, my lady – meet Critlin Tilgeth, first warden of the Aldrain flame, Hironish chapter. Master Critlin here likes to get together with his pals a couple of times a year in stone circles and invoke the spirits of the Vanishing Folk. Which they do, apparently, by dancing around naked and fucking each other’s wives senseless. I guess you got to find something to fill your evenings with up here.’

			Belly laughs from the men around her.

			‘Get on with it,’ she said harshly.

			‘Yes, my lady.’ Nalmur slapped the tied man amiably on one cheek. Straightened up. He switched to accented but serviceable Naomic. ‘Tell us about the grave again, Critlin. Tell us what you did.’

			‘Yes. Yes, we dug—’ Critlin swallowed hard. His voice sounded as broken as his face. Low and shaky, a pleading in it, like raindrops trembling on the underside of a roof’s edge. His eyes kept darting to the doorway into the other room, the source of the endless weeping. ‘We dug it up. We – we went at night. The day before Quickening Eve, when the waters are low.’

			Archeth frowned. ‘What waters?’

			‘He means the gap at Grey Gull peninsula, my lady.’ Nalmur, for all the world like a tutor helping out a feeble student under examination. ‘Says the currents bring more water in at certain times, make it harder to cross.’

			‘But—’ She shook her head irritably. ‘There was a dead sheep in that grave, that’s all we found, we didn’t . . .’

			They’d been using Tethanne, while Critlin gaped uncomprehendingly back and forth, between this evil-eyed black woman and his tormentor-in-chief. Archeth made an effort, shunted the constant keening to the back of her mind, summoned her own creaky Naomic.

			‘You uh – you took the Illwrack Changeling out – and put a, uhm – deformed? Yeah – a deformed sheep in his place? What – position? – no, wait, what condition – what condition was the body in?’

			Critlin hesitated. He seemed puzzled by the question, maybe confused by her fumbling, error-strewn speech. Nalmur fetched him a massive clout across the side of the head.

			‘The lady Archeth asks you a question! Answer, and be quick about it! Or perhaps you think little Eril’s jealous of the caresses his big brother’s had from my men. Perhaps he’d like some of the same?’

			The wailing from the next room re-doubled. Critlin moaned deep in his chest and strained against his bonds. Nalmur grinned and raised his hand again.

			‘That’s enough!’ Archeth snapped.

			The hand came down. A small, angry smile played around the corners of Nalmur’s mouth for a moment, but he bowed his head. Archeth leaned in closer to Critlin. He shrank from her, as far as the chair-back would allow. The stench of shit wafted as he moved. She raised her hands, palms outward, backed away again.

			‘Just tell me,’ she said quietly. ‘Was the body intact? Had it decayed at all?’ 

			‘Intact,’ blurted Critlin. ‘It was intact! The sheep was but recently slaughtered. We took it from Gelher’s flock and—’

			‘All right, that’s it you little goat-fucker!’ Nalmur, stepping in with fist clenched and swinging. Archeth swung up and round, put a knife-fighter’s block in the way.

			‘I said that’s enough.’

			Nalmur recoiled from touching her, whether out of respect for rank or superstitious dread, it was hard to tell. But there was a tight anger in his face.

			‘My lady, he is taking the piss. He’s—’

			‘He is broken!’ Her yell froze the room. One of Nalmur’s men, already on his zealous way to the other chamber, stopped dead his tracks. Archeth swung on him, pointed. ‘You! You step through that door, I will fucking kill you.’

			Tand stirred. ‘My lady, the man shows a distinct lack of respect, given his station. Joking at our expense should hardly go unpunished.’

			‘I will kill you.’ Still eye-balling Nalmur’s man. ‘Don’t test me, human.’

			And abruptly it was there in her head, like some unfolding map of a battle campaign she’d only heard rumour of until now. How it could be done, how it would go. The rest of Tand’s men, their positions in the room, the gnarled hilt of each knife she carried, how to reach them, in what sequence, how many bloody seconds it would take to fucking kill them all . . .

			These fucking humans, Archidi. Grashgal’s voice, almost toneless, empty of anything but the distant trickle of despair, as the Kiriath laid their plans to leave. They’re going turn us into something we never used to be.

			Hadn’t he called it right?

			Didn’t she feel it herself, day-in day-out, the corrosive rub of human brutality, human cruelty, human stupidity against the weave of her soul. The slow erosion of her own moral certainties, the ground she gave up with every political compromise, every carefully balanced step in the Great Kiriath Mission, every lie she told herself about necessary sacrifice in the name of building something better . . .

			Through the doorway, the constant keening. Her hands itched for the hilts of her knives.

			Maybe it was just fucking time.

			Menith Tand was watching her, fascinated. She felt his gaze like shadow in the corner of one eye, and something about it pulled her back from the brink.

			‘You want to live, you stand down,’ she told the mercenary by the door. Voice flat now, as flat and emptied out as Grashgal’s had ever been. ‘Nalmur, get your men out of here.’

			Nalmur looked at Tand, outraged. The slave magnate nodded soberly.

			‘But my lord, this man is—’

			‘Broken. Remember?’ Archeth fixed her eyes on Critlin as she spoke, didn’t look round, didn’t look at Nalmur at all. She didn’t trust herself to. ‘You heard him break, you said, “Like a rotten tree branch. Couldn’t miss it.” Your work here is done, sellsword. Now get out, and take your thugs with you.’

			It took less than a minute to clear the house. Give Nalmur his due, he ran a tight enough crew. A sharp whistle brought a couple of younger mercenaries out of the room the keening was coming from. A gruff command and everybody trooped out, leaving Archeth and Tand alone with Critlin. Nalmur was last man out, slamming the door ungraciously shut.

			The room seemed suddenly larger, less oppressive. Even the weeping next door seemed to ebb a little.

			Archeth crouched in front of Critlin’s chair, made herself as unthreatening as she knew how. The Naomic came a little easier this time around. Just getting Tand’s men out of the house felt like a headache lifting.

			‘Listen to me, Critlin. Just listen. No one’s going to hurt you anymore. You have my word. No one’s going to hurt your family, no one’s going to hurt you. Just tell me again about the body.’

			‘The . . . the sheep?’

			She breathed deep. ‘No, not the sheep. The body in the grave. What state was the body in?’

			‘But . . .’ Critlin stared. His voice quavered. ‘There was no body in the grave.’

			Archeth shot a glance at Tand.

			‘Look,’ the slave magnate began angrily. ‘You told my men—’

			Critlin cringed as if Nalmur had just come back through the door.

			‘There was bone,’ he gabbled. ‘Just bone, just fragments of it, tiny, nothing left but that. The rest was just . . . rotted . . .’

			His voice petered out. He was staring at them both as if they were insane. Archeth groped for some context.

			‘Well – were you surprised by that?’

			He looked back at her numbly.

			‘Surprised?’

			‘That the Illwrack Changeling’s body had rotted? Did that surprise you?’

			‘N-no, my lady. He has been dead these four thousand years.’

			‘Yeah, but—’

			She shut her mouth with a snap. Recognising suddenly which side of reasonable they’d all somehow ended up.

			Because if these last weeks have been anything at all, Archidi, it’s a lesson in how badly myth and legend butt up against the real world. And yet here she still was, wanting to know why a body put in the ground four millennia ago wouldn’t be in decent condition when you dug it up.

			This place is driving us all insane.

			‘All right, so there was no body.’ Tand seemed to have moved past his previous anger – there was a deadly metronome patience in his voice now. ‘Or at least nothing much left of one. And you expected that. So why bother digging up the grave in the first place?’

			‘The lodge elder ordered it, my lord.’ Critlin’s head sagged forward. He seemed to be giving up some final thing. ‘To take the sword.’

			Archeth gave Tand another significant look. ‘There’s a sword now?’

			The slave magnate shrugged. ‘He was a warrior, was he not, this Illwrack Changeling? Makes sense that they’d bury him with his weapons.’

			‘All right, so you took the sword.’ Archeth rubbed at her closed eyes with finger and thumb. ‘But, look – why bury a fucking sheep in its place? Why would you do that?’

			‘The lodge elder ordered that too, my lady.’ The words were falling out of Critlin’s mouth now, stumbling to get out. He was done, he was over some kind of hill, and his eyes flickered more and more to the door into the other room. ‘Gelher’s flock have the run of Grey Gull – several were born last season with deformities – the lodge-master said it was a sign, that the soul of the Changeling had awakened – most died at birth, but two or three survived until this year. So the elder said – we must sacrifice one such in thanks – lay it in place of the sword. We did only as he ordered us, as our oath demanded.’

			Archeth drew Quarterless from the sheath in the small of her back. The knife blade glimmered in the low light.

			‘Where is the sword now?’

			‘Taken back, my lady.’ His eyes were fixed dully on the blade. For one chilly moment, Archeth thought she saw a longing in that gaze that made no distinction between Quarterless cutting his bonds or his throat. ‘Back to Trelayne. There will be a ceremony. The lodge elder says rejoice, the Aldrain are returning.’

			She shivered, not sure if it was his words or the look in his eyes that caused it. Shook it off, either way. Knelt at his side and sliced through the cords binding his legs to the chair. He began to weep then, like a small child. The stench from where he’d pissed and shat himself was stronger this close in. She cut the cords off his chest and arms, ripped them loose with unneeded violence. She swallowed hard.

			‘Go to your family,’ she said. ‘You will not be harmed further. You have my word.’

			Critlin staggered upright, clutching at one arm. He limped away into the other room. Archeth stared after him, locked up in a paroxysm of something she could not name.

			Menith Tand cleared his throat. ‘Perhaps, my lady—’

			‘Give me your purse,’ she said distantly.

			‘I beg your pardon?’

			She stirred as if awakening. Turned on him, Quarterless still in her hand. Words like hammered nails into wood. ‘Give me your motherfucking purse!’

			Tand’s lips tightened almost imperceptibly. The same chained rage she’d seen in his eyes at the inn was there again. But he reached carefully beneath his cloak and fished out an amply swollen soft black leather purse. Weighed it gently in the palm of his hand.

			‘I do not care for your tone, my lady.’

			‘Yeah?’ She reached back and put Quarterless away in its sheath. Safer there, the way she felt right now. ‘Then take it up with the Emperor when we get back. I’m sure you’ll be able to buy yourself an audience.’

			‘Yes, no doubt. Using the same funds that have made me a significant sponsor of this expedition—’

			She chopped him down. ‘Of which I am nominated imperial commander. Are you going to give me that purse, or am I going to take it from you?’

			Brief stillness between them. The faint reek of shit from the stained torture chair she stood beside. Horseplay commotion from Tand’s men out in the street. Raised voices – they seemed to be squabbling about something. In the next room, the keening went on as if Critlin had never been released.

			Tand tossed the purse at her, hard. Two centuries of drilled reflex took it out of the air with knife-fighter aplomb.

			‘Thank you.’

			The slave magnate turned away and headed for the door. He paused, hand on the latch, and looked back at her. The fire was out in his eyes now, and he looked merely – thoughtful.

			‘You know, my lady – you would be ill-advised to make an enemy of me.’

			She should have left it alone, but the krin still sputtered and smoked in her like a pissed out campfire. The words were out of her mouth before she knew it.

			‘I think you have that backwards, Tand. I’ve seen better than you strapped to an execution board in the Chamber of Confidences.’

			He held her gaze for a sober moment, then shrugged.

			‘Understood,’ he said tonelessly. ‘Thank you for your candour.’

			He turned the latch and went outside to his men. Archeth watched the door close on him, then cast about in the dampish, shit-smelling room as if she’d dropped something of value somewhere on the earthen floor. She closed her eyes briefly, too briefly, then forced herself to the door into the next room and the source of the keening. She leaned there in the doorway, curiously unwilling to actually step over the threshold.

			On the big sagging bed that constituted the room’s only real furniture, like huddled shipwreck survivors on some fortuitous raft, a young woman sat and hugged two young boys to her. All three had had their clothing torn or sliced apart and now only the woman’s tight embrace held the remnants against their pallid flesh. The eldest boy looked to be about ten or eleven, the younger more like six or seven. Both their faces and bodies were marked, beginning to bruise. The woman’s eyes were closed tight, one swollen cheek was gouged where someone had struck her, most likely with a belt-end or maybe just the back of a heavily ringed hand. Her lips were moving in some voiceless litany, but it was her throat the keening came from, the only sound she made, and she rocked in time with it, back and forth, back and forth, a rigid couple of inches either way.

			Critlin was slumped on the ground near the doorway in a way that suggested he’d simply leaned there and slid down the stonework until the floor stopped him. He was less than four feet from his family and staring at them as if they’d just sailed from some harbour quay without him. His left hand reached helplessly out for them, rested on one of his own up-jutting knees, hung there limp and lifeless.

			Archeth swallowed and stepped into the room. Crouched at Critlin’s side, tried to fold his nerveless fingers around the purse. ‘Here. Take this.’

			He barely looked at her.

			‘Take – look, here – just fucking take it, will you.’

			The purse hung in his hand a scant second. Then it tugged loose with its own weight, fell from his slackened grip and into the dirt he sat on.

			Muffled clink of imperial silver within.

			Greetings from the Emperor of All Lands.

			She got up and backed out.

			Went back through the room they’d tortured Critlin in, as if pushed by a gathering wind. Yanked open the door and stepped out into the murky evening street.

			Found a sword tip at her throat.

		

	
		
			 

			SEVEN

			He woke to the crash of waves and the cold, coarse press of damp sand against his cheek. Harsh grey light insisted at his eyelids until he opened them. He blinked, lifted his head and saw eyes on stalks, watching him from less than a foot away.

			Shudder and shiver with the chill.

			He pushed himself more or less upright and the crab scuttled away. Seen clearly, it wasn’t much bigger than the palm of his hand. It found a burrow in the sand some distance off and stood half in, half out, still watching him. Ringil sat and stared back for a while, trying to put his head back together.

			Along the curve of the beach, away from bonfire glow, she told him the Truth behind Everything, and then he forgot it.

			 

			Or more precisely, he drops it, cannot hold onto it with sufficient strength – the Truth, it turns out, is a delicate, ineffable thing. It will not fit in his head any more than the wind will fit in a helmet. It tumbles and falls away instead. Bruises on impact, like fruit lost off some heavily overladen market barrow, while Ringil Eskiath, sorcerer warlord apparent, runs around grabbing and groping for the scattered, rolling pieces.

			 

			He rubbed ferociously at his face and forehead with both hands, but it was gone, scrubbed away, leaving only a truth-shaped stain on his memory and a loose, sandy feeling in his head.

			The rest came back presently, in tawdry chunks – sparse fragments of recall, like soiled pieces of crockery from some lavish feast he’d attended and then been ejected from for lack of sufficiently noble blood.

			 

			They steered you as best they could, she tells him. Dakovash and Kwelgrish, juggling the myriad factors between them, with a little side help now and then from Hoiran and myself. They made the introductions, so to speak. Borrowed scrapings of steppe nomad myth, crafted them into an exchange and a U-turn, just beyond the shadow of death. Your tithe for the Dark Gate, paid. But in the end, we of the Dark Court can only request such passage. Permission is for the Book-Keepers to give or withhold. And even that permission may be qualified, truncated, subject to change.

			Ringil’s lip curls. You’ll forgive me if I say this all sounds rather clerkish. The gods of the Dark Court stooping to abject negotiation.

			Well, now – most human prayer is exactly that, is it not? He thinks he can hear pique in the Dark Queen’s voice, and the waves seem to crash a little harder on the sand. Abject negotiation with higher powers for aid, for intercession, for benefits not otherwise obtainable?

			Yes, but that’s humans. We’re a conniving, carping bunch.

			As above, so below, she says tartly. And since the results have saved your life on more than one occasion, perhaps you should be a little less snide.

			 

			He got to his feet, swaying.

			The Ravensfriend lay in the sand beside him – evidently at some point he’d taken it off, but he didn’t remember that either.

			He bent, clumsy-limbed with the cold. Gathered the sword to him like the body of some dead and broken lover.

			 

			They stand together on a promontory overlooking the ocean. They must have climbed there from the beach below, though his memory on this is vague. The sky has darkened, but there’s a loose, buttery glow from the muhn, seeping through the torn up cloud like a weaker version of band-light, dusting the sea with soft gold. Around them, the wind cuts through the long coarse grass, bending it in circles so it seems to be making obeisance to the Dark Queen.

			You are seeking the Ghost Isle, the Chain’s Last Link. There’s no question in her voice.

			Among other things, yes.

			You found it a week ago. You have been deceived.

			Ringil makes a restless gesture. An island that comes and goes from existence with the wind and weather? With respect, my lady, I’m fairly certain we would have noticed such a thing if we’d stumbled on it.

			Would you now? Firfirdar’s eyes glitter in the sparse light. And how exactly would you do that? How would you recognise such an island, unless you had seen it materialise? How, in its manifest form, would it be any different than any other island? Would you expect it to glow with witch fire as the chronicles claim?

			No, I’d expect the locals to know about it and be able to point it out to me.

			They do. And they did.

			You are mistaken, my lady. Outside of myth and old wives’ tales, the locals made no mention of any island at all. The closest they came was—

			And realisation dawns. He hears the rough Hironish-accented voice again, one among the many many they’d listened to in and out of Ornley’s taverns until they all began to blur into a single, incoherent stream. On approach, Grey Gull may seem a separate island, but do not be deceived. Certain currents cause the inlets to fill enough at certain times to make it so – but you can always cross, at worst you might have to wade waist deep. And most of the time, you won’t even get your boots wet.

			He closes his eyes. Oh, for Hoiran’s fucking sake.

			Just so. As I said, you have been deceived. More specifically, you have been tricked into thinking that a legend distorted over millennia of telling and re-telling can still be taken literally.

			It comes and goes with the weather, Ringil says heavily, laying it out like some theological proof. There’s an island there, then it’s gone – because there’s a peninsula in its place. I’m going to fucking drown that Helmsman.

			The Helmsmen have agendas of their own. It would be a mistake to believe they are your friends.

			He snorts. Yeah, they told me the same thing about you.

			 

			He slung the Ravensfriend across his back by its harness and felt immediately somewhat better. The ache the truth had left in him receded, became more or less manageable. He’d had worse hangovers.

			He cast about, trying to get his bearings. The beach wasn’t one he recognised, either from his time in the Grey Places or anywhere he’d been in more prosaic realms. But the landscape behind was a close match for what he’d seen of the Hironish Isles so far – windswept and low-lying, not much in the way of trees, some low rock outcroppings and what looked like cliffs out at one distant headland. He wondered for a brief moment if Firfirdar had sent him back to Grey Gull peninsula with his newly minted understanding, to finally face the Illwrack Changeling. He dismissed the idea after a moment’s groggy thought.

			We dug that grave up. It had a dead sheep in it.

			For a moment, it seemed he recalled the Dark Queen advising him that looking for the Illwrack Changeling’s corpse was in itself a mistake, a waste of time. But he couldn’t be sure. There was too much missing around the ragged wound in his memory where the gift tore loose.

			Yeah, yeah. You had the truth, and then you dropped it, and it broke. Poets weep, the sky falls down. Get a fucking grip, Gil.

			He shook his head to clear it. Found a high point on the spine of the land behind him and started walking towards it.

			The churned up memories scampered after him.

			 

			Yes, you may ask.

			What? She’s fallen behind so he turns to look back at her. Ask what?

			She grins, not fooled. The question that echoes through your thoughts so clearly. All those adolescent evenings at temple back in Glades House, Eskiath. You remember the cant. Now you’re wondering how much truth lies in it. You’re wondering – does the Dark Queen really grant favours to those bold enough to face her and ask?

			They face each other across a half dozen steps in the sand. The wind buffets noisily between them. It’s a tense little moment.

			Well? Ringil gestures impatiently. Does she?

			It has been known. What would you ask for, supplicant?

			He grimaces at the epithet. Hesitates, then plunges in. Grashgal the Wanderer told me once that the Ravensfriend will hang behind museum glass in a city where there is no war.

			That is one possible end for it, yes. I ask again – what do you want?

			He swaps the grimace for a weary smile, and turns away. His words trail back over his shoulder like a scarf caught up in the wind. Well, if you can really catch the echo of my thoughts, Mistress of Dice and Death, then you already know that.

			Ah, grim and gritty little Ringil Eskiath. Yes, walk away, why don’t you? And then, abruptly, she’s close at his side again, voice intimate, a caressing whisper at his ear. The fractured heavens forbid that Gil Eskiath should ever beg a favour of anybody, even of the gods themselves. That he should ever show weakness or need. How unbecoming that would be in the scarred bearer of the dread blade Ravensfriend. Oh yes, I can see why they both like you so much.

			He kept his eyes straight ahead, kept walking. Voice just about steady. Like I said, if you can catch the echo of my thoughts—

			You want to go there. It’s out in a rush, and then Firfirdar is abruptly silent. She seems, in some indefinable way, to have surprised herself. For just a moment, her tone grows almost wondering. They’re right, you do it every fucking time. All right, Ringil Eskiath, you want to play the game that way, let’s lay down those pathetic cards you’re holding. What do you want? What is your heart’s desire? You want to go there, to that city without war. You want to live out the rest of your days in the peace it offers. Standard twilight-of-a-warrior happy ending shit. Your basic profession-of-violence retirement dream. There. Satisfied? Did the goddess read your mind? Or did she read your mind?

			It’s his turn to be silent, oddly embarrassed to hear his own barely conscious longing laid out so brutally naked in words. He clears his throat to chase the quiet away.

			Grashgal told me there was no way to reach it. He said the quick paths are too twisted for a mortal to take, and the straight path is too long.

			True as far as it goes, yes.

			He glances sideways at her. But?

			But it misses the larger point. Grashgal’s vision was incomplete. Like so many of his Kiriath kin, he never fully recovered from the passage through the veins of the Earth and the gifts it inflicted. He had the sight, but not the critical instinct to interpret it well. In the case of the Ravensfriend, he saw the resting place, but not how it came to be. He did not appreciate the irony of that sword in that museum.

			For what it’s worth, nor do I. You want to explain in words a mere mortal can understand?

			Well, irony really does better unelaborated, but if you insist. The Dark Queen’s voice drifts, as if reciting some empty cant. The city you speak of will be built – will stand in all its undeserved serenity – on the bones of a billion unjust, unremembered deaths. Its foundation stones are mortared with the blood of ten thousand suffering generations that no one there recalls or cares about. Its citizens live out their safe, butterfly lives in covered gardens and brilliant halls without the slightest idea or interest in how they came to have it all. She comes abruptly back to the here and now. Turns and flashes him a hard little smile. Do you really think that you could stand to live among such people?

			Ringil shrugs. I lived among my own people nine years after the war. Most couldn’t forget the past fast enough. The fortunate among them spend their lives now ignoring the misery their good fortune squats upon. If I have to live amidst ignorance, I’ll take a people who’ve forgotten what suffering is any day over a society that eats, sleeps and breathes it daily and still turns a blind eye to the pain.

			Very well. She walks ahead of him now, raising her voice a little. Then ask yourself another question, hero. Do you think they could stand to have you in their midst – a bloody-handed monster, a living, breathing reminder of all they do not appreciate or understand?

			I’m used to that too, he says curtly.

			They’ve reached the end of the beach’s sweep. A darkened tumble of rock looms ahead of them, fringed along its edges with the luminous shatter of waves. Wind-blown spray from the breakers dampens the air, puts a faint sheen on everything. The Dark Queen picks her way up onto the outcrop without apparent effort, turns and beckons him after her.

			Disappears.

			He follows awkwardly, places each booted step with care on the wet, unyielding tilt of the rocks. A couple of times, he slips and curses, nearly goes over – the long habit of battlefield poise keeps him up. Further along, with some relief, he finds small, pale expanses of barnacles he can gain some crunching purchase on. His steps firm up.

			He catches up with Firfirdar at the edge of a minor drop, six or eight feet down to where the waves hurl themselves into the jagged line of the rocks. She’s watching them burst high and spatter, suck back and slide away off wet-gleaming granite surfaces, then surge in again, tireless.

			She waits until he’s at her side. Pitches her voice to carry over the sound it makes.

			Supposing I could take you to that city – how would you live there? Your blade would be behind glass in a museum, and no use for it even if it were not. The languages you speak would be millennia dead. What would you do for money, for food? Do you see yourself cleaning tables, perhaps, in some eatery whose owner does not mind your halting attempts at the local tongue? A brief career as a tavern whore, maybe, while your looks last? Do you see yourself washing dishes or mucking out horses, as you grow old and grey? Does that appeal?

			He grimaces. Well, now you come to mention it . . .

			Quite. And here is our difficulty. Your daydreamed retirement is no more honest than the daydreamed heroics of young boys who’ve never picked up a blade. It is a fantasy staple – stale, learnt longing, incurious of any human detail, a mediocre hand dealt out from the grubby, endlessly reshuffled myths and legends and comforting lies you people like to tell each other. There is less weight to it in the end than in all your boyhood fantasies of a life with the gypsies, out on the marsh at Trelayne. That at least was something you might once have attempted, a path you might have taken. But this – this is a lie to yourself that you carry around in your heart because you’d rather not face the truth.

			And what truth would that be?

			Firfirdar gestures at the waves breaking below them. That there is rest and there is motion. And that once set in motion, none of us are ever truly at rest again as long as we live. That the only truly important thing is to move well while you can, to go to rest only when rest is all that remains.

			Yeah? So where does that leave me?

			The Dark Queen looks almost embarrassed for him. Well, she says. What else, aside from slaughter with sharp steel, are you really good for?

			There’s a long, quiet pause, broken only by the roar and suck of the sea. Ringil feels the sound stuffing itself into his ears, emptying him out. They stand, goddess and man, a foot and a half apart, like two statues carved from the granite underfoot.

			I suppose a blow-job’s out of the question, he says at last.

			She turns to look at him, glitter-eyed. You said what to me, mortal?

			You’re not going to take me to Grashgal’s city. I get it.

			I cannot.

			Cannot or will not?

			Cannot. The codes the Book-Keepers wrote are very specific. Though I may grant wishes, they must be genuine, they must come from the heart and soul of the supplicant. There’s a soft, persuasive urgency to her words now. I read your mind for you – now I will read you your heart. Look inside yourself, Hero of Gallows Gap, Dragonbane unacknowledged – look deep, find the flame inside, and tell me what you really want.

			He stares into the crash and foam of the waves below, for what seems like quite a while. Long, vertiginous moments of letting go. Grashgal’s vision of a city at peace receding, sucking back and sliding away, leaving hard, wet rock gleaming beneath.

			Finally, he sees what she’s talking about.

			I want them dead, he says quietly. I want them all fucking dead.

			Ah. The Mistress of Dice and Death puts a companionable arm around his shoulders. Her touch bites through his clothes like freezing iron. Now that’s more like it.

			 

			From the top of the long slope he’d climbed, the landscape sprang into some comprehensible focus. Familiar folds in the rolling terrain. Off to the west, the long, slumped spine that led up to the cliffs where they’d dug out the grave. He pivoted about, gauging the angles in the wind and the pallid light. He squinted – could just make out the spike and tracery of mast-tips beyond a fold in the land to the east.

			Dragon’s Demise, moored where they’d left her.

			It seemed he hadn’t been away for long.

			 

			Let me show you something, she tells him, as they emerge from a grotto of tumbled granite blocks onto another beach. Perhaps it will help.

			They leave the shadow of the rocks behindj, pass over low white sand dunes and down towards a broad waterline that curves away to the horizon. The waves run in to meet them, soft and muted, lapping up the beach with creamy tongues. But further out they’re breaking twice the height of a man, and the sound of it echoes off the cliffs behind them like distant thunder.

			Something flickers past Ringil’s shoulder.

			He tears loose of the Dark Queen’s arm. Flinches around, fingers twitching.

			Sees only a leaf of pale light, something like a candle flame detached from its wick and grown to the size of a man. It skitters around them for a moment, then darts away along the beach.

			Fuck was that? he asks, watching it go. 

			One of the locals. Firfirdar presses on down the slope of the beach towards the waves. She calls back to him. Don’t worry, they’re not interested in us.

			True enough – as he follows the Dark Queen down, he sees a dozen or more of the same living flames flickering about on the sand, gathering briefly then scattering apart again, sprinting short straight lines, then dodging playfully aside, skidding out over the creamy broken surface of the water in broad curves, then skimming back again. Some of them make wobbling circuits around him or Firfirdar or both, but it’s fleeting, as if there’s simply not enough in either visitor to hold their attention, and soon they’re gone again, out across the water, away . . .

			It’s like watching energetic moths at play on some lamplit balcony.

			He joins the Dark Queen at the waterline.

			So what are they interested in? he asks her.

			She gestures out over the ocean. See for yourself.

			Out where the waves are breaking big, the same flickering lights dance up and down, back and across the smoothly rising, advancing face of each breaker. It looks weirdly as if some naval vessel has left small patches of float-fire burning fiercely on the surface of the waves – but patches that slide giddily around on some unfeasible clash of currents beneath.

			Nalumin, says Firfirdar, as if this is explanation enough.

			Ringil watches a pair of the glimmering things race in on a wave. They seem to grow paler as they reach the shallows.

			Are they alive?

			That depends on your working definition. Once, long ago even in the memory of the gods, the Nalumin were men and women like you. But a flame possessed them at the core, and they spent their lives stripping away all layers that did not feed that flame. Something changes in the Dark Queen’s voice and when Ringil looks round, he sees that distant sadness smoking off her again. When the Book-Keepers came, the Nalumin made a choice. Like so many of us, they perhaps did not fully understand what that choice would mean.

			And what did it mean?

			Firfirdar shrugs. That all layers were stripped away. That they gave themselves over wholly to the flame. Just as you see.

			They burn brighter on the water than on the land. He’s speaking more to himself than to the goddess at his side. But Firfirdar nods.

			Yes. Brighter on water than on land, guttering to nothing if they leave the sea behind for very long. And brightest of all when they ride the waves. A crooked smile. It was, by all accounts, what they wanted.

			They’re trapped here, then?

			To the extent that all mortals are, I suppose. The Dark Queen appears not to have given it much thought. A flickering limen of existence between the salt waters you all come from and a darkened hinterland beyond. Yes, trapped – you could say so. Though they seem not to mind. Eternity is what you make of it, I’d say.

			They’re eternal, then? Immortal?

			So far, yes.

			It conjures out the ghost of his own smile. He rolls her a sardonic look. Right. And this is supposed to make me feel better about my own situation, is it?

			Firfirdar shrugs again.

			There are worse fates, are there not, than being forced into a place where your choice of acts is limited to those that cause your soul to burn the brightest?

			He draws a breath that hurts his throat, because he can see where this is going. Right. And now we get down to where my soul burns brightest, do we?

			The goddess looks at him – no, not at him, past him – past his face and left shoulder to where the hilt of the Ravensfriend spikes in silhouette. Her eyes glitter, like the Nalumin dancing on the waves.

			Oh, I think you already know that, she whispers.

			 

			He cut across the land, staying out of dips as much as he could – climate in the Hironish made for boggy ground wherever water could easily collect. He picked up sheep tracks along his path, used them where they helped, ignored them when they meandered too far wide of the direction he wanted. Less than half an hour in, sweat had collected on his brow and under his clothing. He’d set a marching pace without realising it.

			As if battle lay ahead, or something behind was gaining on him.

			About an hour later, he came over a rise, panting the steady rhythm of the march, took in the ruined croft and the short column of men on the sheep track below, not really grasping the detail for what it was.

			He stopped anyway, half-wary, an alarm bell tolling somewhere in the back of his head.

			A large sheep – no, he narrowed his gaze, saw horns, make that a ram – broke from the path, ambled away through the long grass towards the croft. Guffawing laughter drifted up to him on the damp air. The man in the vanguard of the column looked up.

			Long hair, gaunt face, all round evil-seeming motherfucker, looked like a scar on one ch—

			Understanding knifed through Gil’s hangover blur, hit him like a mace blow from some unsuspected attacker off his flank. He staggered backward, cloak flapping around him in the wind. Sat down hard on the wet grass at the top of the rise. Rolled frantically for cover.

			You didn’t see me. You did not see me.

			It came through gritted teeth, part wishful thinking, part statement of fact, part ikinri ’ska incantation.

			If magicking against that thing down there was even possible.

			We can swim to the shallows, yes. Seethlaw, on the possibilities of existing within the Grey Places. With practice, we can step into places where time slows to a crawl, slows almost to stopping point, even dances around itself in spirals . . . 

			And so could the Dark Court, it seemed.

			Not for the first time, he wondered what real difference lay between the dwenda and the gods. What powers and interests they might share.

			He lay with his cheek pressed into the soaking grass, and a fresh chunk of memory dropped into his head.

			 

			Risgillen of Illwrack told me she negotiated with the Dark Court to bring about my downfall. In essence, that you gave me up to her.

			Is that how it seemed to you? Yet you did not fall down, as near as I recall. Or, let us say, you did not fall very far.

			He shivers. It’s the best part of a year since the assault on the Citadel in Yhelteth, the horror he was plunged into as a result. He will not revisit those memories if he can avoid it.

			The dwenda do not lie, he says, in a voice not quite even.

			Do they not?

			That was my understanding, from my time spent with Seethlaw. He saw deceit as a human trait he must learn. He was quite bitter about it. Risgillen was his sister, and junior to him in their schemes. It seems unlikely she would have learnt the trick any faster.

			Well, then, she perhaps told you the truth as she understood it.

			Gil sets his jaw. You lied to her.

			Does that upset you? A wry smile. We are human gods, after all.

			You set us both up. He can hear the bitterness surge in his voice. And then you fuckers sat back and watched us fight it out.

			The Dark Queen shrugs. Risgillen was coming for you anyway. It might be more accurate to say we provided you with the tools to withstand her revenge.

			Yeah – tools I learnt how to use only at the eleventh hour, and no thanks to the Dark Court along the way.

			But you are the apple of our eye, Ringil. The Court has always had faith in your ability to find your own way. It is what draws us to you.

			Oh, fuck off.

			No, really. Ask yourself – what use does any god have for worshippers who tug constantly at her sleeve like so many over-mothered children? The Dark Queen’s lip curls and contempt etches her tone. Wanting, praying, needing, begging, asking for comfort, guidance, confirmation, a great big blanket of righteousness to wrap themselves up in from cradle to grave. We grow weary of it, and faster than you’d think. Give me some arrogant unbeliever over that any day of the week, and twice on holy days. That’s how heroes are made.

			Yeah? Well, this hero’s done.

			She looks at him like a doting mother. No, you aren’t. You are not made that way.

			All blades have a breaking point. It’s a line from his treatise on modern warfare, the one no one in Trelayne would touch with a publishing barge pole. All men too.

			Firfirdar inclines her head. You are all made to run yourselves against the grindstone, true enough. But some take longer to wear down than others, and some give out brighter sparks. You shower incandescence at every unyielding turn, Ringil.

			I won’t do it, he says quickly.

			You won’t do what?

			Whatever it is you want. I won’t take up your fucking tools and be your cat’s paw. Not anymore.

			She breaks out into soft, throaty laughter. It’s as if he told a very sophisticated joke, and the punchline has only just dawned on her.

			Oh Ringil, she says fondly. That’s not how it works. You should know that by now. I do not send you back to the world with instructions. I offer only guidance, I tell you only what you might anyway wish to know.

			Which is what?

			Another regal shrug. That Ornley is fallen in your absence, that your friends are now captive and your enemies lie in wait. That war is declared and battle soon to be joined. That the Aldrain are bringing the Talons of the Sun to light the skies once more with the glare from a myriad undeserved deaths – unless you can stop the machine in time. She gestures cheerfully. Things like that.
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