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Prologue


Through the rain that fell soft as down, two figures sat in a little boat, on a sea like tar. Moon and stars were hidden, the only sounds the splash of the oars and the waves lapping at the hull. The dark mass at the oars heaved and grunted, puffing a fine spray of water from his lips. His passenger was a black silhouette crouched at the back of the boat, so huge that his weight lifted the prow from the water.


‘I still don’t know the plan,’ said the oarsman.


The darkness clotted at the stern made no reply. It just hoisted a hood against the rain, and stared out over the pitch sea.


‘You could take an oar,’ said the oarsman, whose name was Unndor. ‘We’d be faster.’


The shadow flicked a hand towards his own enveloped arm, held in close and vulnerable at his chest. ‘We would not.’


The boat was drawing towards a bright pinprick, far across the water. The waves knocked on the hull, rocking the pair as the distant light slowly resolved into a ship, twinkling silently as dark figures crossed the deck. It grew huge: a rolling, sweating, round-bellied hog of a ship without porthole or mast, fastened to the sea floor by two hemp ropes running beneath the waves. The top was awash with yellow lamplight, obscured as the little boat passed into the shadow of the hull. They had been spotted, and a silhouetted head protruded over the side. ‘Ellengaest, is that you?’


‘It’s me,’ replied the shadow from the stern.


The head retreated at once. ‘They were expecting you?’ asked Unndor.


‘I am their only visitor who arrives at night.’


A rope was tossed over the side, a pair of hands appearing above to lash one end onto the rail. Unndor took the rope and knotted it onto an iron ring at the bow, and then a rope ladder tumbled down the hull, its end coming to rest just above the boat’s knocking gunwale. The passenger, the Ellengaest, did not move, and after a moment, Unndor took the ladder and began to climb. When several hands had reached from the ship to help him over the rail above, Ellengaest followed.


He was pulled aboard a solid acre of planking, bordered by a low rail, and gently curved like a fragment of an enormous barrel. The deck bristled with posts, each bearing a pair of blackened storm lamps, and the whole vessel gleamed with tar and rain. The men on the deck wore beaten expressions and heavy black cloaks, each emitting the smoky reek of tar, rain beading on the stifling garments and drifting through the lamplight. The captain, Galti, was small and hunched, and stood a half-pace further back from the towering form of Ellengaest than might have been normal. ‘What can I do for you, sir? Leave us,’ he added to the deckhands.


Ellengaest watched them go. ‘This place is hell,’ he said.


Galti did not disagree, staring up at his visitor, the rain running down his face.


‘We have come to see one of your prisoners, Captain,’ said Ellengaest. ‘Urthr Uvorenson.’


Galti’s foot twisted beneath him. ‘What do you want with him, sir? I ask as he is quite a high-profile prisoner.’


‘Not your concern, Captain. Lead on.’


Galti hesitated, gritting his teeth, and then turned away, leading them to a hatch at the heart of the deck. He pulled it open to unleash an abominable stench: damp, excrement, rot and urine in one potent gust. Unndor staggered back, but Galti swung himself down onto the rungs of a hidden ladder and disappeared into the cavity. The two new arrivals paused by the entrance.


‘Ellengaest?’ asked Unndor. ‘Why Ellengaest? Sounds like a Suthern word.’


‘You next,’ said Ellengaest, without looking at Unndor.


‘My brother has been living down there for three months?’


‘Go and ask him yourself.’


Unndor screwed up his face and plunged in, having to twist slightly to accommodate his shoulders. Ellengaest delayed long enough only to take a fortifying breath before he followed inside.


Beneath the deck, the air was a poisonous fume. Ellengaest advanced, guided by half a dozen flickering candles lining the corridor, ignoring the gleaming eyes that followed his progress from behind iron bars. The passage rocked and swayed, and there was a soft clink from either side as the prisoners stirred.


By the time he reached Galti and Unndor, the cell before them stood open. He stepped inside, taking a candle from Galti, which illuminated two wooden bunks. The top one was empty. The bottom supported a shackled prisoner, who sat up stiffly to face the newcomers, squinting in the candlelight.


‘Leave us,’ said Ellengaest. Galti retreated, his footsteps fading down the passage, and Ellengaest, Unndor and the prisoner were left observing one another.


Urthr Uvorenson had been put in this fetid belly by Ellengaest himself, though he probably did not know that. He had served three months of his sixty-year sentence and already looked a broken man. He was thin, his hair matted, his face watchful. Open sores covered his hands, and his nails were tattered from the endless work of grinding flour, unpicking tarred ropes and shattering metal ore. ‘Brother,’ he said, eyeing Unndor. He turned his attention to the other visitor. ‘And I know you. You are Vigtyr the Quick—’


‘Ellengaest,’ he overrode. ‘My name is Ellengaest.’


Urthr stared at him, then he shrugged. ‘Why are you here?’


The visitor – the Ellengaest, Vigtyr the Quick – smiled at Urthr. ‘I’ve come to see if you would like to walk free.’


Urthr gave a brief, flat laugh. He looked bitterly at his brother, sitting in the other corner, in rebuke at this cruelty.


‘I do not make idle offers,’ said Vigtyr.


Urthr shrugged. ‘And how could you arrange that?’


‘I could take you with me tonight,’ said Vigtyr. ‘Your brother and I arrived by boat, tethered outside. It is as simple as you agreeing to help me, and then the three of us will take that boat back to shore.’


Urthr examined him. ‘They would stop us.’


‘The captain,’ said Vigtyr, leaning forward to watch Urthr’s reaction, ‘is quite considerably in my debt. We have a good arrangement. I maintain silence about what I have done for him, and in return I have access to the prisoners I need.’


There was a look of incredulity on Urthr’s face. ‘What have you done for him?’


‘If I told you, it would erase the debt.’


Urthr held up his hands, showing his manacles. ‘I am tempted by any agreement that gets me out of these. So what do you want from me?’


‘It is not what I want from you. It is what I want for you. For both of you,’ he added, indicating Unndor. ‘Revenge. On the man who killed your father and put you in here to rot for crimes you did not commit. We are going to tear down the Black Lord.’


There was a slight movement as Urthr examined his brother’s face, then turned back to Vigtyr. ‘And why do you want this?’ he breathed.


‘Your freedom is in your hands,’ said Vigtyr, ‘but you may startle it away if you’re too rough.’


Unndor spoke then, leaning forward from his corner. ‘But you cannot simply expect us to trust you. There are rumours about you. How can you bring down Roper? How could you do it, when our father could not?’


‘There is a man below the Abus,’ replied Vigtyr. ‘A Sutherner of unusual cunning, who has let it be known that he needs spies.’


‘Bellamus,’ said Urthr, unimpressed. ‘Perhaps the Black Kingdom’s greatest enemy. You want to use him?’


‘I will use him. And I will use the Kryptea. And you will help me, or you’ll rot here. Those are your choices.’


The darkness thumped as someone walked the deck overhead, and the three could almost sense the straining ears tracking their every word. ‘I know you,’ said Urthr at last. ‘I know your reputation. You come here offering a great deal, but there is no payment I can imagine that would satisfy you. What would it cost me to be in your debt?’


Vigtyr shrugged. ‘Nothing you treasure. Nothing you haven’t already lost. I need messengers. I can’t regularly head south of the Abus to contact the spymaster, it would be obvious, and I’d be missed. That is where you two come in. No one will miss you. You will have your freedom, and you will have revenge on the man who killed your father. Will you take it?’


There came a pause. Then Urthr began to laugh. It was a noise so uncontrolled that even Vigtyr leaned back a little, eyeing the prisoner. The laugh rattled beneath the deck like a die in a wooden cup. Urthr fell silent, his wrists tugging at the shackles that linked them. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Get me off this hulk and I’ll do anything you want, but especially kill Roper Kynortasson.’


‘And you?’ said Vigtyr, looking at Unndor.


‘Of course,’ he said. ‘Of course. Though I doubt you will find the madmen of the Kryptea easily controlled.’


‘The Kryptea are the smallest part of this,’ said Vigtyr dismissively. ‘In the war that is coming, every soul will be involved. Suthdal is weak. We will need to uncover every enemy that Roper has and rally them against him. And not only him. Those close to him will die too.’


Urthr was smiling still. ‘Who?’


‘His brothers are first,’ said Vigtyr. ‘If they are not dead already, they will be within days. The man I have set on them does not fail.’


The pair eyed Vigtyr for a time, the only sound the creak of the boat’s timbers. ‘When do we begin?’


Vigtyr smiled. ‘We have begun already.’




Part I


THE NORTH
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The Drop of the Body


The Black Lord was a tall man, though not as tall as often supposed. He held his back very straight; his hair was dark, his face robust and stern at rest. But that was an illusion, and his attention, if you gained it, was consistent, personable and intelligent. He was a man of sharp edges, concealed by a practised and deprecating manner. It was only the very few close to him who saw the ticking heart like a clockwork spring that drove him on, on, on. And at this moment, his face had assumed the distant mask he often wore in times of turmoil.


Because his brother was dead.


He stood, wrapped in a dark cloak, on a white sand beach at the head of a long lake. The only person within ten feet was a tall woman with black hair and poisonous green eyes, she too enfolded in a dark cloak. Her name was Keturah, and the pair of them stood slightly apart from a score of mourners, buffeted by the wind rushing the length of the water.


Along the lake’s edge, some fifty yards away, a procession was approaching. A dozen boys, no older than twelve, walking together in two parallel lines.


They were carrying a child’s body.


A grey, limp presence held awkwardly between the lines. The mouth was a dark ellipse. The arms, like slim boards of willow, bounced with each step. The flesh was naked but for a layer of charcoal, and a chain of raptor feathers clutched at its neck, and behind the procession a vast stretch of a drum thumped with each step they took.


Dow. Dow. Dow.


Roper did not notice the drum. He did not see the mountains enclosing them on three sides in a sheer verdant wall, or the grey waves swept up by the wind. He was lost in the memories that swarmed this place.


He remembered a still day on this very beach, when he and the dead boy had been engulfed in a cloud of midges. He remembered how they had run up and down the beach to try and lose them, but wherever they went, still more waited for them. How they had plunged into the waters of the lake to wait for the return of the wind, and found it too cold. They had finally taken refuge in the smoke of their fire, which though he had to breathe hot fumes, Roper found preferable to the swarm beyond. He had said he was going to make a dash for their cloaks, and his brother had declared that the midges would have reduced him to a skeleton by the time Roper returned. They had joked that together, they would spend the rest of their days attempting to find the Queen Midge, should such a tyrant exist, and destroy her as a favour to all humanity. Surely they could do no greater good.


He remembered the moon-blasted night they had fished together on a promontory at the far end. How he had been surly because his brother had caught two fine trout, and he had managed nothing. He remembered the last time he had seen Numa, standing on this beach with the iron clouds stretching behind him. Roper had turned in his saddle as he rode south with two unfamiliar Pendeen legionaries. He remembered how Numa and his twin had looked back at him and had not waved: merely shared one last look before Roper turned away. He remembered the steady metallic hiss of the rain stinging the flat lake. He remembered the cold of it running down his cheeks and over his lips. He remembered it all, but could feel no grief. All he had was the restless ticking in his chest, seeking revenge.


The procession was drawing near the grave at Roper’s side, its earthen walls impressed with interlinking handprints, like a canopy of leaves. As it came close, the mourners began to sing: a gentle lament that quivered and shook, swelling with the body’s approach, and presently becoming a funereal howl that almost drowned the reverberations of the drum. One of the singers standing by the grave was the double of the corpse, his face a tear-stained mirror to the scene before him. Gray was next to him, singing with the others, and placed a hand on the boy’s heaving shoulder, eyes not leaving the swaying body.


It was manoeuvred into place above the grave, head facing east, and close enough that Roper could see the lacerations in the skin, cut to ribbons to hasten the moment his brother’s bones rotted into the earth. The dark limbs were folded to the body’s side. For an instant it floated above the grave.


The reverberations of the drum faded and the singing fell away. Even the wind fell still.


Then the body dropped.


It plunged into the earth, a filthy embrace whooshing up in reaction. There was a distant thump as the corpse hit its resting place. Then Numa’s peers and his stricken twin began pressing the piled earth forward with their bare hands, filling in the grave. Roper turned away then, receiving a momentary assessment from the green eyes at his side.


‘Now we find out who killed him.’


‘Master.’ Roper caught the eye of a stooped, ancient man robed in black, and hailed him, remembering too late to lift the thunderous frown from his brow. The Master of the haskoli and Roper met amid the embracing mourners and shook hands. The Master’s was a swollen talon, cold and lumpen, and the face above it so lined it resembled a piece of parchment stored at the bottom of a travel-sack. Keturah and another woman in dark robes joined the pair of them, and the Master offered Roper a gentle smile.


‘A sad day, lord.’


‘Yes, a sad day,’ Roper agreed. ‘But my priority here is discovering why this day has come at all.’


The Master’s smile did not relent. This was the man who had overseen Roper’s own time in the haskoli, whom Roper had feared and admired without limit as a student. The Master had been a Sacred Guardsman once, but injury had forced him into the mountains. He still possessed an unmistakable aura though: that of a man who has had the threshold at which he becomes agitated breached and reset so many times that it was now near unreachable. ‘I’m so sorry, my lord. Events such as this are not unheard of.’


Roper narrowed his eyes. ‘I’m not sure I understand.’


The Master interlinked his fingers over his chest. ‘These boys are pushed very hard, my lord, as you will remember from your own time here. We initiate them into the sacred art of war. They learn not to back down under any circumstances, and there is a fierce rivalry between their groups. Sometimes, that gets out of hand. I have seen it several times now. It is usually a fight that has gone too far. No malice, nothing out of the ordinary – just an accident, from boys who are testing their limits.’


‘You think one of Numa’s peers did this?’


The Master nodded. ‘That is the most likely explanation, lord.’


Keturah, who had been listening closely, made a brief impatient noise. ‘Hm, do you really think so?’ she said, tucking her hair behind one ear. ‘Perhaps that would be true if this were a normal student, but Numa is the brother of a Black Lord who has just defeated a very powerful enemy. This is surely the remnants of Uvoren’s power-block at work. I’m sure the Inquisitor will support me,’ she added, gesturing to the woman by her side, who gave an approving smile. Her name was Inger and she was a little over a hundred years, with greying hair and a round, pale face. She wore black robes with a dog-headed angel inscribed on her chest in silver thread, and white eagle feathers rippling through her hair. Inger usually seasoned these marks of office with a vague smile, giving the impression that she was unaware of even her immediate environment. She had spent most of the journey here making their party laugh with awkward and singular observations, but Roper knew that she could not possibly be as hazy as she appeared. It took a mind of unusual insight and dedication to reach the rank of Maven Inquisitor.


‘Not impossible,’ the Master replied to Keturah. ‘I can only tell you what seems most likely to me, as someone who has overseen this school for two dozen years. If this had been Uvoren’s men, they would surely have wanted to make it clear this was not a random act and chosen a more overtly violent method. Unfortunately, Numa seems to have been killed by hand.’


‘The timing is more significant than the means,’ opined Keturah.


‘I agree,’ said the Inquisitor, distractedly.


‘We will discover the truth, one way or another,’ said Roper abruptly. Not for one moment did he believe this had been an accident. ‘I am leaving two guardsmen here: Leon and Salbjorn, to aid the Inquisitor.’ Roper indicated two armoured men who stood nearby, observing the conversation silently. Leon was massive and dark, with a crudely carved rock of a face. Salbjorn, standing next to him, was his protégé: small, wiry and blond, with a pointed chin and angular cheekbones. ‘Salbjorn will help with the investigation. Leon will protect Ormur.’ Roper named Numa’s surviving twin.


The Master inclined his head. ‘As you wish, lord. They can have quarters up at the school.’


‘I thank you for your help, Master,’ said Roper. ‘Time is against me. I will speak with my brother, then I must go.’


The Master bowed and Roper tried to slip into the crowd of chattering mourners. But they shied away from him, every one of them aware of his person and backing away swiftly. Roper ignored this, casting around for his younger brother. He saw him almost at once: a solitary figure standing at the water’s edge, the lake lapping at his bare feet. Roper went to join him, the two of them staring out over the water together.


Ormur was small for his age, as Roper had once been. His features were still expressive and endearing, yet to develop into the strong mask of a mature Anakim, and reminiscent to Roper now of the Sutherners. He tried to think what to say to the boy, who did not seem to have noticed Roper’s approach. ‘Are you all right?’


‘Yes, lord,’ said the boy.


‘What happened?’ asked Roper, unable to think of anything more helpful to say, so succumbing to the question he most wanted to ask. ‘I heard you found his body.’


‘I found him, lord.’


‘Don’t call me lord, Ormur.’


‘I found him. We were fishing off Cut Edge,’ said the boy, giving a listless wave up the lake to a steep drop, overhung with branches and beneath which the trout liked to linger for the insects that fell into the water. It had been a favourite fishing spot in Roper’s own time here. ‘We’d had no luck, and he wanted to go and set some baited lines by the shore. I kept fishing.’ Ormur’s face began to warp and Roper placed a hand on the boy’s arm, turning him away from the water.


‘Look at me, brother.’ He stared into Ormur’s grey eyes. This was not the roguish, impish character that he remembered. ‘Take a deep breath.’


Ormur seemed steadied by Roper’s touch. He closed his eyes for a long moment, drawing in the mountain air.


‘Are you ready?’


Ormur nodded. ‘He didn’t come back. I stayed fishing until late. We had a moon, I was waiting for him. It was dark before I packed up and went to find him.’


Ormur’s grief began to resurface, and Roper intervened quickly. ‘Did you get any fish?’


‘I got a char,’ said the boy. ‘Not a big one.’


‘I miss char,’ said Roper, watching his brother carefully. ‘That is the smell everyone says they associate with the haskoli, when they have moved on. Char, roasting over the fire.’ The break in the conversation had given Ormur a little time to gather his energy, and Roper waited now for him to go on.


‘I found him down on the shore of the lake,’ said Ormur, his voice grotesquely suppressed. ‘He was so pale, under the moon. One of his arms was underneath him, and one of them trailing in the waters of the lake. I didn’t realise he was dead. I thought maybe he’d slipped and hurt himself. And then I turned him over—’ Ormur coughed, his eyes dropped, his chin followed, his chest heaved, hiccoughed, and then he broke over Roper. His head leaned into Roper’s chest and he sobbed wretchedly, a keening so animal that Roper could feel it plucking at his flesh. He raised his hands to the boy’s shoulders and held him there, leaning his head into his brother. Ormur was trying to go on, and Roper shushed him, but the boy would not be stopped. Between each heaving breath, each gasping sob, he forced the words free. ‘He . . . was . . . strangled!’ He hauled in three rapid breaths. ‘His eyes!’


‘Stop,’ said Roper, firmly.


They waited there, the two of them. ‘I’m sorry, brother,’ he murmured into Ormur’s head. ‘I’m so sorry. We will find them, you know. Whoever killed Numa. We will find them and make them pay.’


Ormur’s shoulders were no longer heaving, his sobs replaced by deep, slow breaths.


‘I am leaving an Inquisitor here with two guardsmen. The Inquisitor and Salbjorn will find Numa’s killer. Leon will protect you.’ The boy made no reply. Roper released him, and he straightened up. ‘Do you think it was one of the boys here who killed Numa?’


Ormur shook his head at once, his grief-stained face resolving into certainty. ‘No. No.’


‘Neither do I,’ said Roper. He gestured back at the crowd of mourners, most of whom had begun to drift away from the lake and up towards the school. The two of them followed, walking in silence for a time. ‘You know what week it is?’


‘Hookho,’ said Ormur. The week the cuckoo begins to call.


‘Good,’ said Roper. ‘And next week?’


‘Gurstala?’ hazarded Ormur, naming the week the bluebells flower.


‘You’ve skipped two of them.’ It seemed odd to Roper now, but he remembered being as ignorant as Ormur during his own time in the haskoli. Each Anakim week was named to reflect some seasonal event, but the mountains of the school had their own climate and their own pace, and the weeks had seemed as arbitrary to Roper at the time as they were evocative now. ‘Next week is Pipalaw: the week rainbows bloom.’


They drew level with the score heading back up to the school. ‘Take care of yourself, brother. Work hard. And stay safe. It will get better.’


Ormur looked glassily up at Roper, managed a brief nod, and turned away, following the group around the lake and towards the haskoli. Roper spotted three figures standing and waiting for him: the two Sacred Guardsmen and the Inquisitor. He went to join them and took each of their hands in turn, before staring at them in silence.


‘I will find whoever did this, lord,’ said Inger, smiling back at his poisonous expression. ‘I always do.’


‘Leave no stone unturned,’ said Roper, in a low voice. ‘Give him not one moment’s rest. Follow him as a pack of murderous dogs and make him know ravenous fear. Pursue him onto the Winter Road and beyond if you must, and when you have him, bring me his head with two empty eye sockets.’


‘It shall be as you wish, lord,’ said Inger.


Roper observed them all for a moment longer. ‘Good luck.’


The Anakim and the Sutherner, two of the races that inhabited Albion, did not share much. To the Sutherners, the world was filled with colour: to the Anakim, memory. The Sutherners loved to travel where the Anakim hated it, delighted in personal adornment where their neighbours scorned it, and subjected their lands to the yoke of agriculture, where the Anakim adored wilderness. Their laws were different, their customs deliberately diverse, and two fiercer enemies never existed. But revenge, at least, bound them. With either race, if you take a mother, father, sister or brother from them, no matter how complex their relationship was, you have violated family. Expect neither rest nor mercy until you have been violated in turn.
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The Blaze


Though the air at Lake Avon carried the immaculate signature of altitude, the haskoli – the harsh school where boys were sent at the age of six to become legionaries – was set even higher, behind one of the mountains that bordered the lake. The climb to reach it took some two hours, and by the time Inger and her sacred escort had arrived, dusk was falling. The trees had shrunk and fallen away, and thick drifts of snow shone like burnished silver beneath a crescent moon.


The school was cut into the mountainside, sheer cliffs on three sides providing small protection from the elements. The buildings were completely uniform: a dozen longhouses, with timbers of straight red pine and thatch of heather, lining a central courtyard of sand, rock and drifted snow. Another, smaller lake spread before it, its icy surface rough from repeated shattering and freezing. Behind the school reared the shadow of an ancient tree which had somehow weathered the mountain winds: a single towering pine with only a dusting of needles remaining at its top. The rest of the branches were draped with hundreds of ragged raptor wings that fluttered darkly in place of leaves.


‘Home, for the next while,’ said Inger lightly. ‘As it’s dark already, I say we settle in tonight and begin our investigations first thing tomorrow.’


The guardsmen murmured their agreement, and they were led by a black-cloaked tutor into the nearest longhouse. The interior was very dark and suffused with the resinous scent of pine. They climbed a creaking flight of stairs, laid down their packs on the goatskins that bristled the floor, and emptied them in silence. Before long, Leon snatched up his sword and stalked out, saying he would sleep outside Ormur’s quarters.


‘Like a dog,’ muttered Salbjorn, laying out his own equipment for tending, and lighting four smoky candles to guide his work. ‘Do you really think the assassin is still here?’ he asked, settling heavily on the floor and pulling a pot of fatty grease towards him. He began to work it bare-handed into his boots.


Inger watched him vacantly. ‘What do you think?’


The guardsman’s shadowed face turned towards her briefly, then back to his boots. ‘He’s gone. You don’t kill the brother of the Black Lord and then linger at the scene of the crime.’ When Inger made no reply, Salbjorn glanced at her once more. ‘Do you?’


‘It depends why you’ve killed him,’ said Inger mildly.


Rain began to tap on the thatched roof and pour past the window in a fragmentary curtain. ‘Do you have any suspects?’


‘Many,’ said Inger. ‘The Black Lord has a lot of enemies, and it could be any one of them. Uvoren’s two sons, Unndor and Urthr, live in disgrace or in gaol, thanks to Roper. Perhaps it is a friend of theirs. Tore, Legate of the Greyhazel, was a friend of Uvoren’s from their days together at this haskoli. He commands a lot of men: maybe it was one of those, acting on his orders. The same goes for Randolph, Legate of the Blackstone. Or this might not be related to Uvoren’s death at all. Never underestimate how mad the Kryptea can be, and what strange motive they can find for almost any death. Or maybe this was Suthern work. Assassins from Suthdal, in repayment for the massacre atop Harstathur. Perhaps the Sutherners decided Roper’s brothers would be more easily targeted than the man himself.’ Inger fell silent, staring at a sputtering candle. ‘That’s just a start. There are dark forces at work in our kingdom, doing things that we do not yet understand.’


True darkness had fallen outside, and the rain drummed through the room. Salbjorn finished his boots and moved on to the rest of his equipment, adding each piece to a neat pile as he finished tending it. His cuirass bore gouges, dents and pocks, but not a speck of rust, dirt or blood. The chain mail beneath it was speckled with distorted links, but gleamed like water pouring through sunbeams. And the long sword, propped against the wall and unsheathed to allow its fresh oil coat to dry, had small chips and dinks all along its length, which was nevertheless sharpened to a pitiless edge.


‘Can you smell smoke?’ asked Inger suddenly, stirring from her dreamy reverie.


Salbjorn gestured towards the pot of grease. ‘It’s this.’


‘No, I smelt that before,’ said Inger, getting to her feet. She turned to the window, staring out into the school’s rain-spattered courtyard. She could see nothing for a few seconds. Then her eyes accustomed to the dark outside, and she perceived the crimson glow flickering the ground in front of their longhouse. She could see no flame, but that was because it was out of sight beneath her. She turned back into the room, comprehension dawning as she registered the smoke hazing the candles. ‘There’s a fire,’ she said, striding for the stairs. ‘Beneath us.’


Salbjorn looked confused. Then he too discerned the smoke drifting across the candles, and rising up the staircase in a heavy fog. He swore, springing to his feet and hurrying after Inger. They clattered down the stairs, into the smoke, which grew dense, hot and caustic. It was obvious before they had even reached the lower storey that there was no salvation here. The pine walls flickered with the light of an already mature fire, the pair of them stopping to gape at the flames. They flowed in liquid streaks across the floor, writhed up the door and walls, and gasped black clouds that billowed over the ceiling. Inger heard Leon’s voice shout suddenly from outside, yelling for help.


Salbjorn swore again, and Inger turned, pushing into him. ‘Back upstairs!’ she said. Choking and coughing, the pair of them staggered back the way they had come. Inger tripped over the top step and collapsed onto the upper floor, the smoke rising behind her.


‘The windows!’ she said, accepting Salbjorn’s hand to pull herself upright, lungs convulsing at the smoke burning down her throat. The fire below was spreading rapidly: far too rapidly to have been an accident. From the look of those fiery rivers, someone had doused the floor in oil. The two of them ran to a window and leaned out over the sill and into the rain, gasping at the cold air. Beneath them, they could see the fire rising in torrents from the outer windows and beginning to consume the walls. Long-shadowed figures flitted the courtyard below, crying an alarm and marshalled towards the frozen lake by Leon’s powerful silhouette. They were trying to form a bucket chain to quench the flames, but that would take too long for Inger and Salbjorn, trapped on the top floor.


‘We have to jump,’ said Salbjorn. His head disappeared back into the longhouse and then reappeared, heaving his precious equipment into the void where it tumbled some twenty feet to the ground, bouncing and scattering. Perhaps Salbjorn could jump: he was an athlete, young and strong. But Inger was well into middle age, and saw herself falling from the window and breaking on the stones beneath.


‘I can’t jump,’ she said quietly.


Salbjorn, who had one foot on the windowsill, glanced at her. ‘You have to.’


‘No,’ she shook her head, touching his arm. ‘You go. I’ll think of something else.’


Salbjorn searched her face for a heartbeat. ‘Jump and you might be hurt,’ he said. ‘But if you stay here, you’ll die!’


She smiled at him. ‘I would prefer smoke-induced sleep to broken legs, blood loss and fever.’


They stared at one another. Shouts rang up from below, urging the two of them to take their chances and jump. Heat was billowing at Inger’s back, so that she could now see the liquid shimmer it cast escaping the window above her. Sweat had begun to stand out on her brow and she could feel it trickling down her back.


‘Right,’ said Salbjorn abruptly. He retreated back into the room, and Inger tried to clutch at him as he turned away from the window.


‘You must go!’ she insisted, but she was turned back to the window by the power of the smoke. ‘Don’t stay—’ she coughed suddenly. ‘Please! I will jump if it means you will.’


‘I’m going to,’ said Salbjorn, reappearing with an armful of goatskins. His eyes were streaming, his face covered with sweat, and he panted at the window for a few moments, struggling to open his eyes. He hurled the goatskins down onto the ground, and then stepped up onto the windowsill. ‘And so are you,’ he said, lowering himself off the sill. For a moment, he clutched on by his fingertips, dangling over ground and staring down at the drop. Then he let go.


Salbjorn plunged into the dark, hitting the stones beneath and bouncing backwards with the power of his fall. Inger could hear him grunt in pain as the breath was forced from his lungs, and knew such a fall would break her legs. Even Salbjorn was getting to his feet with extreme caution, staggering on an injured ankle. He called Leon to him and the two exchanged hurried words. Behind them, the bucket-line was finally getting water onto the flames, but it was too slow, and they were achieving no more than the rain, which already pounded the courtyard. Such a lethal fire had to be by design.


A blotch of darkness was unfurled beneath Inger. Leon and Salbjorn had each taken one edge of a goatskin and stretched it between them. ‘Jump!’ Salbjorn called. ‘Aim for the skin, it will break your fall!’


Even if the two guardsmen could meaningfully break her fall, the target looked minuscule from this height. Inger looked back into the room, and had to turn away at once from the terrible heat on her face. Her eyes began to stream and she found she could not see. By touch, she clambered up onto the windowsill. She stood, balanced on the sill, trembling, blind and hesitating, but there was nothing to wait for. Her vision would not return: not before she was in clear air.


She toppled forward.


Inger hurtled through the dark, arms flailing at the air roaring past her ears. She hit the goatskin with a whoomp, her momentum carrying her through and onto the stones beneath, where she jarred to a halt. Leon and Salbjorn were dragged inward by the force of her fall, collapsing on top of her. She lay panting for a moment, eyes still streaming, throat still burning and lungs still objecting to their noxious contents. She felt the two figures above her roll away, and a hand took her shoulder, turning her over so that the freezing rain splattered her face.


‘Inquisitor? Are you all right?’ It was Salbjorn’s voice. Inger gasped lungfuls of thin mountain air, feeling her heartbeat reverberate through her limbs. She managed a nod. ‘We’re going to move you back from the flames. Lie still.’


She could feel the tension in the skin beneath her as the two guardsmen gripped its edges once more and dragged her across the courtyard. ‘Just stay here, my lady,’ came Salbjorn’s voice as she came to a halt. ‘We need to stop the flames spreading. We’ll be back.’


Inger heard the two of them sprint away. Coughing, she sat up, wiping her eyes and forcing them open. Their longhouse, now across the courtyard, was a skeletal inferno, the outer walls a fragile façade between the night and the roaring flames behind. In front, figures scrambled to empty buckets over the flames and the neighbouring longhouse to prevent it, too, succumbing to fire. The entire scene had an eerie halo, caused by the tears still flooding her eyes. She needed water, and got stiffly to her feet and began limping to the neighbouring longhouse in search of a pail. As she approached the edge of the courtyard, a figure rounded the corner of the longhouse and thumped into her. Inger staggered backwards, too surprised to react.


Then she focused on the half-illuminated face before her. It was rough, puckered with scarring, and stared back with such menace that she took another step away. His silhouette was stocky: very much too stocky to be one of the young tutors here. And flashing at his side was a long, wicked knife.


The two of them simply stared at one another wide-eyed for a moment, each as shocked as the other. Then Inger filled her lungs.


‘Intruder!’ she bellowed.


Assassin.
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When the Dead Rise


Roper and Keturah rode through a leafy arch of elm; Gray and another Sacred Guardsman, Hartvig, behind. They had descended from the mountains the previous evening, the passes still thick with enough snow to trouble the horses, and now travelled in companionable silence.


Roper did not know what was occupying Keturah’s thoughts, but his were dwelling on an image. It was his dead friend Helmec. His twisted neck, his armoured chest. The filth that wrapped him, the bodies on which he rested. The image was significant, Roper knew. He did not associate it with any particular emotion. When it appeared in his head, as it did several times a day, he felt no shock or grief. It was just significant; compelling his attention. He did not hear the low noises of Pryce and Gray talking, which he knew had accompanied it, nor the smell of mud, petrichor and blood. He just remembered the image, oddly stark, and undeniably significant.


Roper felt, with just as much assurance as he knew the image was important, that he ought not to dwell on it. To be so consumed by something was possession, a cardinal sin in the Black Kingdom. So he looked at Keturah, who was staring straight ahead, wearing a slight frown.


‘Your father sent me another message this morning,’ he said.


‘Another one? What’s he complaining about now?’


‘The wool shortage again.’


‘Has he been going on about a wool shortage?’


‘Endlessly,’ said Roper. ‘This is the third messenger he’s sent on the subject. He seems to think I’m ignoring him.’


Keturah shrugged. ‘So the women of the fortress get a brief respite from their interminable weaving,’ she said acidly. ‘The world will go on, what’s the problem?’


‘He says people don’t have enough to make new summer clothes. So much has been traded to Hanover in exchange for iron that we’re facing a shortfall. I gave the go-ahead for trading to begin too early and now we’ve exhausted our supplies.’


Keturah rolled her eyes. ‘That will have upset him; my father loves detail. It’s hardly the greatest crisis you’ve faced, though. The sheep will be rooed in, what, five weeks? And then the subjects will be able to make all the summer clothes their hearts desire.’


‘I don’t quite understand the problem,’ admitted Roper.


Keturah glanced sidelong at him and smirked slightly.


Roper was tempted to ignore her and did for a moment. Behind them, Gray and Hartvig were swept up in conversation about which animal they would least like to encounter alone in the forest. It seemed that Gray thought bear, Hartvig aurochs. But the image of Helmec surfaced in Roper’s mind once more, so he turned back to his wife. ‘What?’


‘You are a wartime leader, my husband,’ she said shortly. ‘It is the only thing that commands your attention long enough that you see it through.’ Roper blinked at that. He rode in silence for a while, thinking about what she had said.


‘What do you mean?’ he asked at last.


‘By all accounts,’ said Keturah, ‘and judging by what you’ve achieved, you are highly capable when on campaign. More than capable. Gray tells me you don’t even have to think very hard: your understanding of gestures, of how your enemy thinks and your men respond, comes to you naturally. When you are at home . . .’ she trailed off and then turned in her saddle to give him a corrosive smile. ‘You are bored. You don’t even think. You don’t care enough about your trade agreements to give them a moment’s thought beyond that which it takes to approve them. As a consequence, none of the plans you make in peace are coherent. This wool shortage is a perfect example. It does not inspire you like battle does, so you didn’t think about it, and as a result, people will be angry.’


‘I do care,’ said Roper, smiling vaguely at her tirade.


‘You care if it is brought to your attention,’ said Keturah, her head flopping onto one shoulder in exasperation. ‘But if I, or my father, keep bringing things to your attention you will get bored of that too.’


The words stung Roper, but they infiltrated each excuse he mustered in resistance.


‘I don’t think we’re going to change that,’ said Keturah, ‘but let’s think about your rule so far. It started with the first ever retreat of a full call-up of legionaries from battle. It was followed by our first plague in decades; a somewhat clumsy purge in which you were very obviously responsible for the death or disgrace of some highly esteemed subjects.’ Here she gripped his arm, meeting his eye and giving him a very different smile to her last. She knew he had done that in defence of her. ‘And finally, one of your lieutenants—’


‘Your cousin,’ interrupted Roper.


‘Your lieutenant,’ insisted Keturah, ‘killed and dismembered one of the kingdom’s most beloved warriors.’


Roper let out a slow breath. After the Battle of Harstathur, where they had fought and beaten the Sutherners, Pryce had taken the opportunity to kill Roper’s old rival Uvoren, and obliterated his body for good measure. The act had been more than mere savagery, though Pryce was not beyond that. It had been a statement. When Catastrophe, the apocalyptic mail-clad snake, rose from the eastern deserts, the dead would rise with her. All those with an intact skeleton would drag themselves free from the earth and stand among the ferns and the trees, casting around with mud-filled sockets for weapons. Those who had been honourable, noble subjects, would brave the odds and fight against her. The greatest Anakim heroes even had their bodies preserved in the Holy Temple so they were armed, armoured and ready to draw swords in this last, great conflict. They were turned to face eastwards, watching for the moment Catastrophe would rise, ready to resist at a heartbeat’s notice.


Those who had been selfish, self-pitying, jealous or weak-willed in life, would be seduced by Catastrophe’s hissed promises of wealth and glory, and fight on her side. When Pryce destroyed Uvoren’s body, he had made a judgement that the captain would be one of those who fought with Catastrophe, against the angels. It was not merely the gravest insult that he could have administered; it also condemned Uvoren’s soul to a tortured, earthly existence. Without the stabilising influence of his body, it could not make the journey over the Winter Road and across to the Otherworld: the Anakim afterlife. The act had caused a public outcry. Many had not liked Uvoren, but death absolves one’s sins more surely than redemption. The execution had martyred him.


‘That seems a harsh assessment,’ said Roper, in response to Keturah’s inventory of his rule.


‘Set against it,’ Keturah went on, ‘are your not inconsiderable martial successes. Three magnificent victories, each won against dreadful odds. That is why your popularity is as good as it is: our people love glory and will honour you for it. But the longer you spend as a peacetime ruler, the more they will remember your faults. You will get back into the Hindrunn and discover those resentful stares from people who think you are a messy lord.’


‘Has Harstathur faded from their memories already?’ asked Roper.


‘That was tainted by Uvoren’s death, and the rumours that it was carried out on your orders. Husband,’ she said, suddenly losing her restraint, ‘you need a new campaign. You promised you would sack Lundenceaster. Our kingdom can grow rich through war again, rather than poor. Do that, and people will begin to remember how skilled you can be. They will forgive the occasional confused trade deal, or grain shortage, or civil enemy that you subdue, as long as you consolidate your reputation as someone who can bring us victories on the field. Your other option is to sit at home, watch the people get more frustrated and the Kryptea more restless.’ The Kryptea were one of Roper’s greatest enemies, and one whom he could not touch. They were an order of assassins, tasked with maintaining stability in the kingdom, often by executing despotic Black Lords. Originally conceived as a check against tyranny, over the centuries they had accrued power and jealousy until now their actions were utterly unpredictable. Still, people were too frightened by far to confront them.


‘There are better reasons than that for invading Suthdal,’ Roper replied.


‘None that I can think of,’ said Keturah, as though that settled the matter.


‘I can think of one very good one, which I haven’t heard from anyone yet,’ Roper insisted. ‘Do you know how many legionaries I command?’


Keturah shrugged.


‘Less than seventy thousand,’ said Roper. ‘Do you know how many there were at the beginning of last year?’


A shake of the head.


‘Ninety thousand. Twenty years before that, my grandfather led an invasion of one hundred and twenty thousand. Every year that we are at war, we have fewer legionaries. How many will there be at the end of my rule? How many left for the next generation? Defending our borders is no longer enough. The Sutherners always have more men. Agriculture means they can infest their land, and losing a battle does not impact their population, like it does ours. They will always have enough men. Every year, we will have less.’


‘I don’t quite see how this justifies a raid south,’ said Keturah.


‘This will not be a raid,’ said Roper. ‘It will be an invasion. Simply preserving our way of life here is no longer enough. I cannot believe nobody has seen this before. Our strength grows weaker and weaker, and our ability to subdue Suthdal – to end this war, once and for all – is fading away. That child you carry,’ he said, glancing at the slight bulge beneath Keturah’s cloak, ‘may inhabit a world in which we are at the mercy of the Sutherners. It may curse us, for not ending this war while we had the chance and instead hoping blindly that it lasts our own time. This war will rumble on, and in twenty years, we will be too few to conquer Suthdal. We will be eroded further and further until we have no choice in our slow decline, until there is no way back. But at this moment, we still have a choice,’ he said, grimly. ‘We can take this entire island and put open ocean between us and the Sutherners. We can end this now and preserve the security of our children. And their children. We can obliterate the nation of Suthdal.’


Keturah was silent for a moment. ‘Husband,’ she said softly, leaving the word there for a moment as an exclamation. ‘When you spoke of this after Harstathur, I did not think you were serious. And since then the rumours have been that this will be an avenging raid. Sow some fear, collect some loot, train the young legionaries, make the Sutherners think twice before they cross the Abus again . . . If our people realise you intend to stay . . . To eradicate Suthdal and, what? What then?’


‘Return it to the wild,’ said Roper. ‘Create a new homeland in the south.’


Keturah seemed to have so many questions she was not sure where to start. ‘And what of the Sutherners who occupy it?’


‘They’ll work for us for a time and be forbidden from making weapons. But as their land returns to wilderness, they’ll have to leave. There is no place for them in the wild.’


‘But people will think that’s insane! Spending decades south of the Abus in alien lands, how would we even do it? As you say, we have seventy thousand legionaries. That is not enough to subdue the millions inhabiting the south! People would say it’s suicide, and they would have a point.’


‘The alternative to what I propose,’ replied Roper, ‘is an even more inevitable suicide, and terrible irresponsibility. To leave an unsolvable problem for the next generation. Be complicit in the slow decline of our people. We are responsible, whether through action or inaction, and at least by action we give ourselves a chance. We should have done this years ago, in truth, but we have one last chance to roll the dice. Is this not my role? You say I don’t think about the small things. Perhaps you’re right. But I think about the biggest things, which others don’t seem to notice beyond their focus on sheep and fresh summer clothes.’


Keturah looked incredulous and, for once, lost for words. Then she shook herself abruptly. ‘But, Husband, all you say is irrelevant anyway, you don’t have the authority for this. You know how people would react to the thought of being in alien lands for decades. The tribunes and councillors would be appalled. The legates might just about back you, though only because they love campaigning and you have a bit of a reputation with them. Some would undoubtedly think it’s madness, though. The Academy would speak out against it, which would make your legionaries exceptionally nervous; the Lothbroks would love any excuse to destabilise you, and the Hindrunn women would almost certainly make life exceptionally difficult if they knew about it.’


The streets of the Black Kingdom were dominated by women. Property was shared on marriage as a reflection of the partnership that husband and wife had become, and transferred to one in the event of the other’s death. Legionaries died with such regularity that the vast majority of property and wealth was controlled by women, leaving them a powerful and influential group, and one with whom Roper’s popularity was not high. From their perspective, removed from campaigns and confronted with Roper’s civil and domestic ineptitude, he was not a capable leader.


‘And Almighty alone knows what the Kryptea would make of this,’ Keturah added. ‘You trying to subdue millions with seventy thousand legionaries. Jokul will blow an eyeball.’


‘I will find a way,’ said Roper, calmly. ‘It has to be done. It has to. All those groups and factions you mention have to be brought to heel, because otherwise we are doomed. We have no choice. Do you not agree?’


It was one of those rare occasions, Roper had witnessed just a few times, that Keturah’s face bore no hint of amusement. She just stared down at the road before her, brow furrowed. ‘I find myself torn between your case for its necessity and its obvious impossibility. But I am your wife. I regret I find you more convincing than most will.’


Roper smiled faintly.


‘Who knows about this?’ she asked suddenly.


‘I told you and Gray weeks ago,’ said Roper. ‘Though it seems you did not take me seriously. No one, other than that.’


‘Right,’ she said abruptly. ‘Keep it that way.’


‘This has to be done,’ said Roper, stubbornly.


‘Then keep it that way,’ Keturah insisted. ‘Because you will never, ever gain the necessary support if you tell people the truth. Are you determined to accomplish this, by any means possible?’


‘Of course.’


‘Then allow people to keep believing what I believed. Let them think this is just an avenging raid. By far the most well disposed towards this plan will be the legates and legionaries, because they know you on campaign. They’re loyal to you, or most of them are. Wait until we’re in the south, and then tell those who have come with you what the plan is and why. If anyone finds out before, you will be blocked at once.’ She snapped her fingers. ‘You may even be deposed, or face Kryptean assassins.’


Roper thought for a moment, trying on the idea and finding it to his liking. He smiled quite involuntarily. ‘Are you going to help me, my love?’


She was quiet for a time. ‘Do you know, Husband, I do actually believe in you. Perhaps I have never mentioned this before . . .’ She paused, frowning. ‘Perhaps I have been remiss. I think you will be one of our great rulers. I cannot believe you survived last year. You have a battery of skills that I believe separate you from other occupants of the Stone Throne. Obsessively driven. An eye for the big picture. Principled to the point of madness. A problem-solver. And most of all, unyielding. I understand this. I understand why you need to do it. I suppose I had never thought about it before. But you need my help.’


Roper could hardly credit these words coming from this always cynical, often scathing woman. But he had known for a long time that her acidulous manner hid someone obsessively loyal to those close to her. She had just never expressed it so explicitly.


‘My partner,’ he said. ‘What are you going to do?’


‘I am going to work out how you subdue millions with seventy thousand legionaries,’ she said. ‘The Academy has all the answers. I will assemble them in one place.’


Roper looked across at her. ‘So I have you with me? I thought Gray might be, but otherwise was worried I’d have to do this alone.’


‘Have you never taken it seriously when I said we were a partnership?’ she said, laying a hand on his arm. ‘I am at your back.’


It took them a week’s riding to reach the Hindrunn, where they were met with a roar of welcome from the Great Gate. It stood open already and the Black Lord’s party cantered through the exposed tunnel of stone, emerging onto the cobbles of the outermost residential district. The streets crawled with memory for Roper. On his first entrance as Black Lord, he had been jeered, hissed and humiliated. On his second, the cobbles had been deserted: the subjects certain that he would gain entry with violence, which might then be turned on them. And on his last, there had finally been the peals of cheering; the bundles of bitter herbs thrown in front of the column; the hands reaching out as he passed.


There were fewer subjects than usual. Most of the auxiliary legions were out of the fortress, beginning work on Roper’s grand construction project: the Great Canal. The River Abus already stretched nearly from one coast of Albion to the other, with the final unguarded portion of the island defended by a canal instead. The canal and river were to be joined, and both broadened and fortified to create a single strip of defensive water that cut the island in half, controlled by a new dam to be constructed behind the Hindrunn. The Anakim were poor swimmers, with the males unable to swim at all due to the heavy bone-armour plates beneath their skin. In the mind of an Anakim, a wall of water was near impenetrable.


The pace of those left behind was gentle. They stopped to gossip in the streets, breaking off to observe Roper intently as he passed. A herald was calling out news from atop a mounting block: four Suthern ships had been wrecked in the north-west, washing fascinating cargo ashore; two men had died in construction of the Great Canal; the melting mountain snows had brought flooding to the east; a strange blood-red rain had fallen a little north of the Hindrunn. Any who wished to hear more would trade a little food, labour or metal with the herald for the details, and he was soon surrounded by voices clamouring to hear more of the shipwrecks.


The horses were left in stables below the Central Keep, and Roper and Keturah climbed to their quarters at the top of one of the towers. Roper threw the cloak from his shoulders and Keturah shut the door behind them. The room filled with a potent silence.


‘You know where I have to begin,’ said Roper, after a time.


‘I know where you think you have to begin,’ said Keturah.


Unhierea.


A land of valleys and mountains to the west of Albion, populated by a race of half-remembered giants. Somewhere no Anakim had set foot for generations, and whose inhabitants, by all accounts, treated the borderlands with Suthdal as a hunting-ground. To them, the Sutherners were just another harvest.


Keturah frowned, turning away to throw a window wide. ‘I think it far more likely that you will lose your life than gain an ally if you go there.’


‘It could be dangerous,’ Roper admitted. ‘But as we have already discussed, we are stretching the resources at our disposal to the very limits of what is possible. I just know we have to try. There were a lot of dead at Harstathur. I don’t know if we’re enough to subdue Suthdal as it is, and if I lose too many men while trying, then we bring about the apocalypse we’re trying to avoid. We have to try.’


‘But you don’t have to go, you know,’ said Keturah. ‘A king, walking alone into a foreign land with nothing but his words to hide behind. We don’t even know whether they speak a language we can comprehend, and if they do, whether we have enough in common with them to be able to strike a bargain of any kind. They may kill intruders on sight. They may be wholly unpredictable and untrustworthy. If you fall in Unhierea, what then happens to your grand scheme to preserve our nation?’


Roper threw down his pack and began to empty it. ‘Well you’d continue it, wouldn’t you? If I died, that task would be yours.’ Keturah raised her eyebrows, and Roper looked away from her before going on. ‘But I can’t ask my men to go where I dare not. And in any case, I certainly won’t be alone. I’ll need help . . . someone so mindless and savage that even the Unhieru won’t intimidate them. Who won’t take no for an answer, who won’t back down, and who may well enrage them but will undoubtedly win their respect.’


Keturah laughed grimly. ‘So Pryce, then.’


‘Correct,’ said Roper. ‘But he’ll undoubtedly anger them. Tekoa’s authority would be welcome too, and he’ll need some fearsome warriors with him. Vigtyr, and some others of dubious restraint.’ Whoever else he sent, Roper would have insisted on Vigtyr’s presence. The giant lictor had proved a valuable ally, and Roper still felt unease that he had not been able to reward him as he had intimated in their original negotiations: with a place in the Sacred Guard. Vigtyr had been gracious and effusive in his thanks for the sword and estate that Roper had granted him instead of that lofty position, but Roper wanted to bring him closer still, honouring the lictor, who was an unusually skilled and resourceful servant.


Keturah began to empty her own pack, a frown on her face. ‘Vigtyr’s injured, isn’t he?’ she said absently.


‘Not badly, I hear,’ said Roper. ‘But time is paramount. To subdue Suthdal, we will need a full campaigning season, and must go to Unhierea at once. We can stop at the freyi on the way, Vigtyr can catch us up there.’ The freyi was the girls’ school, located in the wild forests west of the Hindrunn.


But Keturah did not seem to have heard this. Her face was unusually downcast, and he realised too late that he had not acknowledged his companions for this most perilous task would include her cousin and her father. He opened his mouth to say he did not know what, but was intercepted by a knock from the door. ‘Messengers, messengers,’ he said, moving to the door. ‘If this is Tekoa complaining about the wool shortage again, I’m leaving him in Unhierea.’ He tugged the door open and then stood in the doorway for a moment, completely still. In the corridor outside was a legionary holding a leash noosed around a small sheep. The animal had been shorn and stared up at him gravely.


‘A present from Legate Tekoa, lord,’ said the legionary, holding out the leash. Roper stared down at the sheep for a moment, and then he stepped aside so Keturah could see it.


She looked briefly from the sheep to Roper. Then, ever unable to resist a joke, she laughed like a crow.
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The Accomplice


Inger and the assassin stared at one another for just one more heartbeat. Then the knife at his side jerked forward, flashing up beneath her ribs. Or that was where it would have gone, had Inger’s hands not lurched out, palms blocking the top of his wrist and halting the blow, blade wavering perilously between her forearms. His other hand lashed out, thumping into her chest and sending her staggering back. His boot swept forward, kicking wet grit and rock up into Inger’s face, and then he turned and ran. Inger toppled to the ground, hands flying to her eyes and trying to force them open. Vision blurred, she saw two dark shapes hurtle past her, swords flashing in the light of the flames. Salbjorn and Leon. ‘Stop!’ she gasped after them. ‘Stop! One of you must stay to protect the boy! Protect the boy!’ Salbjorn, the rear figure, skipped to a frustrated halt, turning back to Inger. But Leon careered onwards, pursuing the assassin around the longhouse and into the dark.


Salbjorn returned to Inger, offering a hand which she seized to pull herself upright. ‘The fire was a diversion,’ she said, still trying to clear her eyes. ‘We must find the boy! Where does he sleep?’ Salbjorn gestured to the far-left longhouse, and they broke into a run. The bucket-line had faltered as the tutors turned to stare at the scene unfolding behind them. Then the Master of the Haskoli strode into the courtyard, roaring at them to keep going and protect the neighbouring longhouse.


Together, Inquisitor and guardsman limped to Ormur’s sleeping quarters. Salbjorn hauled open the door and the two of them swarmed inside. There was an audible gasp but the interior was so dark they could perceive nothing past the door. ‘Where is Ormur?’ demanded Inger of the darkness. ‘Ormur Kynortasson?’ She could just distinguish eyes, shining in the gloom, at all different heights but each one wide and alert.


‘He went outside,’ replied a voice. ‘Just a few moments ago.’


At her back, Inger heard Salbjorn exit suddenly. ‘Where? Did he say where?’


There was a pause. ‘We heard the word intruder. I think he thought it was his brother’s murderer. He went after him.’


‘Stay here!’ Inger commanded, turning back into the rain and casting around the courtyard. The dark shadows of the longhouses loomed before her, one of them now a flaming skeleton. The black figures of the tutors ran before it, the mountains surrounding the school leaning forward, cast in flickering light.


‘Inquisitor!’ howled a voice from her left. She turned and limped towards it, working her way between two buildings. There she found two struggling figures, one clutching the other, who was evidently trying to escape. ‘I have him!’


It was Salbjorn and Ormur. The guardsman had one hand fastened on the boy’s collar, the other around his wrist. So turbulent was Ormur’s shadow that he resembled a tight column of ravens, flapping and swirling as he tried desperately to free himself. ‘Let me go!’ hissed the boy.


For one wild moment, Inger thought that Salbjorn would. He removed the hand from Ormur’s collar, but only to strike the boy hard about the head. Ormur collapsed, stunned, and Salbjorn placed a boot on his chest to keep him down. ‘Idiot,’ said the guardsman, briefly. Ormur did not respond, stirring feebly. ‘The assassin’s up there,’ Salbjorn added, giving a barely perceptible gesture up the mountainside behind them. Inger strained her eyes, but could see nothing on the mountainside. She listened, and behind the splattering rain, the crackle of the flames and the shouts of the tutors trying to extinguish them, she discerned the clatter of rocks overhead. Suddenly, there came a roar: ‘Bastard!’ It must have been Leon, but the voice was so strained and so furious that it sounded more like a wounded beast. ‘Bastard!’


Salbjorn crouched over Ormur, then dropped to one knee, succumbing at last to the injuries he had taken on his fall from the longhouse. ‘He’s lost him,’ said the guardsman, quietly.


Dawn found Inquisitor and guardsmen staring at the smoking wreckage of their longhouse. All that remained were a few blackened timbers and a bed of grey ash, though the bucket chain had preserved its neighbour. Inger felt cold and battered. In the chaos of the night before, she had not realised how badly she had been jarred by her leap from the window and this morning could manage no more than a stiff limp. ‘What happened then?’ she asked Leon.


‘He outran me.’ Leon sounded furious, and then grudging. ‘Whoever he is, he sprints well.’ Inger made a mild noise and patted Leon’s arm vaguely. He stirred irritably, taking a pace away from her.


‘At least this rules out the theory that the murder was committed by one of Numa’s contemporaries here,’ said Salbjorn.


‘An absurd theory,’ muttered Leon.


‘Maybe,’ said Inger.


There was silence for a time. ‘What do you mean “maybe”?’ asked Leon.


‘Numa may well have been murdered by the man we saw last night. But he probably had help from inside the school.’


‘What makes you say that?’ asked Salbjorn.


‘Oh, just a suspicion.’


‘Based on what?’


Inger turned away from the wreckage of the longhouse, drifting in the direction of the mountainside where the assassin had outrun Leon the night before. The two guardsmen stared after her for a moment, and then followed. ‘Based on what?’ Salbjorn tried again.


Inger looked a little confused. ‘Isn’t it obvious?’ The guardsmen observed her blankly. ‘The assassin must have known Ormur was being guarded, otherwise he would certainly have just tried to move in and out without creating a scene. Instead, somehow he knew a diversion was required. Whoever torched our longhouse last night did so on purpose, lamp oil had been spilt over the walls and floor. I suspect that was partly an attempt to be rid of us, but mostly to provide a diversion, so that Leon would be drawn away from Ormur’s longhouse. Now, if it was an assassin living outside the haskoli, how did he know where we were staying? How did he know we were there to investigate the murder? Someone in this school is working with the killer, and lit the fire to create enough chaos that the killer could go in and finish his task.’ She looked between the two of them. ‘Don’t you think?’


The guardsmen looked at each other, and Salbjorn shrugged. ‘Maybe.’


‘I think so,’ said Inger, turning back to the mountainside. ‘And here we have a fresh trail,’ she said, staring up the steep scree face where the assassin had escaped. ‘The assassin will be waiting for another opportunity to strike at Ormur. He’s somewhere in these mountains, and I want you to try and track him, Salbjorn. The trail will deteriorate fast and I hope you will begin at once. Leon, you stay here to protect Ormur when he returns.’ The boy had gone running with the rest of his herd at dawn: an activity they usually undertook alone. A “herd”, Inger had learned, was the derisive term used by the tutors for the groups into which the students at the school were separated. On this occasion, Inger had insisted that two spear-wielding tutors accompanied him, though privately she doubted they would be able to stop the intruder with whom she had come face to face the night before.


‘The killer’s going to have a lot of opportunities,’ growled Leon. ‘This place is very exposed, and unless we find him, the boy’s dead too. I cannot be at his side night and day.’


‘We will find the assassin, and until then you must do your best,’ replied Inger happily.


‘I will find him,’ said Salbjorn, simply. He raised a hand in farewell and set off up the mountain. He had been in the Skiritai before earning a place in the Sacred Guard, and was an experienced tracker. He soon found the trail and Inger watched as he worked his way up the hillside, head scanning right and left, dropping to examine various signs with his fingers. Eventually, when he had begun to understand the path he was on, he broke into a jog, disappearing from view. Leon had already stalked back into the courtyard and Inger turned to follow him, intending to search the school.


Both guardsmen seemed lost in this role and the oblique tactics it required. A battlefield was straightforward: kill anyone not on your side. More subtlety was required here and that was what Inger had been brought to provide. She had been a Maven Inquisitor for two decades already, though was still young for the post. It was an influential role and by strict tradition only occupied by a widow, of which there was no shortage in the Black Kingdom. It began with years spent at the Academy, learning the details of a thousand crimes and the steps taken to resolve them. Decades apprenticed to a Maven Inquisitor had followed, before Inger had finally earned the right to wear the dog-headed angel over her breast. Ramnea: the angel of divine retribution.


Ramnea was a merciless figure, and though she was the Inquisitor’s ultimate authority, a little harsh for Inger’s liking. When investigating, she imagined another spirit watching over her shoulder and guiding her eyes. This path had been a means to escape the painful memories of her dead husband, but the further down it she walked, the closer his ghost seemed to follow. She could feel him now, at her shoulder, looking over the scene with his keen grey eyes. ‘So where first, my love?’


She wandered into the courtyard, looking over the longhouses that bordered three of the sides, backed by cliffs and steep scree slopes. Leon was right: the school was terribly exposed. Keeping Ormur safe would be close to impossible. With her in the courtyard were three Black-Cloaks: teenaged tutors who had shown particular promise in the berjasti, the second stage of education in the Black Kingdom, and been seconded to teach the younger boys while receiving accelerated training in leadership.


At that moment, the students were out running over the hills, and so the Black-Cloaks were enjoying a rare moment’s peace. She approached them, smiling vaguely. Boys of this age had barely seen a woman since they had first entered the haskoli at just six years and they observed her with more than a little fascination. ‘A long night,’ she observed, stopping before them. ‘You must all be tired.’


They shared a look and nodded. ‘How did the fire start?’ asked one with dark eyebrows. ‘Did someone spill an oil lamp?’


‘Oh, maybe,’ said Inger. ‘I’m not sure. But then we found someone who wasn’t supposed to be here.’


‘Doing what?’ asked another of the tutors. The question seemed a little abrupt to Inger and she stored it away, next to an image of the speaker’s face.


‘We didn’t find out,’ she said, ‘but there is a good chance it’s connected with the death here two weeks ago.’


‘I thought that was a rival herd,’ said the first speaker.


‘Maybe, maybe,’ she said, shrugging. ‘But last night might suggest otherwise. Did any of you see anything before the fire started?’


They all shook their heads. ‘No. We had all gone to bed.’


‘Of course you didn’t see anything,’ snapped the final tutor, looking at the tutor with dark eyebrows. ‘You’d lost your torch.’


The one who had lost his torch looked flatly at his companion. ‘What need did I have for a torch? The entire courtyard was lit up like sunset.’


It felt as though a hand had been laid on Inger’s shoulder. ‘You lost your torch?’ she asked.


‘Must have left it somewhere.’


‘And it hasn’t turned up?’


The tutor shook his head.


‘Have any of the rest of you seen a torch where it shouldn’t have been?’ They frowned at this and murmured that they had not. ‘Any unexplained lights, before the fire started? Or after?’ More refutation. ‘Well thank you,’ said Inger, smiling at them all again and offering the first half of a bow.


She turned away, surveying the upper windows of the longhouse Ormur had slept in the night before. She walked to the base of the wall and followed it round the courtyard, eyes on the ground. At the end of the longhouse, facing out onto the bleak mountains beyond, she found what she was looking for. A dark smear of ash on the stones, faint from last night’s rain. She looked up and found it beneath a high unglazed window.


‘That’s interesting,’ she noted.


Before Ormur returned from his run, Inger spent the rest of her time searching his longhouse, especially the window above that ash smear. She found nothing else to occupy her, however, and ended up waiting in the courtyard with Leon until the boy reappeared. On their return the students were encouraged to take a tooth-aching drink from a hole smashed in the frozen lake before committing to wrestling. This was the pattern of education here, Inger was noticing: intense bursts of activity one after another, followed by prolonged reflection.


Ormur hurled himself into the wrestling, his bare limbs and tunic caked in filth as he tried to throw his larger opponent. ‘The boy’s good,’ said Leon, without looking at Inger. ‘Most of the others are bigger than him and I’ve not seen him lose yet.’


Inger rested cool eyes on Ormur. ‘He doesn’t look good, though.’ She meant his face; simultaneously wretched and detached.


Leon grunted. ‘Found anything?’


‘One of the tutors says he lost his torch last night. There aren’t a lot of places to mislay things here: I think it more likely stolen. Then I found an ash smear over there. I think the killer’s accomplice took that torch to signal out to the mountains from the upper window, showing where Ormur was sleeping.’


The two of them were momentarily distracted by Ormur himself. The boy had hooked his opponent’s knee and was lifting it high, his opponent hopping back in an effort to dislodge himself. There was a sudden flurry of dirt as both boys crashed to the floor. The courtyard writhed with dusted figures, and another pair of boys was waiting by the longhouse for space to fight. Inger noticed they were edging closer to Leon, exchanging comments, eyes fixed on his silver bracelet: a rare Prize of Valour.


Leon turned his head very slowly towards them. ‘Stand back. Or I’ll put you in the lake and hold you still until you freeze in.’ The boys retreated and Leon settled back to watch Ormur.


‘So we have about a week,’ said Inger.


‘A week?’ Just five days in the Black Kingdom.


‘I have spoken with the Master,’ she explained. ‘We need Ormur close at hand so that he doesn’t die before we’ve made any progress. He was safe this morning: the killer muddied the waters last night and will have wanted to lie still and wait for them to settle. But I don’t want Ormur leaving the school again, so I negotiated with the Master for a week’s lessons here. It’ll be easier for you to stand guard. Then they will have the Trial, which the Master says is too sacred to be moved. And the boys will need to start training beyond the school again, giving the assassin quite a few opportunities to finish his objective.’ If Ormur is the objective, she thought. It seemed the most likely explanation for his continued presence in these mountains, but he might be after something else entirely.


The guardsman absorbed this news in silence. ‘Five days to catch a murderer?’ he asked, after a while.


‘That’s what we’ve got, for now.’


Leon observed his young charge, now on the ground seeking advantage over his wrestling partner. ‘Where do you start?’


‘The accomplice, here at the school. He is our path to the assassin. But I fear this will not be a clean investigation.’ She smiled sadly at Ormur’s efforts. ‘There are already more people involved than I had hoped, and usually that means we are gnawing at the edge of something. Someone powerful stands behind Numa’s death. Someone who doesn’t care about trying to burn to death a Sacred Guardsman and a Maven Inquisitor.’


‘Perhaps Salbjorn will catch him today,’ said Leon. ‘He is a fine tracker.’


So they waited for the guardsman, and the news he might bring. Inger went inside and began conducting interviews with the tutors, looking for inconsistencies that might identify the accomplice, and glancing frequently out of the large window to observe the lessons of the boys outside. She was struck by how they were not mere classes, but rituals. Before they wrestled, the boys had prayed together, and then been dusted in ash. Each student wore one white ptarmigan’s claw at their belt for every year they had been in the mountains and, a tutor informed her, they were presented with an eagle’s talon upon successful graduation. Each day finished with the boys ritually shaving each other’s hair, which they would only be permitted to grow when they had finished their education and reached the rank of subject. This was not just a school, but a temple, in which these boys were initiated into the skills of war. That was why it was set high in the mountains: this was the air in which the thunderclouds soared, the birds flew, and water was born. Inger found herself at once captivated by the focus of every soul here, and a little disturbed by their single-mindedness. From the outside, this academy was an unyielding place.


Staring over the lessons also gave her an opportunity to look out for Salbjorn. She imagined seeing the blond guardsman clattering down the mountain, perhaps with the assassin bound and gagged on his back, or dragged behind him in a vice-like grip. But though the sun sank low and its burning glow began to crown the snow-capped peaks, Salbjorn did not return.


The dog star began to shine overhead, and Inger returned to the cold of the courtyard. Leon was there, huddled by the longhouse into which Ormur had retired for the night, breath steaming before him. ‘No sign of Salbjorn?’ asked Inger.


‘None.’


They were quiet for a moment, both gazing over the jagged horizon. ‘Do you think he would usually stay out after dark?’


Leon frowned at the last light in the west, giving no sign that he had heard her. ‘I wouldn’t have thought so,’ he said at last.


Inger sat with Leon, pulling her cloak tight about her as the air grew freezing. First the stars pricked the sky above, then the clouds began to drift overhead. They shed perfect snowflakes over the pair, like an icy rain of stars, as they waited on their missing companion. When Inger had begun to tremble, she placed a hand on Leon’s shoulder and got stiffly to her feet. Leon nodded brusquely, and she retired to bed, shivering into her blankets. When she awoke the next morning, the snow was still falling, and Leon just where she had left him, cloaked in white.


‘Still no Salbjorn?’


He shook his head.


‘I’m sure he’s just lost in the chase,’ she said. ‘He’ll come back.’


But he did not.


They waited the whole day, she questioning the tutors once more, and Leon standing guard over Ormur. They both knew now that something had happened. The snow, still falling like down, would have obliterated the trail Salbjorn had been following. When Ormur retired that evening, they took a vigil together in the courtyard once more, accompanied only by the belch of the ptarmigan and the hiss of settling snow. Again, Inger stayed until she began to shiver.


‘Go inside,’ said Leon. ‘He’ll come, or he won’t. I’ll find you if he does.’


‘He’ll come,’ said Inger, placing a numb hand on Leon’s shoulder.


Leon said nothing. But something else replied. A voice, faint as starlight, brittle as ice.


It said: ‘Leon.’


Inquisitor and guardsmen stared wide-eyed at one another. The word had sounded straight from the Otherworld, lacking the substance of reality. If each had not been so certain from the other’s face that they had heard it too, they would have dismissed it as some animal croak, or a settling of the snow-pack.


‘Did you—’ Leon began, but Inger hushed him. She tried to still her shivering and listen.


Then it came again.


‘Help me,’ it said.




5


The Stones


It was a cold stone dawn as Roper and his small party trotted clear of the Hindrunn walls. At Roper’s side was Tekoa, dressed in his shimmering cloak of eagle feathers, brought to impress the Unhieru. They were backed by Pryce and two Skiritai rangers recommended by Tekoa as ‘so savage they’re barely capable of speech’. They certainly looked the part, with weathered faces and unremitting eyes. Their weapons and armour were lean and worn, and even their horses looked assured. Each Skiritai wore a falcon wing hanging from his hair, issued upon joining the legion, and theirs were so tattered that barely any feathers remained upon them. Bringing up the rear was a pale Keturah, riding between Uvoren’s widow, Hafdis, and Gray. These three would accompany the party to the freyi, while the rest crossed the Abus into Unhierea.


They set off fast, first skirting the Hindrunn’s outer wall, then plunging into a grass ocean. For a league they rode, obliterating hoar crystals and startling sheep out of their way until they came to the layers of sparse birch that marked the start of the forest. They breakfasted on the move, Roper rummaging in a saddlebag for flakes of hard salty cheese which he shared with Gray. The two of them had dropped to the back, the Skiritai leading the way. They discussed how they missed Helmec, what that image of him floating in Roper’s mind might mean; the death of Numa, and whether Inger was likely to catch the killer. They agreed they were impressed by the demeanour of the two Skiritai brought by Tekoa and discussed how they might acquire such an aura themselves. Gray related the sad tale of a guardsman whose wife had just died in childbirth, and, checking the sprinter was well out of earshot, they discussed whether Pryce had been right to obliterate Uvoren’s body.


‘I do have some concerns about your mission, lord,’ said the captain suddenly. Roper glanced at his companion in surprise. Gray’s words were tailored carefully to the needs of those around him, and he would not undermine the mission to Unhierea unless he had decided there was something even more important to say. ‘I do not trust Vigtyr,’ he said. ‘I do not like that you will be accompanied by that man on a task that is already filled with danger and uncertainty.’


Roper gave that a moment’s thought. ‘Surely you don’t think we’d be safer without him? He is an extraordinary warrior. And highly resourceful.’


‘I firmly believe you would be safer without him, lord,’ said Gray. ‘I do not believe fighting skill will come into your mission. There are only six of you. If the Unhieru decide that they want you dead, a good swordsman will not prevent that.’ He glanced at Roper. ‘Forgive me, lord.’
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