



[image: Cover Image]






PRAISE FOR THIS SERIES:


“Outstanding. Beautifully written, perfectly paced and assured. Kept me reading well into the early hours of the morning. A wonderful first book – a wonderful book, period – that should be at the very top of your to-read list” James Islington, author of The Shadow of What Was Lost


“A poison-store of fantasy and murder-mystery, with a pinch of coming of age. I wholly agree with the recommendation ‘for fans of Brent Weeks and Robin Hobb’, but it’s clear RJ Barker has his own distinctive style, voice and brand, and that main character Girton Club-foot stands on his own two feet, club foot or not”


Fantasy Faction


“A dark-humoured game of cat and mouse between assassins, with traitors on all sides”


David Dalglish, author of the Shadowdance series


“Simply unputdownable … the perfect mix of fantasy and mystery”


Fantasy Book Review


“Dead gods, dread magic, and a lead that feels like a breath of fresh air. Great fun”


Peter Newman, author of The Vagrant


“A riveting tale that never fails to disappoint. I’m calling it now – if you’re a fantasy fan, then RJ Barker is an author you need to be paying serious attention to”


The Eloquent Page


“Often poignant and always intriguing, Age of Assassins reveals its mysteries with the style of a magic show and the artful grace of a gifted storyteller”


Nicholas Eames, author of Kings of the Wyld


“Readers will appreciate Barker’s complex mythology and smoothly flowing plot”


Publishers Weekly


“Both a coming of age story and a tale of twisty intrigue, Age of Assassins builds a compelling fantasy world and peoples it with characters you can care about. Riddled with intrigue and dangerous magic, this is a hugely enjoyable debut”


Jen Williams, author of The Copper Promise


“A combination of swords-and-sorcery fantasy, Assassin’s Creed and an Agatha Christie murder mystery. This is well worth a go for fans of the genre”


British Fantasy Society


“Age of Assassins is a beguiling story of action and intrigue combined with a poignancy and humour that are as sharp as any blade”


Jon Skovron, author of Hope and Red


“A refreshingly different hero, in a splendid coming-of-age tale of assassins set to track down another assassin, with a dash of intrigue, magic, skulduggery … I’ll warn you now, this is one of those books that I’ll pester you mercilessly about”


Espresso Coco


“With an original, immersive world that wouldn’t let me go and a pair of assassins worth rooting for, Age of Assassins is a pleasure to read. I can’t wait for more!”


Melissa Caruso, author of The Tethered Mage


“Leaves you wanting more from Girton … phenomenal”


The Tattooed Book Geek




BY RJ BARKER


The Wounded Kingdom


Age of Assassins


Blood of Assassins




Copyright


Published by Orbit


ISBN: 978-0-356-50856-6


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Copyright © 2018 RJ Barker


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


Excerpt from The Shadow of What Was Lost by James Islington


Copyright © 2015 by James Islington


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Orbit


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk




For Mum, Dad and John




Chapter 1


A ground mist was rising. The sun brushed the dew-soaked grass, and after days walking through the stink and dirt of the eastern sourlands the riotous excitement of yearsbirth made me drunk on the scent of early-morning blossom. Far over the horizon the Birthstorm swelled, towering pillows of dark cloud that heralded the giant storm which told us yearsbirth was truly here.


It felt like a weight on my back.


The mercenaries came upon us in that moment when the world seemed unreal – poised between outgoing night and incoming day. Six attacked, four men and two women of the Glynti, a hard and relentless people from the arid mountains far across the Taut Sea, where water was as valuable as bread and those who could not prove their worth were killed out of hand. If our attackers had been men of Maniyadoc they would have come for me first, seeing a man in armour as more of a danger than a woman, but they were not. The Glynti tribes kept to the old ways, and besides, if they hunted us they knew who we were. They knew my master was the real danger.


Four went for her, two for me. They had roarers, long sticks that sent out shards of sharp metal in a cough of smoke and fire; as weapons they are as ugly and as poor at killing as most Glynti. One exploded, killing its bearer and wounding the woman with him. The other made a horrendous noise and shredded a small bush by my side.


My master and I were tired, we fought in silence.


The Glynti are fierce but rely on numbers and savagery. I had spent five years as a mercenary, stood in shieldwalls facing down charging mounts and wasn’t scared of a few men and women in animal skins, no matter how hard they fought.


“I’ll skin you alive, boy,” hissed the huge Glynti, the first to approach me. His long beard was dyed with a blue stripe and his blond hair was tied in braids which snaked out from underneath a rusted helmet. In one hand he held a heavy sword and in the other he twirled a skinning knife, laughing all the while. “I’ll carve the skin from your bones, child,” he said, his mouth an unkempt wall of missing teeth.


I have lain back in silence while my master carves magical glyphs which twitch and move of their own accord into my flesh.


I am not afraid of pain.


“In truth, I’ve never been comfortable in this skin.” I smiled at him, and for a moment he was confused, but only a moment. He feinted with his knife. I ignored it. Then he brought his sword over and let its weight bring it down on me. I angled my large shield, taken in single combat from a Loridyan champion and painted with a bleeding eye, and his blade slid away on it and bit into the earth as I brought the beaked warhammer, taken from a man I had killed in vengeance, round in a swing which punched a neat hole in his helmet and felled him.


I glanced over at my master. She fought with two stabswords, dancing lithely in and out of the flashing blades of her attackers as if they did not exist. For a moment her skill stole my breath away, and then the second Glynti was on me. This one was far more careful and held a long spear – a better weapon against an armoured man with a shield – but like his fellow he was too used to ferocity winning his battles. His only skill lay in attack and he lacked the warrior’s greatest ally – patience. He came in, jabbing his spear against my shield with a teeth-grating screech of metal on metal. As he jabbed again I put all my strength into a forward push of the shield. I felt the strength of his blow in the jarring of my shoulder joint. He felt it in his hands and though he did not drop the spear his control of it lapsed for long enough to let me in close. The warhammer rose and fell, rose and fell, rose and fell until his head was a pulpy mush of grey brains, white bone and bright red blood.


“Girton –” my master’s soft voice behind me “– they are done.” Blood dripped from a cut on her arm. It ran down her hand, along the hilt of her stabsword to mingle with the Glynti blood that stained her blade. It was only when she spoke that I heard myself, heard the noise that I was making, the screaming of an animal. I dropped my weapon in the mud. The warhammer was heavy.


“One still lives,” I said, and pointed at the woman who had been felled when the roarer exploded. I walked towards her, unsheathing the black metal stabsword I kept on my left hip.


“Wait, Girton.”


“Why?” I continued towards the woman, she was burned down one side but had no killing wounds. “She will only tell others where we are.”


“Wait!” My master jumped over a corpse and ran to me, grabbing my arm just as I was about to kneel down and slit the wounded woman’s throat. “There are better ways.” I stared at my master, the muscles of my arm tight against her grip.


“So you say.” I brushed her hand from my arm and sat back on bloodied grass.


The burned woman watched all this with eyes as bright as those of the black birds of Xus the unseen, god of death.


“Your lover is fierce even though he’s mage-bent, Merela Karn,” croaked the woman to my master. If she had ever had beauty for the burns to spoil it had long since fled.


“He is not my lover,” said my master.


“Are you one who prefers women, then? He is young, strong …”


“Quiet!” My master grabbed the woman’s face with her hand, breaking the burned skin around her mouth and leaving a raw fingerprint that had the woman hissing in pain. “What tribe are you?”


The Glynti woman had eyes like a hunting lizard, as blue as the sky they dived from and full of the same scorn for life.


“Geirsti.” she said, the name of her tribe distorted by my master’s hold on her face and the pain of her burns.


“And your name?”


“Als.”


“Well, Als of the Geirsti. Listen to me. I am Merela Karn and my companion is Girton Club-Foot. We have killed many Glynti as we travelled back to Maniyadoc. Seventeen of the Corust, twelve of the Jei-Nihl and fourteen of the Dhustu. By my reckoning that means if you head back to your mountains the Geirsti will outnumber the other tribes. Take this information to your leader, conquer new lands and send no more of your young to die in search of the price on our heads.”


The Glynti woman stared at my master. Before she replied we were interrupted by a grunt from behind us. I turned, the first man I had hit with the hammer was convulsing.


“My man,” said the tribeswoman. “He fought well. Let your boy give him a good death, and I will consider what you say.” I looked to my master and she gave me a nod so I walked over and slit the man’s throat with my black blade. By the time I returned the Glynti woman was on her feet. “I will give your message to our clanwoman.”


“My master told you to stop sending people after us …” angry steps towards her, blade in my hand, but my master held me back once more.


“Thank you, Als of the Geirsti,” she said. “Leave here and die well.”


The woman staggered away into the ground mist, turning at that moment when wisps of thickened air made her look like a ghost.


“I will die well,” she said, “but you won’t, Merela Karn. No, you won’t. You will die hard.” The moist air swallowed her figure, leaving only laughter behind.


“She did not promise to leave us alone,” I said. “You should have made her promise to leave us alone, or killed her.”


“One more Glynti won’t make a difference in the great scheme of things. Girton, but if I can convince them to start a tribal war they’ll be too busy killing each other to come after us. The Geirsti are the biggest tribe, and …” Her voice tailed away and when I turned to her she looked stricken, her dark skin grey with shock “Geirsti,” she said, and stared at the cut on her arm. “Dark Ungar’s stolen breath,” she hissed, “the Geirsti are poisoners.” As she spoke she was pulling the rawhide cord from the neck of her jerkin and wrapping it around the top of her arm. “Girton, start a fire, hot as you can get it. Quickly.”


“Yes, Master.” A cold fell upon me, far deeper than could be explained by the yearsbirth morning chill, and it froze the simmering resentment that had been my companion for the years of our exile. I was running almost before I was aware of it. Wood is sparse in the Tired Lands, especially so near the border of the sourlands, but I found a derelict haystack, sodden with dew on the outside, and I burrowed within to pull dry grass from it. Beyond the haystack was a field where cows had been kept, and dry circles of dung punctuated the grass. When I returned my master had wrapped the cord so tightly around her bicep that her forearm had ballooned up and gone corpse blue.


“Quickly, Girton.” My hand shook as I struck flint to steel. The flame refused to catch, as if the morning mist sought to foil me by sucking away the sparks. Finally I got an ember and set the grass to crackling, but I could see impatience on my master’s face and knew the fire would not be hot enough quickly enough. “Give me your Conwy blade,” she hissed.


“Why?” I asked. Stupid, time-wasting words.


“Because mine have crossed with the Geirsti’s weapons and yours never leaves its scabbard,” she spat. “Give me it.” Her hand flashed out. I pulled the blade from the scabbard at my back and handed it to her; she gave me hers. “Stick this in the fire, Girton, get it hot, you know what to do.” I nodded. “The poison acts quickly. I don’t have time to wait for mine to heat so I will lose a lot of blood. Be ready.”


“Wait, Master.” And I was scared, like a child. “I should check the bodies for an antidote.”


“You would know it how?”


I stood, my hands trembling, fear chasing anger in circles like a mad dog after its tail.


“I could go after the woman.”


My master shook her head. “I’d be dead before you got back.” She gritted her teeth against a spasm of pain. “No. It must be this way and we must be swift – I do not want to lose my hand. Give me your belt.” Her teeth were chattering as I slipped the thick leather belt from my skirts and passed it to her. She paused before folding the leather double and forcing it into her mouth so she could bite down on it. Then she stared into my eyes, removed the belt for a second. “If I pass out, Girton, you must finish this.”


“Yes, Master.” Fear returned: fear of losing her, fear of being alone. She gave me a small smile, bit down on the leather and started taking short deep breaths through her nose. Then she nodded to me and pushed my knife into her wounded left arm.


She screamed against the leather belt, more in fury than pain, when she pushed the razor edge into her flesh three fingers’ breadth above the wound. Then she forced the sharp metal down into her arm and along the bone, growling and moaning like an animal all the while. With a sound like a rotten apple being squashed underfoot the blade came out of her, taking a chunk of flesh as long as my fingers with it. Her hand convulsed, and my Conwy stabsword fell from it as she slumped forward, unconscious. I dived for her, grabbing her hand and pulling it into the air with one arm and using my other to cradle her limp body against me. Thick blood poured over my arm as I lay her down on the damp grass and pushed a cloth hard against the wound, the muscles in my arms straining and sweat starting from my forehead as I worked to keep up the pressure. I willed the knife in the fire to speed its way to glowing cherry red. “Don’t die, don’t die,” going round and round in my head like a ride at Festival. The thicket of scars on my chest that kept the magic in check writhed as the dark flow within tried to rise up and take advantage of my fear.


When the blade was hot enough I cauterised the wound in my master’s arm – I doubted she would ever have the same skill with a blade after this – then I covered her in blankets from our packs. There was nothing else I could do past that so I sat, miserable, in front of the fire and tried not to think of the agony she had just put herself through or of how much mental discipline was required to cut out such a large piece of yourself.


I could not have done it.


The sun burned away the mist and winged lizards trilled a welcome to yearsbirth, flowers opened their colourful eyes in search of the sun, but I was as blind to them as they were to me. Somewhere, far in the distance, thunder rumbled.




Chapter 2


One foot in front of the other.


The rope straps of the travois bit into my shoulders and my master moaned and sweated. I had watched for a day and a night as the poison raged within her but had never crossed from my side of the fire to go to her. I had wanted to, but even as she fought with death there was a gulf between us – one scored out by the knives she had used to cut progressively deeper sigils in my flesh – and though I understood, had even asked for them, it was still hard not to resent her for it. There had been a moment, in the darkest part of the night while the moon hid her face behind silver clouds, when I had thought her battle over – lost.


Breathe out.


The mixture of poison and blood loss had weakened her– her breathing stopped – and there was silence. The fire cracked and popped in the darkness and the flames rose like a hedging come to catch a lost spirit. With our gods dead there would be no return to the land for my master. She would reside quiet in the dark palace of Xus the unseen, god of death, until the world was made again and the hedgings threw themselves into the sea from where the gods would be reborn.


But maybe the fire was not a hedging, maybe the heat was a wall that held her spirit prisoner.


Breathe in.


As the light of the sun returned to the land so the light of life returned to her. She was not strong and her eyes did not open, but her breathing took on a regularity it had lacked in the night and it was as if I was released from a spell. Only then could I move, stiff and aching, to go find fuel for our dying fire. As I searched in the weak light I became convinced I was watched. I would catch movements from the corner of my eye – the Glynti. It was unlikely anyone from Maniyadoc would come this near to the sourlands, and as the Glynti woman knew my master had been poisoned it made sense for her to wait rather than attack. Maybe she had more warriors with her or maybe she waited for more to come. Either way, I did not feel safe going beyond where I could see my master, and eventually I had made the travois by lashing together the Glynti roarers, spears, my shield and sacrificing my long bow. Then I began the long trek towards Maniyadoc where I hoped to find Rufra, the king, and my only friend.


One foot in front of the other. Sometimes it is the only thought you can allow yourself. When your muscles ache, when your master moans, when your back itches like a target for unseen weapons, when you are sure you are followed and that attack is inevitable.


One foot in front of the other.


One foot in front of the other as the ropes bite into your flesh. If Fitchgrass himself had jumped from the fields – a twisted mass of prickles, burrs and sly promises in the shape of a man – I would have sold my spirit to it for rest and my master’s health.


But it did not, and there was only one foot in front of another.


Maniyadoc had changed in the five years I had been away, selling my sword and my morals to the highest bidder while trying to stay ahead of the Open Circle’s assassins. I had seen much of war: we had spent half a year with the Ilstoi of the far seas, they believed that if you angered the land it would form itself into a giant and smash all you owned and loved, replacing it with a carpet of green. It looked like one of these Ilstoi giants had been loosed in Maniyadoc. I trudged past farm buildings collapsed in on themselves and thick with grasses and small trees. Only when you looked more closely did you see the black scars of fire on timbers and the unnaturally straight cut marks of swords and axes. In other places the grass grew strange and thick, and when I put down the travois to forage along the sides of the roads for water I found bleached bones among the lush growth. I was not surprised. War had been my business for five years and it raged nowhere fiercer than in Maniyadoc where the three kings, Tomas, Aydor and my friend Rufra, warred for supremacy and access to the scant resources of a land scarred by the actions of ancient sorcerers.


Sorcerer. That word still sent a shudder through me, despite, or maybe because, I am one. As always when I thought of magic my mind slid away to other memories, replacing fear of what was in me with hate or anger.


The face of my lover, Drusl, in the stable, as she cut her throat to return her magic to the land.


A pain in my chest so fierce I had to stop. There had been other women, and men, since Drusl, but only one I had become close to, and even then it had not been love. The secrets inside me had killed Drusl and I held them close. Who I am and what I am could never be aired. I could not let myself get close to anyone, not truly close, and so I had not.


I walked on, one foot in front of the other, past fields overrun with weeds. In one place the road was verged with blood gibbets. I counted twenty, each one marked with the parched branch and tattered flag of a white tree on a green background that belonged to the Landsmen. Once, the blood gibbet, with its tortuous machinery of windmills and blades, had been solely for magic users, but above many of these were wooden plaques with “traitor” burned into them. Some had no sign above them, but all contained bodies in various states of decay, many wearing the red and black I knew Rufra had taken for his colours. It seemed the war had allowed the Landsmen to run rampant with their cruel punishments, and they had gone beyond their usual search for magic users. This close to the sourlands the stink of putrefaction was barely discernible.


In the last of the blood gibbets was a man, young, emaciated and crack-skinned. He croaked something, whether begging for water or food I do not know. He wore the yellow and black that showed he was one of Aydor’s men. I had tangled with Aydor before and had been instrumental in putting Rufra on his throne. He had been a cruel, stupid boy who killed for his own amusement; I had nothing but hate in me for the old king’s heir. No doubt he had grown into a cruel and stupid leader. I walked on, leaving the man to his fate.


One foot in front of the other.


I kept my eye open for signs of assassins, the subtle signposts of the Open Circle – knotted grass, a scratched post, an arrangement of flower petals, but though death was everywhere signs of assassins were curiously absent. Occasionally I found a bit of scratch, but the requests were either struck through as fulfilled or so worn as to be clearly years old. My master had said that the Open Circle generally avoided war; our skills were wasted in the shieldwall. When I questioned why we were fighting in them she would not answer. But still, it appeared the Open Circle were not active in Maniyadoc, and that made me a feel a little safer.


As the midday sun burned away the last of the morning chill the Glynti made their move. I was passing through a steep-sided gulley, a place where it seemed a massive axe had scored a furrow in the middle of a wooded copse, and the branches, late to leaf, were a skeletal lacework of black against blue sky. A voice rang out and stilled the singing of the winged lizards.


“Stay still, boy. Stay or we shoot.”


The voice of the woman we had let go. I put down the travois and slowly unstrapped the warhammer from my thigh. It was a crude and vicious weapon, a hardwood staff topped with a head made of glittering stone. One side was beaked for punching through armour and the other rounded for breaking limbs. I itched for my shield, but it was too securely worked into the travois for me to get at.


“I knew I should have killed you,” I shouted into the wood, emboldened by the weight of the hammer in my hand.


“You should have,” rang the reply, bouncing from tree to tree and robbing itself of direction and distance as it worked its way down the steep and mossy slopes. “But as my life was spared I will give you one chance. The woman is dead already, you must know that. The poison cannot be stopped. Leave her there and walk away. Do that and we will not shoot you down.”


“I wanted you dead, woman – you owe me no favours,” I shouted back. “I think you bluff, I think there is only you and you wish me to walk away so you do not have to face me.”


The woman laughed, a rich and hearty sound, and then she let out a piercing whistle. Glynti appeared from behind trees – only for the briefest second. I counted five but heard more behind me. I felt no fear, only an ache in my arms from the weight of the warhammer.


“We have numbers, boy.”


“Then why let me live?”


A pause. Almost long enough for the timid winged lizards to begin their disturbed song again.


“You killed my man, maybe I want you as a replacement, eh? I’m giving you a chance to live, mage-bent boy. Take it.”


She thought me a boy as I am small. Many make that mistake and it is their last.


“I will not leave my master.” I spread my arms. “Shoot your arrows if you have them.”


My breath came slowly and the world took on a rare clarity: branches bobbed, the fuzzy promise of life in their buds, grass waved and the sun warmed my skin.


No arrows came.


The wood rang again with the woman’s laughter.


“You’re a brave one, I’ll give you that.” She let out a piercing whistle and the Glynti appeared from behind the trees. Twelve of them, eight men and four women, including her. “You can’t stand against us all, child.” They pushed through knee-high bracken, treading carefully as they came down the steep slope. Eight stopped in front of me and the rest took up positions to my rear. A calm fell on me. It was like this before most battles – a time for readying yourself, for checking weapons and armour, preparing your mind for the moment to come when you took a life or lost your own. The Glynti hefted their weapons. The eight were going to rush me; the other four were there purely to make sure I did not escape.


“Come, boy,” said the woman. “This is your last chance. Your master is dead in all but flesh. Walk away. I will still allow it.” She picked a scab from one of the burns on her face and flicked it away. “We are not a greedy people; another can have your price.”


“No.”


“Walk away, boy.”


“No.”


“I will not ask again.”


“Good. I am tired of talking.”


She shrugged, and the men around her organised themselves into a rough shieldwall; their circular shields had been polished to a sheen and reflected distorted trees back at me. As I readied myself, choosing how I would die on their charge and which Glynti I would take with me to Xus’s dark palace, an argument broke out. A tall warrior with long, dyed-red braids was shouting at the woman in Glynti, a language I didn’t understand. She shouted back at him and occasionally they would point at me.


“Brank would avenge his brother, boy.” she shrugged. “But I have seen you fight and do not want to lose another bedmate.”


“Then you and your people may walk away,” I said, then added, “I will allow it.”


She chuckled, shaking her head and looking at the ground.


“It is a pity you will die, I would have enjoyed you. You have spirit.” She motioned Brank forward.


The warrior came on at a crouch with his shield raised and his curved sword held high. I waited for him to come near and thought that, had he been less of a fool, he would have brought a spear. He launched a swing at me with his sword and I jumped back, avoiding the blade. He brought his shield up, an instinctive reflex but the wrong one. The hammer came down, with all my strength behind it, on the shield – and like all Glynti shields it was a flimsy thing, thin metal over wood, and it shattered, as did the bones in the arm that held it. With a scream Brank launched himself at me, swinging his sword overarm. I grabbed the haft of the warhammer, one hand at the hilt, the other below the head, and blocked his blade.


Even though he was one-handed and in pain it was a jarring blow, and he followed it up with another and another, forcing me back until I tripped over a rut in the path. Brank aimed another blow and I twisted the hammer so his blade hit the stone end, shattering the sword’s poor-quality metal. Then I brought round the pommel, crowned with the claw of some fearsome beast, and ripped the man’s stomach open. I started to push myself up, thinking him beaten, but he threw himself at me, his entrails looping around our bodies as he knocked me back to the ground. As we rolled in the dirt in his blood and shit he managed to get one huge hand around my throat, squeezing the life out of me even as the life drained from him.


Breath hissed in and out of his teeth. I could smell the tang of his last meal and the badly cured hides he wore as armour. Through the trees behind him I thought I saw Xus the unseen fluttering though the shafts of sunlight. Reaching up I grabbed Brank’s head, pushing my thumbs into his eyes and forcing a scream out of his mouth. Even blinded he kept his hand clamped around my throat, his thirst for vengeance overwhelming his pain.


My hand scrabbled at my side, looking for my stabsword. My vision began to swim and all feeling fled from my body. Did I have the blade? I didn’t know. Time was running out. Above the Glynti hovered a figure of shadow and sadness. With all my strength I thrust my arm forward. It seemed every scar etched into my chest convulsed, grasping my body far tighter than Brank’s hand around my neck, thrusting blades into my flesh. And then I was breathing, coughing and choking on the air, and the weight of the Glynti was gone from my chest.


I lived, for what it was worth.


The remaining Glynti had gathered around while I fought, standing in a ring, swords and spears extended towards me and faces twisted in disgust and horror. The body before me had a smoking hole where his throat should be and my blood sang a sweet and sickly song in my ears.


“Sorcerer,” hissed the woman. “Maniyadoc’s filth.” She drew back her blade for a killing stroke and I did not have the strength to stop her.


The arrow took her though the throat and she fell, coughing, to her knees. The remaining Glynti turned as archers emerged from the undergrowth and the air filled with the thunder of mounted troops. Another round of arrows felled more Glynti and then three huge mounts charged in, heads down, lethal antlers sweeping from side to side to cut down anyone in their way with razor-sharp gildings. In moments the Glynti were dead and I was surrounded by armoured soldiers. They wore no colours and flew no loyalty flags, only stared down at me – suspicious eyes behind grimacing faceplates.


“Who are you?” asked their leader, a thin man. He was familiar but I could not place him. My mind was shattered, twisted and confused by what had happened. I had used magic – had it been that long since the Landsmen’s Leash was cut into me to hold the magic at bay?


“Girton ap Gwynr,” I said. Like a fool I used the name I had been known by in Maniyadoc when my master and I had brought down Queen Adran and her odious son, Aydor. All the prospective kings of Maniyadoc would know that name and only one would welcome hearing it.


“Girton ap Gwynr, eh?” said the Rider. “Well, my king will want to meet you.” He lashed out with his boot, catching me on the side of my head, and I fell into a darkness I had been secretly longing for.




Chapter 3


A sacking hood was the walls of my cell. My head ached and I stank of old blood. When I tried to move I found I had been trussed like a hog for the spit, and I could barely tense my muscles without pain. Below the stink of the blood on my clothes the air was heavy with other scents: mud, mounts, mouldering grass and the rancid fat used to grease armour. Wind whispered across canvas and my skin was patched with cold by the touch of a breeze.


This was a battle camp, and an ill kept one at that. I froze so the hiss of my clothes against the groundsheet did not interfere with my hearing. Breathing. Someone else was in the tent with me.


“Master?” The scratch of leather on canvas as I moved. “Master?”


No reply, but whoever was there turned towards me. I heard the creak of leather and an infinitesimal increase in the volume of their breath.


“My master, where is she?”


No answer.


“Please, she was dying. Is she still alive?”


Still no answer, and it left me feeling angry, ashamed and weak at the begging tone in my voice. I resolved to say nothing more. Instead I fell back on counting out the seconds.


One, my master.


Two, my master.


And every second I counted was a reminder of her sweating and moaning as the Glynti poison sucked at her life. I approached fifteen “my-masters” before whoever shared the tent with me left.


I was taken from the tent some hours later. They cut the straps around my legs and lifted me to my feet while blood rushed back in a painful wave. I could have escaped, but the thought of facing the world without my master terrified me, the cuts she made were all that stood between me and the magic, and all that magic ever brought with it was destruction and death.


“Come on.” I did not know the voice, a man of indeterminate age, and there was neither friendship not scorn in his it. He led me over slippery mud by my elbow.


He was not rough – maybe someone wanted me unharmed, the better to endure the torture. Part of me hoped that this was one of Rufra’s camps but I knew it was unlikely. From the way I was being treated it was more likely to belong to Tomas or, even worse, Aydor, who had always delighted in casual cruelty and throwing around his considerable weight. Whoever it belonged to I felt sure that, at best, my neck would be meeting the chopping block before the end of the day. But if it was Aydor who held me that was unlikely; he would delight in my death, it would be long and agonising.


I did not bother to count the steps or work out the direction we walked from the feel of the yearsbirth sun on my skin. What point? I had run the world over to escape death and still ended up in this place with my master poisoned and myself captured by armed men and on the way to meet my fate. I was tired, tired of fighting, tired of pain, and I let them lead me as if I were a prize boar ready for slaughter.


We entered a large tent, the fierce heat of braziers warmed my face even through the sacking. A hand on my shoulder forced me to my knees. “The prisoner, sire.”


Some communication must have passed, as the bag was pulled from my head. My vision swam. So many candles had been lit that their brightness dazzled me, a thousand stars shining in a smoky firmament.


The fug cleared. Focus returned. A chill settled in my stomach.


Leaning forward to scrutinise me from a raised chair was Aydor ap Mennix, formerly heir to Maniyadoc and the Long Tides. He was bigger now than he had been five years ago, weightier than he had been. A fool would have called him fat and underestimated him for it, but I had been among armies and I recognised a fighter, and I knew him for one. On the field he was the sort I would be wary of because size generally meant strength even if did not mean skill.


Aydor wore his brown hair long, falling around his shoulders, down his chest and catching on the bright yellow enamelling of his armour. The scar his mother had given him bisected his face and when he smiled I could see half his teeth were missing.


If nothing else, at least his breath would not be as rotten as before. Dead gods grant us such small mercies.


“Girton ap Gwynr,” he said, “if that was ever your name.”


“It wasn’t,” I said. “I call myself Girton Club-Foot.”


“Girton Club-Foot.” He chewed on the name thoughtfully for a while. “Is that not an insult, to be called Club-Foot?”


“Not if I am the one to choose it.”


He nodded to himself.


“They call me the Fat Bear behind my back.” I heard the guards around me stiffen – a jingling and chinking of armour. “They think I don’t know they do it but I do. I quite like it if I’m honest, the bear part anyway.” He looked up from me to the man by my side. “Cut Girton Club-Foot loose, Captain Thian. And give him back his weapons.”


“Sire?”


“Do as I say,” said Aydor, his voice sharp and used to command.


I was too shocked to speak. Then, as my bonds were cut and my blades and the warhammer dropped by me, I wondered if he meant to fight me and if I cared enough to beat him. I stared at the weapons on the floor, wary that reaching for them may be the trigger that sprang the jaws of a trap.


Aydor stood, tottering slightly, and I realised he was drunk. He took a step forward and, using a hand to steady himself, sat on the low stage his wooden throne had been set upon.


“It’s not a trick,” he said, pointing at the weapons.


“Where is my master?” The words sprang from my mouth before I was aware they were even being formed.


“You mean the woman you were with?” He frowned as if confused; it was almost comical. “She’s with my healer. He is foreign like her and he knows poisons.”


“She lives?”


“For now. Mastal says he has halted the poison’s advance but a cure confounds him. He says the Glynti are clever with poisons.” He nodded to himself then pointed at me with a thick finger. “You killed my mother.”


“Tomas’s great-grandfather, Daana ap Glyndier, killed your mother,” I said. It was true, though, to be fair, my master and I had put into motion the series of events that led to her death and put my friend Rufra on the throne. All in all, if I were to die here for that it would be worth my life.


“Maybe he did, but you had a hand in it.” I nodded. He had been there after all. “You would have killed me too, given a chance.” I nodded again and Aydor stood, carefully clambering back onto his throne, treating it as if it were an unruly mount that was likely to rear and send him sprawling onto the floor. When he finally settled he stared at me for a long time before speaking. “I forgive you,” he said.


I could not have been more shocked if he had sprouted antlers and asked me to ride him around the tent.


“Sorry?”


“I have a child now, Girton Club-Foot.” He tried to smile but it was as if thoughts of his child brought as much pain as pleasure. “A daughter. She’s called Hessely and you have never seen a child as golden and beautiful as her.” His smile broadened and he was no longer looking at me; his gaze rested far from the tent we were in.


“Congratulations?” I said, confused and unable to reconcile the man before me with the spiteful young man I’d known five years previously.


“They took her away from me, of course.” He stared at the floor and then looked up. His gaze locked with mine, his blue eyes clear as ice. “I didn’t meet my mother until I was seven, Girton, you know that? Seven. Before then I’d only ever known my nurse. First thing Mother did when she met me wasn’t hold me, or even talk to me. She took away my favourite toy. She was a complete stranger who took away my toy and give me a sword. ‘Kings don’t have stuffed mounts,’ she said.” Aydor shook his head. “He was called Dorlay, my toy mount. She burned it and made me watch. Said it would harden me. Said kings need to be hard.”


“She was a hard woman.”


“She was a cruel woman!” he shouted, standing and dashing his goblet from the table by his throne with a gauntleted hand. Then he spoke more quietly, “And if we tell the truth, the Tired Lands are probably better off with her dead and myself nowhere near a throne. But still, I loved her.” His hand briefly touched the scar on his face she had given him and then came to rest on the hilt of his stabsword. I glanced at the weapons lying before me.


“I do not blame you for wanting vengeance,” I said. He stared at me as if I were a madman then shrugged, the leather beneath his armour creaking.


“I was telling you about Hessely,” he said quietly and bent over, swaying slightly as he picked up his dented cup. “My Hessely … Her mother hated me. She died in childbirth and the nurse told me I had a daughter over her corpse. She looked frightened, the nurse, small and frightened, holding out this tiny bloody body and almost apologising for not handing me a son.” He filled his cup from a barrel of perry on the other side of his throne. “But when I held Hessely, when her skin touched mine …” He drifted away again, then took a drink. “Everything changed. Nothing else mattered. The politics? The fighting? Thrones? They were all my mother’s dreams, all her wants and needs, not mine. After that it was the priest Neander who talked me towards power.” At Aydor’s mention of the priest my ears pricked up a little. He had been the shadow behind so much at Maniyadoc, including the death of my lover, and thoughts of vengeance had kept me going through hardship and long, cold nights.


“Neander is here?”


Aydor stared at me as if I were an idiot and shook his head.


“I realised all I wanted was for Hessely to be safe, and from the moment I held her there was no other thought in my mind. Is that not strange? She could not talk, or even smile. But …” His voice tailed off and a tear ran down his cheek.


“Why are you telling me this, Aydor?”


“I want you to understand, of course.” His brow furrowed in puzzlement again. “You need to understand. I made some very bad decisions you see, Girton Club-Foot, and I cannot put them right, not alone.”


“And this is to do with your daughter?” I said haltingly. “You said they had your daughter, who are they?” He frowned as if I had missed something obvious. “Tomas and Neander of course.”


Suddenly I felt like I understood where this was heading.


“You want me to get your daughter back?”


Aydor stared at me.


“Yellower’s piss, no. She’s quite safe. She carries the blood of kings and they want to marry her to Tomas’s son, Diron, and besides, Celot guards her.”


“Celot has left you?” It seemed impossible. The Heartblade had been utterly loyal to Aydor in his own childlike way.


“Celot? Left me? No, I sent him to her, to keep her safe. If anyone can, he can.” He sat down again, a sadness falling over his scarred face. “I did send him away once. I called him a fool, you know? I called him a fool and sent him away.”


“To guard Hessely.”


“No, before that. Of course I was the fool. I have been such a fool. Thankfully Celot did not leave me. He hid in the woods outside the camp and when Neander decided to have me killed Celot was there. Fighting like a god. Saved me.”


“Why did Neander want you dead?” In his alcoholic fuzz Aydor was hopping from subject to subject and I was finding his tale difficult to follow.


“Wait,” he said. He emptied his goblet onto the floor and went over to a water butt in the far corner of the tent. He filled his cup from it and drank the contents in one gulp, then did it again and again. Once he had drunk his fill he stuck his head into the cold water. When he emerged, water streaming down his armour from the soaked ropes of his hair, his eyes seemed a little clearer. He glanced at the guards. “You can go.” When they hesitated he roared, “Go!” He watched them leave and returned to his throne, filling his cup from the perry barrel before letting out a small noise that could have been a laugh or a cough. “So many times I dreamed of having you before me, you know? All the things I said I would do to you. Now that I actually have you here all I want to do is ask for your help. I’ll beg, if needs be.”


“Why, Aydor?”


He lifted his cup and stared at the hunting scenes chased into the gold.


“After Hessely was born, Girton, I saw it was wrong. All of it. The way I’d been raised, the lust for power. The constant wars. Wrong. I wanted it to stop. I told Neander that and we met with Tomas to discuss an alliance to finish Rufra and end the war.”


“But?”


“I wanted Neander to meet with Rufra also. He wouldn’t. I pressed him. At some point I think Neander realised his desire for power could be better served with Tomas than with me.”


“What of Neander’s sorcerers?” I whispered the words, unsure who knew about the plot that had brought down Aydor’s mother.


“He told me they were dead.”


“And you believed him.”


“Girton,” he sighed, “until Hessely was born I did not even think to question him. After she was born I no longer believed a word he said. A gulf grew between us and when I insisted on meeting Rufra I think that was the last straw. If Celot had not been as loyal as a hunting dog I would be dead now and Neander could carry on with his plans unopposed.” He put his cup down. “But I am not dead.”


“Why did you want to meet with Rufra? You hate him.”


“Aye. I did. Maybe I saw in him something I could never be and that is why I loathed him.” He picked up his cup again and laughed quietly. “Sometimes you only see truth through the crystal of hindsight.” He stared at the floor, his huge shoulders rising and falling as he breathed. When he spoke again he spoke quietly. “Anyone can be a king, Girton, anyone. And anyone can find followers if they have money and power, but there are very few people who troops actually want to follow.” He looked up, wet lips working at his few teeth. “I fought Rufra all across Maniyadoc.” He sucked on his lips. “Sometimes I even won.” Aydor sat back in his throne and took a drink from his goblet then let out a laugh. “More often I lost.” He leaned forward. “I lost even when I should have won, Girton. His people always fought far harder than mine, and Rufra was always there when I lost, always in the thick of it, always.”


“And you?”


“I watched from my mount. Too valuable to risk, as Neander put it. I did fight of course – I led my cavalry – but Rufra mostly fought in the shieldwall.”


“He was always reckless.”


“Mad, Neander said, fighting next to the thankful, but when he was there those thankful fought like Riders.” He took another drink. “Like Riders! He inspired them, see. Even when we outnumbered him it seemed to mean nothing. So I thought I should try it, fighting with the commoners. But Neander would not allow me to fight in the shieldwall no matter how I tried to reason with him. One day he let me take out a patrol, a patrol of living men and women of course – there were no thankful fighting in our army.”


“How did that go then? Badly?” I could not keep the sneer out of my voice. It was not hard to imagine how the high-handed arrogant heir I had known would rub his troops up the wrong way.


“Yes, it went badly, but not in the way you think.”


“Did you put many to death?”


He pointed at me casually with the hand holding his drink, as if I had not spoken. “I liked the troops. Got on with them. Had ten with me, good men and women all. But …” He let the word tail off and stared into the air. Outside I heard a mount whistle and men and women laugh.


“But?”


“I misread the map, never paid much attention to such things in my lessons. What sort of king has to read a map, eh?” He took another drink. “We got turned around, went the wrong way. Got ourselves too near Rufra’s lines. By the time I realised that it was too late. He had us.”


“Rufra?”


“Himself, aye. Caught us in a valley. My heart still jumps at the thought of him on that hunger-cursed white mount.” Aydor squinted at me as if he was having trouble focusing – it may have been the drink but his eyesight had always been bad. “He had twenty of those pissing mount archers with him. On the other hill forty heavy cavalry, and there was me with ten, all on foot. Well, Aydor, I thought, this is it. Your time is over and you’ll never see your daughter again, but you know what?” He took another drink, spilling half of it down his armour. “Part of me was glad the fight was over. I’m tired of war.”


“But he didn’t kill you.”


“No.” Aydor shook his damp head. “He didn’t. Tomas would have. Tomas would have laughed and set his heavy cavalry on me. Probably had me taken prisoner so he could execute me himself.”


“But not Rufra.”


“No.” He put down his goblet. “Not Rufra. Do you know what he did, Girton?” I shrugged, though I had a fair idea. “He took out his sword and saluted me. He saluted me and then he waved his cavalry away so we could return to our lines. He could have killed me but he didn’t. His honour would not have been tarnished. He had found his enemy on the field; he only needed to bring me to battle.”


“Rufra does not care about honour,” I said, “he only cares about—”


“What is right.” Aydor nodded slowly to himself. “He only cares about what is right.” He raised his head and pushed his straggly fringe out of the way so I could see his eyes. “Walking back to my camp I found myself thinking, ‘I could follow a man like that.’ What sort of thought is that for a king, eh?” He laughed quietly to himself. “But the thought wouldn’t leave. This was way before Neander took Hessely, by the way. Maybe it was when the fracture started between us. I don’t know. But I couldn’t lose that thought. I started to see that from the moment my mother burned Dorlay all I’ve ever done is follow. Followed what my mother wanted at the castle, followed what Neander wanted since then. Dead gods, Girton.” He sat back in his throne. “I’d make an awful king, awful. But we both know that.” Then he stared at me, his eyes as sharp as any flying lizard’s. “I want you to go to Rufra for me and—”


“Offer an alliance?” I sneered. “From you? He’ll never accept that.”


Aydor stared at me for a while. His hand strayed towards his goblet, seemingly of its own accord. He picked his drink up and then looked at it as if surprised at what he held. He put the cup down.


“I think, Girton,” he said quietly, “we both know Rufra better than that.”


He was right: I did. Rufra was an idealist. He’d put aside his own hatred of Aydor if he thought an alliance could shorten the war. At least the Rufra I had known would, and from his actions on the field he did not seem to have changed much. I looked away.


Aydor chuckled. “I’m not a fool, Girton. Rufra’s Triangle Council would never accept me on nothing but my word. That’s why I’m telling you all this – about my daughter, about my weakness. But there’s something else. Something he needs to know, whether his council accepts me or not.”


“And what’s that?”


“It’s why I am glad to have found you, Girton Club-Foot.” He leaned forward. “You solve puzzles and see more than others. There is a puzzle in Rufra’s camp that needs to be solved.”


“Which is?”


“Someone close to him is a traitor, Girton, and they plan to kill him when he finally faces Tomas. That is my gift to King Rufra. It is not the few troops I have still loyal, it is that information.”


“Your gift is to sow dissent among his people?”


Aydor stood, his armour clanking as he heaved his huge bulk up from his throne. He paced backwards and forwards. When he stopped anger burned in his eye.


“I knew you would think this” he shouted. At the sound of raised voices two guards ran into the tent. “Get out!” he screamed at them and then grabbed his long hair in his hands. For a moment I thought he would tear it out but when he spoke again he was calm, though breathing heavily. “Neander has long crowed about his source in Rufra’s Triangle Council. And he knew things – he knows things – and I have no doubt his traitor is real. If Rufra wants proof ask him about the battle of Goldenson Copse. He’ll understand.” He stood close to me, and for a moment I thought he would fall to his knees. “Some time soon Tomas will bring his full force against Rufra. He’s never going to be stronger than he is now and he intends to destroy Rufra and his army totally. The best way for that to happen is on the battlefield. That is when the traitor will strike, and you know what happens when a king falls on the field.”


“Yes.”


“Then you are free to go, Girton. And your master too. My healer says she will need care over the next weeks so I will send him with you. I will also send some of my guards with you. The Long Tides are safe for no one and you are a hunted man.”


“You mean you’ll send a spy with me and some of your men to escort me to Rufra’s lines to make sure I deliver your message?”


He returned to his throne, sat back and let out a sigh.


“No. Go where you will, Girton Club-Foot, and send the healer away if you feel you cannot trust him. What you do next is your choice. I’m done with ordering men about. I will offer myself to Rufra whether you go to him or not.” He picked up his goblet. “Now, I have a wish to drink myself into oblivion. Maybe one day we will share a goblet, Girton Club-Foot. I had hoped that day would be today but it is not. Leave when you wish. Go where you wish. I will not order you to do anything.”


I watched him drink and wondered what game he played.




Chapter 4


The same man who had kicked me in the head, a captain named Thian, led our little convoy away from Aydor’s small encampment. Aydor had no more than twenty Riders and a few hundred troops. Everything about his encampment was bedraggled and careworn, a ragged collection of patched tents festooned with yellow and purple pennants which hung impotently in the still air. Four mounted men headed our column and six on foot brought up the rear. The troops walking with us were subdued and edgy, whether this was because we would walk into enemy territory or because they were men and women who knew they were on the losing side I had no idea, but it did not make me feel any more comfortable with the situation. At some point I would have to make a decision about where we headed and talk to the man who led us, but for now there was only one road to follow and I would choose my fork when I found it. For the moment I maintained a sullen silence and plodded along with the draymount, worrying about my master and dwelling on all the harsh words that had passed between us since we were last in Maniyadoc.


I glanced at the healer who cared for my master. I could not hear her breathing and only the occasional soft groan told me she still lived. When he caught my eye I looked away, though more than anything I wanted to ask how she was, but at the same time I was frightened of the answer he may give. When I finally approached him he raised his face to me, dark skin and deep brown eyes under a sharp, intelligent brow. I wondered if he came from the same faraway lands as my master.


“How is she?”


“Ill, very ill,” he said, “and the cart does not help.”


“Oh …” I began and the cart hit a rut, making my master moan as if she were stuck in a nightmare and he turned back to her. I waited but he did not look back to me, his entire attention focused on her in a way that made me uncomfortable. When next I looked his way he had returned to the mortar he was grinding strong-smelling spices in, and I thought it best to leave him to his work.


Even though yearsbirth brought her green cloak to Maniyadoc it felt like a very different place to the one I had left five years ago. Entire villages had been reduced to a few blackened poles, and green shoots forced their way through the rotted remains of ungathered crops. We passed stumps where copses of trees had been struggling on their way to becoming woods before they were cut down to make siege machines. An hour later the machines themselves came into view. The slender towers of catapult arms rose above the grassland like the necks of the huge herbivores I had seen in lands far away where sorcerers’ wars had not bitten as deep and people did not even know of the Tired Lands or care for its horrors – mostly because they had invented their own.


“Where do we go, Girton Club-Foot?” asked Thian.


“Wha …?” I had been lost in my own world. Travelling my own dark road.


“We’ll be at the bonefields soon, where the four roads meet. You’ll need to make a decision as to which way we go.” I looked up into the thin captain’s face. I recognised him from somewhere but couldn’t place him.


“If I don’t decide will you kick me in the head again?”


He smiled and it transformed him. It was as if his armour and weapons sloughed away and I saw a man of middle age, amused by a joke on himself as much as anything.


“I hope not to, and I only did that as I’ve seen you fight before. I wasn’t going to risk any of my men. To be honest, I was surprised you were so easily taken.”


It was true, I had been easily taken. I had been shocked by the magic sneaking its way past the wards carved into my flesh and worried about my master. And I had been tired, I was still tired.


“Where did you see me fight?”


He slowed his mount so it walked by me and I was enveloped in the comfortable warm smell of the animal. “Maniyadoc. I was guard to the queen when you took her to the king’s quarters. I’ve never seen anyone fight like you and the woman.” He nodded at my master on the cart. “The men thought you were hedgings come for their souls.”


“Not you?”


“No. I thought you were well trained and decided to keep out of your way.” He gave me a grin. We walked on for a few minutes.


“What are the bonefields?” I knew Maniyadoc well but had never heard of them.


“They used to call it Four Roads,” he stared at the pommel of his saddle, “before the war. You’ll see when we get there.” He spurred his mount on up the road and I watched him ride away.


Hedgescares remained, that part of the landscape had not changed. Maniyadoc was a land of hedgescares, the ragged sentinels of the fields. Sometimes they were wooden effigies clothed in rags and sometimes they were statues, painted to be lifelike. Other times I would think I saw a hedgescare and it would turn out to be a person, nearly always alone and hurrying away from our convoy. Where anything grew that was strong enough to bear their weight were hobbys, the little straw good-luck dolls made to keep away the hedgings. Largely they were the rag-clothed and bloodied type for quieting yellowers, the fell spirits of the sourings that brought strife and disease. Most of the hobbys were old and falling apart, but some were fresh.


At one point in our journey a shiver ran through me when I thought I saw the black-robed form of Xus the unseen chaperoning lost souls across the fields to his dark palace. When I blinked the image away I saw it was a woman with a baby strapped to her back and a small flock of children flowing around her feet as they ran in search of safety. The children, instead of shrieking and laughing like normal children, did not make a sound. I think that was one of the most terrible things I saw that morning.


Until we reached the bonefields.


Lush patches of grass, far more green and healthy than the scrubby yellow shoots struggling out of the earth around them, were the first sign. Then I started to see the pigs. The occasional lone animal to begin with, then in groups of two and three that scurried and squealed away when we approached. As the day wore on their numbers swelled until there were huge herds flowing across the land. A vast boar stood upon a hill and stared at us as we passed, grunting out a challenge, “What are you, to enter my domain?” None of the men or women in our group challenged him back and, even more strangely, none took up a bow. Pigs were a staple food of Maniyadoc and the Long Tides. When we passed another patch of long grass I made a detour and found what I expected: bones, white, clean and covered in the marks of gnawing teeth. I counted four skulls, all broken open by hungry mouths. The corpses still had mail, armour and weapons, which struck me as odd as such things were valuable and the people of Maniyadoc were poor and ever given to scavenging.


“Captain Thian,” I shouted.


“Aye?”


“Will you not have one of your men take down a hog for us? So we can eat tonight?”


He shook his head and slowed his mount, all the time keeping his eye on the massive silhouette of the boar on his hillock far behind.


“No, not here. The pigs have got a taste for human flesh and have lost all fear of us, even if we are armed. We’ll be fine as long as we’re out of the bonefields before nightfall. But if we kill one of them they’ll follow us and overrun us as soon as we camp.” He turned to look at me, his face taut with horror. “They remember.”


“You jest,” I said. “They are only pigs.”


He remained as cold and serious as a blood gibbet.


“Five years you’ve been away, Girton Club-Foot, and we’ve created our own dark land in that time. The wild pigs are animals, they can at least be understood. Pray we meet no Nonmen.” He glanced up at a sky streaked with grey and black. “Not far to the crossroads now.” He clicked his mount on.


The crossroads once known as Four Roads was situated right in the centre of Maniyadoc and the Long Tides coast, near the delta of Adallada’s River. There had once been a temple to the dead gods here but now it was another burned-out skeleton. It looked like someone had made an attempt to fortify it but they had not done a good job, probably priests trying to save themselves – priests make poor warriors. Now the tallest structures at the crossroads were the blood gibbets swinging slowly in the breeze.


Thian walked his mount towards me.


“Well, Girton Club-Foot, now’s the time to make your choice …” His voice tailed off as he looked over my shoulder. I turned. Not far from us, maybe two arrow shots distant, was a man on a mount. He was dressed in boiled leather and a kilt, on his head he wore a boar’s skull. He stared intently at us. His face was painted with red crosses. “Be ready, troops,” said Thian quietly, “but don’t be too obvious about it. He’s probably only curious.”


“You know him?” I asked. The man continued to stare from his hill, he radiated threat.


“The Boarlord, Chirol. He rode with Aydor for a while but he liked killing too much to make a good soldier. Then he left to ride with Tomas. Now he rules the Nonmen.”


“Nonmen?”


“Those who love to kill, or those sent mad by doing it, who knows? Whatever they are, I would rather not tangle with them.”


“You think they’ll attack?”


Thian spat on the floor.


“Probably not, but you can never tell. Nonmen prefer an ambush or to pick off stragglers, when they’re not attacking defenceless villages. On the other hand, if he knows who you are and he has the numbers he might take a risk. Tomas will pay well for your head.”


“I thought he didn’t run with Tomas any more?”


“Not officially.” Thian brought his mount round to block the man from my sight and pointed along the road we had travelled. “Back east leads to Aydor’s camp, no point you going that way. South leads to Tomas so you’ll want to avoid that. West is through the marshlands and to Rufra. And north will lead you deep into the delta, maybe you can find a ship to take you out of Maniyadoc.” He let his mount walk forward a step so I could see Chirol. “My men and I are going west towards Rufra, whether you are or not.”


“So,” I said, gazing at Chirol, “this is Aydor’s idea of letting me go where I wish? To leave me at the mercy of the man on that hill?”


Thian shook his head.


“No. Believe what you want about Aydor but he meant you to choose your own way as soon as you left camp. This is all my doing.”


My hand tightened around the haft of the warhammer at my hip.


“You mean me to die then, Captain Thian.”


“No,” he said, and raised his hands so I could see he held no weapon. His mount sensed the tension between us and let out a low whistle. “Aydor is not the man you knew, Girton; he has changed and I owe him my life. He came back for me when I was wounded, he could have left me.”


“That doesn’t sound like Aydor.”


“No. As I said, he’s not who you think.” He leaned forward in his saddle and spoke urgently. “You have to go west, Girton. Rufra is the only hope for peace in Maniyadoc. Tomas remembers slights and will pay them all back in blood if he comes to power.”


“If all I do is sow dissent among Rufra’s advisers, what will that do to your hope?”


“Just keep Rufra alive,” he whispered, making sure only I could hear him. “Listen, come with us as far as the border of Rufra’s territory. Make your mind up then.”


“It looks like I have no choice.”


Thian sat straight on his saddle again. “No,” he said, “and I am genuinely sorry for it.”


It did not matter. I had intended to go on to Rufra anyway but I did not want to give Thian the satisfaction of knowing that. I would let him sweat a bit and feel guilty. I do not like to be pushed around.


We walked on in silence, trailed by the man on the mount. As we left the bonefields Thian took us off the main path and down a shallow incline into the tidal flats where the air was heavy with the scents of salt water and rotting vegetation.


“Where are we going?” I asked.


“Chirol the Boarlord is following us. We can’t make Rufra’s lands tonight so I thought I’d take us into the tidal flats to camp. If we stop among the causeways it will limit the routes of attack in case Chirol decides to try something.”


“Very well,” I said. I couldn’t fault his tactics. I had been watching Thian with his troops. They had an easy camaraderie; clearly they trusted the man. We continued walking until twilight, by which time we were deep into the wetlands that made up the tidal flats, a series of islands linked by causeways. When the tide was out the water was replaced by black, sucking mud.


We stopped to camp and Thian’s troops took wooden stakes from where they had been slung under my master’s cart and set up quick defences facing outwards on the four causeways connecting our small island to the others. When Thian had decided we were safe a fire was lit and a pot of stew put on. I sat by my master’s cart as the healer worked on her. Occasionally he would give me a smile but it was forced and he rarely turned his attention from my master, mopping her brow or feeding her a mush of herbs.


“How long have you been with her?” asked the healer.


“Fourteen years.” I reached out and touched her forehead; she was hot to the touch.


“And how long was she here before that?”


I turned to him. He was staring at me intently, eyes bright.


“Why do you ask?”


“I am merely curious.” He shrugged and I took my hand from her forehead.


“You should be trying to bring down the heat in her,” I said, “not quizzing me about things that have no bearing on her health.” I left him to his duties.


The air in the flatlands was thick with ozone and heavy with the weight of the Birthstorm. Sometimes it broke early and the weather would be good for growing crops, but sometimes it held off for weeks and the air would become stagnant and oppressive, unable to decide whether to be cold or hot, wet or dry. I wished the storm would come, smash us with water and wind to blow away the burden on the air.


When darkness fell the screaming started.


Some trick of the land made it difficult to know where the screams came from. All I knew was that they were coming from close to us and it was someone in terrible pain. Thian looked up at the first scream and did a quick headcount of our group. Finding everyone present he threw another log onto the fire and sat staring into it, bunching his hands into fists. The screams continued. Loud, harsh screams of agony followed by the sound of a man begging for help, then they would start again, each time reaching higher and more agonised crescendos.


The healer left my master and crouched by me, muddy brown robes puddling on the floor around his feet.


“Your master sleeps. Now I must go out there.” He pointed out into the darkness, in the direction of the screaming.


“No.” My hand clamped around his arm.


“It is intolerable.”


“If you leave this camp you will die.”


“You threaten me?” His hand came down on mine, trying to prise my fingers away as Thian interrupted.


“He doesn’t mean he will kill you,” said Thian, though I did. “That man out there is bait – he is being tortured to lure us out.”


“Something must be done.”


“They’re Nonmen,” said Thian. “He’s probably one of their own.”


“How can you be sure?” I asked.


“Can’t,” said Thian. Something collapsed in the fire with a loud crackle and, as if in answer, another lingering scream filled the still night. “I have known the Nonmen do this before,” he said quietly, “and I lost men for my compassion. I will not lose any more, and definitely not a healer.”


“Get me a bow,” I said.


“A bow?”


“He’s there.” I pointed out into the night. I had been listening to his screams, carefully tilting my head until I finally had a good idea of where the sounds originated from. Now I fancied I could feel the tortured man’s presence, a red throbbing against the black mud of the landscape. “I can end this.”


“If you kill him,” said Thian, “they’ll only start on another. They prey on weakness even among themselves.”


Another scream.


“Then what do we do?” asked the healer.


“Wait,” said Thian, “and tell yourself it is Blue Watta trying to lure you out into the channels to drown. Those who do not have to keep watch can stuff their ears with grass, it may help or it may not.”


I did not sleep that night, and while I tossed and turned on the damp ground I tried to comfort myself with the fact that at least I was more comfortable than the man whose screams kept me awake.




Chapter 5


Sunlight crawled over our camp, diamond fingers dewed the grass and made it as beautiful as the low whimpering coming from outside was ugly. As the sun pushed night further into Maniyadoc I took up my bow and waited at the edge of the camp while the troops got busy packing it away. My club foot throbbed painfully with the cold.


A tortured figure was tied spreadeagled on a slope just outside what most would consider bowshot. Where the body should have had eyes, nose, mouth, fingers, toes and groin there were only bleeding wounds, and I could no longer tell if it had been male or female. It was almost impossible to believe it was still alive, but I could see the figure struggling weakly, whether against its bindings or against the pain I did not know, though it could escape neither. At the figure’s head stood Chirol, the Boarlord, in his bestial headdress; he wore a small leather shield on one arm and in the other held a knife which dripped blood onto the grass. I could not make out his features apart from the glint of teeth when he smiled. I felt sure that his smile was meant for me.


I nocked an arrow and drew the bow back. The Boarlord watched intently. Aiming high I waited for a lull in the salty breeze blowing in off the water and let the arrow fly. I lowered the bow and watched the arrow’s course. Chirol watched it too, and it seemed to stay airborne for an impossibly long time. Flying lizards sang circular songs and I heard a fish jump from the water and land with a splash. I shielded my eyes, looking for the arrow against the glare of the sun and the man opposite me did the same, as if we were mirrors of one another. Then he brought up his buckler, so fast it seemed a blur, and I heard the “thunk” of the arrow hitting the hardened leather. The Boarlord lifted his buckler, looked at the arrow sticking out of it then let out a throaty chuckle and worked the arrow backwards and forwards until it came loose. Bending his knees and keeping his body straight, he slowly pushed it into the eye socket of the tortured body below him. When his victim finally stopped moving he turned and walked away as if he cared nothing for the bow in my hands.


“He won’t forget you,” said Thian from behind me.


“Good. You think he will attack us?”


Thian shrugged. “Depends on his numbers, but if he had the men I think he would have come in the night.” He watched Chirol’s retreating back. “We’ll be within Rufra’s borders by midday,” he said, “so we’ll know before then.”


We recommenced our walk through the countryside, gradually coming up out of the tidal flats and leaving behind the stink of ozone and rotting fish. Out of the flats the landscape of Maniyadoc was long undulating hills punctuated with burned-out farms and blood gibbets, though these were mostly empty. I walked by the side of the cart my master rode in, and when the healer sat back from the work he had been intent on his gaze settled on me. A night of listening to a man being tortured had aged him and there were puffy circles under his eyes, his cheekbones protruded, creating hollows in his face. In the early light I almost thought I recognised him and was about to ask if we had met over the seas somewhere when I realised we had not. What I had seen as familiar in him was only echoes of my master in his face, echoes of her nose in his slightly longer one, echoes of her delicate arched eyebrows in his bushier ones, echoes of her hard gaze in his unblinking stare.


“How is she?” I asked.


“She lives but she is in great pain. I think I have the poison removed from her and then it rallies again. I have never come across anything like it.” He gave me that smile, the one I didn’t quite believe, and added, “I will her to live. She is strong. She fights.”


“She always has.” He nodded at me, as if he knew her. “What is your name?”


“Mastal,” he said and glanced away.


“You have no family name?”


“Not any more.”


“Why?”


He tapped a long finger on his worn leather herb pouch. “You are very forward.”


“You hold my master’s life in your hands and you work for my enemy.” He shrugged as if it meant nothing. “Are you a criminal?”


He shook his head. “No. I am not. I have no family name for the reason most would not.”


“You don’t know your family?” I said.


“No.” He looked puzzled and then closed his eyes slightly, realising I spoke of myself. “When I was a younger man I fell out with my father. He thought I should do things one way and I thought I should do them another – it is common enough between sons and fathers.” I nodded as if I understood. “We fell out,” he said again, this time more quietly.


“Do you regret it?”


“Your tongue is as brutal as your choice of weapon, boy.” He nodded at the warhammer and I covered the hilt with the palm of my hand as if the weapon were a guilty secret I had to hide. “But I shall answer you, in a fashion. Yes, I do. Often. I lost my honour though I still think I was right.”


“It is lost for ever?”


“Unless I carry out some great and charitable task.” My master coughed and he glanced at where she lay, keeping his eyes on her for long enough to make me worry. Then he turned back to me. “But now I am older I understand—”


“Riders!”


Mastal climbed back onto the cart to check on my master as I took up my bow. The troops around me formed a loose circle with their pikes.


“It’s those hedge-cursed mount archers,” hissed a woman by me.


“Shields up,” shouted Thian. Then he slipped from his mount as did the three other mounted men and they all joined the circle. “Make no move to attack.”


The men and women around me crouched behind their teardrop-shaped shields, and I grabbed my own as the Riders thundered in. They were like no troops I had seen before, neither heavy cavalry nor simple mounted troops like Thian. They wore light armour of boiled leather rather than the usual colourfully enamelled heavy armour of Tired Lands cavalry. They all had swords sheathed by their saddles but made no move to draw them, instead they carried curiously small bows, bent like the gentle curve of a courtesan’s painted lip. They circled us, twice, and then darted away – they were extraordinarily skilled in the handling of their mounts. If this was how the Nonmen rode I knew we were dead; even small bows, like theirs could wound and wear us down over time. The Riders drew up out of bow range and their leader, a tall man whose wide helm was topped with a silvery flying lizard, trotted towards us.
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