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  Medrin and the Magician




The man on the table in front of the Aulian was dying. The soldiers with their forked beards crowded around, full of anxious faces, but they knew it: he was past any help. The Aulian shook his head. ‘I’ll do what I can. I make no promises. Leave him with me.’ And when they did leave, that too was a sign of how little hope they had. A prince of the Lhosir left alone with an Aulian wizard. The Aulian opened up his satchel and his bag and set about making his preparations. The dying man’s eyes were open. The skin of his face was grey and slick with sweat but there was a fierce intelligence behind those eyes. And a fear, too. A prince of the Lhosir who was afraid to die, but then who wouldn’t be when dying looked like this?


‘Who are you?’ The Aulian didn’t answer, but when he came close the Lhosir still had enough strength to grab his sleeve. ‘I asked you: who are you?’


‘I’m here to heal you. If it can be done.’


‘Can it?’


‘I will try, but I’m… I am not sure that it can. If you have words to say, you should say them now.’ The Aulian lifted the Lhosir’s head and tipped three potions into his mouth, careful and gentle. ‘One for the pain. One for the healing. One to keep you alive no matter what for two more days.’ The Lhosir let go. He was trembling but he seemed to understand. The Aulian unrolled a cloth bundle and took out a knife and started to cut as gently as he could at the bandages over the Lhosir’s wound. The room already stank of putrefaction. The rot was surely too far gone for the Lhosir to live.


‘I left him. I left my friend. I abandoned him.’


The Aulian nodded. He mumbled something as he cut, not really listening. The Lhosir was fevered already and the potions would soon send him out of his mind entirely and nothing he said would mean very much any more. ‘If you survive, your warring days are over. Even small exertions will leave you short of breath. I am sorry.’


‘I was afraid. I am Lhosir but I was afraid.’


‘Everyone is afraid.’ The Aulian lifted away a part of the bandage. The Lhosir flinched and whimpered where it stuck to the skin and the Aulian had to pull it free. The stench was appalling. ‘I’m going to cut the wound and drain it now. It will hurt like fire even through the potions I’ve given you.’ The Aulian dropped the stinking dressing into a bowl of salt. He forced the Lhosir’s mouth open as delicately as he could and pushed a piece of leather between the Lhosir’s teeth. ‘Bite on this.’


The Lhosir spat it out. ‘The ironskins took him.’


The Aulian paused, waiting for the potions to take the Lhosir’s mind. ‘Ironskins?’


‘The Fateguard.’


The Aulian looked at the knife in his hand, razor sharp. ‘Then tell me about these iron-skinned men while we wait.’


‘The guardians of the Temple of Fates in Nardjas, magician.’ The Lhosir tried to rise but his strength failed him. ‘I know I’m dying. I know the cure for flesh-rot.’


‘I must cut out the rot. All of it.’


‘And it’s spread too far and too deep for you to do that without killing me. And if you do that then the men who brought me here will murder you.’


‘Perhaps.’ The Aulian frowned. ‘Someone should have tended to you sooner.’


The Lhosir spat out a laugh and shook his head. ‘I’m the son of our king. No one dared and so they brought me here flat on my back in a cart. Corvin the Crow thinks it’s bad luck to have his prince die in the middle of his army and so he sends me away to die alone instead. Oh, he said he was sending me back to my father but we both knew I’d never live to cross the sea. Away, that was all that mattered. Flat on my back, and I a proud Lhosir prince.’ He coughed.


‘Tell me,’ said the magician again, ‘about the iron men.’


‘They serve the Eyes of Time. What, magician, did you not see them when they crossed the sea last summer after the Crow took the Crimson Shield from Prince Yarric’s corpse? They took it away from him and brought it back to to Nardjas.’ He coughed again. ‘And that’s how I earned this end.’


‘No, I did not.’ The magician looked at his knife. The Lhosir was slipping into the trance of his potions. Another few minutes and he wouldn’t feel a thing. And the Lhosir was right, too – he probably wouldn’t ever wake up again. ‘Speak your peace to your gods now, Lhosir.’


‘The Fateguard. Skins of black iron.’ The Lhosir closed his eyes. ‘Iron masks and iron crowns. What they are beneath, who can say? Men, I suppose, but there’s plenty who believe otherwise. No one ever sees them without their iron skins, no one outside the temple. Stupid rumours that can’t be true, that they never eat or sleep or rest. Dead men brought back to life to serve Fate.’ The Lhosir closed his eyes.


‘Smoljani?’ The word came out of the magician like an unforeseen breath of wind, lingering a moment and then gone. His face, his voice, everything about him changed as though he was suddenly a different person. A chill went through him. ‘There was another like that that came before them,’ he said, as much to himself as to the Lhosir. ‘Long ago. We buried it far away from here under a place called Witches’ Reach. It was a terrible thing made of old pacts with ancient dusty gods. Its power was very great.’ The Aulian touched a thumb to the Lhosir’s face and drew back an eyelid. The eyes beneath had rolled back. ‘Smoljani.’ He shook himself and took up his knife again, opened the Lhosir’s wound and started to drain it. The stench was enough to make him turn away and gag, and when he turned back the Lhosir’s eyes were open again.


‘Is that one of your potions?’ The Aulian didn’t answer, and after a moment the Lhosir sagged and his eyes rolled back a second time. ‘They took my friend and I didn’t stop them. I’ve heard of you, magician. They say you have a fine house, a palace almost, yet none of the Marroc will go near it. They say you’re a witch.’


‘I will cut away the rot and fill the wound with maggots and honey. Do you understand? Maggots to eat away the bad flesh I cannot reach and honey to help with the healing. Where do they come from, these iron-skinned men?’


‘The Eyes of Time makes them in frozen halls of the Frost Wraiths.’ The Lhosir’s lips drew back in something that might have been an effort at a smile. ‘Maybe there’s no flesh under that black iron at all. Maybe they’re the wraiths themselves.’


‘Oh, there is flesh,’ said the Aulian.


‘You know them?’


‘I do.’


‘And the Eyes of Time?’


‘By another name, yes, I think my people knew it once.’


‘They took my friend. I am responsible.’ The Lhosir’s words were slurring.


‘Yes, yes.’


‘How do I kill the Eyes of Time, magician?’


‘Salt and fire and the Edge of Sorrows.’ The Aulian took the Lhosir’s hand. Maybe that would ease him on his way.


‘They took my friend. I should have… I should… I was afraid… I was… I…’ The Aulian listened until the Lhosir’s words broke into senseless mumbles. The potions were taking hold. He turned his knife back to the Lhosir’s wound and the Lhosir screamed. He screamed like a man having his soul torn out of him piece by piece. Like a man slowly cut in two by a rust-edged saw. The Aulian worked quickly. The wound was deep and the rot had spread deeper still and the stink was enough to make him pause now and then and breathe through a scented cloth. He cut it out as best he could, drained the seeping pus, cut until blood flowed red and the screaming grew louder still. When he was done he placed a bowl over the wound and tipped a hundred wriggling maggots over the dying Lhosir’s bloody flesh, then fresh warm honey.


The door flew open. Another Lhosir, with the dying prince’s bodyguards scurrying in his wake. They ran in and then stumbled and turned away, hit by the reeking air. The Aulian didn’t look up. He wrapped cloth over the wound as fast as he could, hiding what he’d done. The first of the soldiers was on him quickly, gagging. The dying prince was quiet now. Fainted at last.


‘Wizard, what have you done?’


The Aulian cleaned his knife and began to pack away his bags. ‘If he lives through the next two days then he may recover. Send someone to me then.’ He looked at the forkbeard soldier. ‘Only if he lives.’


But the Lhosir wasn’t looking at him, he was looking at the wound and at the cloth over the hole in the dying prince’s side. He was looking at the blind writhing thing that was trying to wriggle free from under it. The Aulian frowned. He’d been careless in his haste. He turned back to the soldier. ‘It will–’


‘Sorcerer!’ The forkbeard drove his sword through the Aulian. ‘Monster! What have you done?’


The Aulian tried to think of an answer, but all his thoughts were of a different monster, the monster with the iron skin that he’d thought long buried and gone. And as he fell to the floor and stared at the dying Lhosir’s hand hanging down from his table, how the Lhosir seemed to have too many fingers.
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  Honour has not to be won, it must only not be lost
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  The Vathen rode slowly through the ruins of the village. There was little left. Burned-out huts, not much else. They stopped at the edge, at what

  had once been a forge, and one of them dismounted and poked through the rubble. Whatever had been done here, it had been a while ago.




  ‘The forkbeards call themselves men of fate.’ She said it without much feeling one way or the other, as if noting that the clouds had turned a little darker and perhaps more rain was

  on the way.




  ‘This is a Marroc village,’ said one of the others with a voice that was keen to push on.




  ‘Yes,’ said the first. ‘But a forkbeard lived here once. They called him Gallow. Gallow the Foxbeard.’
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  THE VATHEN




   




   




   




   




  Beside him Sarvic turned to run. A Vathan spear reached for him. Gallow chopped it away; and then he was slipping back and the whole line was

  falling apart and the Vathen were pressing forward, pushed by the ranks behind them, stumbling over the bodies of the fallen.




  For a moment the dead slowed them. Gallow turned and threw himself away from the Vathan shields. The earth under his feet was slick, ground to mud by the press of boots and watered with blood

  and sweat. A spear point hit him in the back like a kick from a horse. He staggered and slipped but kept on running as fast as he could. If the blow had pierced his mail he’d find out soon

  enough. The rest of the Marroc were scattering, fleeing down the back of the hill with the roars of the Vathen right behind. Javelots and stones rained around him but he didn’t look back.

  Didn’t dare, not yet.




  He slowed for a moment to tuck his axe into his belt and scoop up a discarded spear. The Vathen had horsemen and a man with a spear could face a horse; and when at last he did snatch a glance

  over his shoulder, there they were, cresting the hill. They’d scythe through the fleeing Marroc and not one in ten would reach the safety of the trees because they were running in panic, not

  turning to face their enemy as they should. He’d seen all this before. The Vathen were good with their horses.




  Sarvic was pelting empty-handed down the hill ahead of him. They’d never met before today and had no reason to be friends, but they’d stood together in the wall of shields and

  they’d both survived. Gallow caught him as the first Vathan rider drew back an arm to throw his javelot. He hurled himself at Sarvic’s legs, tumbling them both down the slope of the

  hill. Gallow rolled away, turned and rose to a crouch behind his shield. Other men had dropped theirs as they ran but that was folly.




  The javelot hit his shield and almost knocked him over. Another rider galloped towards them. At the last moment Gallow raised his spear. The Vathan saw it too late. The point caught him in the

  belly and the other end wedged into the dirt and the rider flew out of his saddle, screaming, the spear driven right through him before the shaft snapped clean in two. Gallow wrenched the javelot

  from his shield. He forced another into Sarvic’s hand. There were plenty to be had. ‘Running won’t help you.’




  More Vathen poured over the hill. Another galloped past and hurled his javelot, rattling Gallow’s shield. Gallow searched around, wild-eyed and frantic for any shelter. Further down the

  hill a knot of Marroc had held their nerve long enough to make a circle of spears. He raced towards them now, dragging Sarvic with him as the horsemen charged past. The shields opened to let him in

  and closed around him. He was a part of it without even thinking.




  ‘Wall and spears!’ Valaric? A fierce hope came with having men beside him again, shields locked together, even if they were nothing but a handful.




  Another wave of Vathan horse swarmed past. The Marroc crouched in their circle, spears out like a hedgehog, poking over their shields. The horsemen thundered on. There were easier prey to catch

  but they threw their javelots anyway as they passed. The Marroc beside Gallow screamed and pitched forward.




  ‘You taught us this, Gallow, you Lhosir bastard,’ Valaric swore. ‘Curse these stunted hedge-born runts! Keep your shields high and your spears up and keep together, damn

  you!’




  The Vathan foot soldiers were charging now, roaring and whooping. As the last riders passed, the circle of Marroc broke and sprinted for the woods. The air was hot and thick. Sweat trickled into

  Gallow’s eyes. The grass on the hill had been trampled flat and now gleamed bright in the sun. Bodies littered the ground close to the trees, scattered like armfuls of broken dolls where the

  Vathan horse had caught the Marroc rout. Hundreds of them pinned to the earth with javelots sticking up from their backs. There were Lhosir bodies too among the Marroc. Valaric pointed at one and

  laughed. ‘Not so invincible, eh?’




  They reached the shadows of the wood and paused, gasping. Behind them the battlefield spread up the hill, dead men strewn in careless abandon. Crows already circled, waiting for the Vathen to

  finish so they could get on with some looting of their own. The moans and cries of the dying mixed with the shouts and hurrahs of the victors. Before long the dead would be stripped bare and the

  Vathen would move on.




  ‘Got to keep moving,’ Gallow said.




  ‘Shut your hole, forkbeard! They won’t follow us here.’ Valaric picked up his shield. He kicked a couple of Marroc who’d crouched against trees to catch their breath,

  glared at Sarvic and headed off again at a run. ‘A pox on you!’ he said as Gallow fell in step beside him. ‘They’ll move right on to Fedderhun and quick. They don’t

  care about us.’




  But they still ran, a hard steady pace along whatever game trails they could find, putting as much distance as they could between them and the Vathen. Valaric only slowed when they ran out into

  a meadow surrounded by trees and by then they must have been a couple of miles from the battle. Far enough. The Marroc were gasping and soaked in sweat but they weren’t dead. There

  wouldn’t be many who’d stood in the shield wall on Lostring Hill who could say that.




  The grass was up to their knees and filled with spring flowers and the air was alive with a heady scent. ‘Should be good enough,’ Valaric muttered. ‘We rest here for a bit

  then.’ He threw a snarl at Gallow. ‘This is the end of us now, forkbeard. After here it’s each to his own way, and you’re not welcome any more.’




  ‘Will you go to Fedderhun, Valaric?’




  Valaric snorted. ‘There’s no walls. What’s the point? Fedderhun’s a fishing town. The Vathen will either burn it or they won’t and nothing you or I can do will

  change that. If your Lhosir prince wants a fight with the Vathen, I’ll be seeing to it that it’s not me and mine whose lives get crushed between you. I’ll be with my

  family.’




  There wasn’t much to say to that. Old wounds were best left be. Gallow’s own children weren’t so many miles away either. And Arda; and they’d be safe if the Vathen went

  on to Fedderhun. He touched a hand to his chest and to the locket that hung on a chain around his neck, warm against his skin, buried beneath leather and mail. He could have been with them now, not

  here in a wood and stinking of sweat and blood. ‘I’m one of you now,’ he said, as much to himself as to Valaric.




  Valaric snorted. ‘You’re never that, forkbeard.’




  Gallow set down his spear and his shield and took off his helm, letting the air dry the sweat from his skin. ‘It’s still your land, Valaric.’




  But Valaric shook his head. ‘Not any more.’
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  VALARIC




   




   




   




   




  ‘Not any more.’ Valaric spat. Four hundred men. King Yurlak had sent four hundred forkbeards to fight ten thousand Vathen, and no one,

  not even a crazy forkbeard, was that terrible. The fools on the hill were always going to break. He’d seen that from the moment he’d seen the Vathen and how many they were – and

  it grated, thinking that if every man standing on the top of Lostring Hill this morning had been a Lhosir forkbeard then they just might have held the line, even outnumbered as they were, and maybe

  it would have been the Vathen who’d broken and fled. Maybe. Because Yurlak hadn’t just sent four hundred men. He’d sent the Screambreaker, the Widowmaker, the Nightmare

  of the North, and the Widowmaker had called the Marroc to arms and Valaric had been stupid enough to believe in him because a dozen years ago Valaric had been on the wrong end of the Widowmaker and

  his forkbeards four times, one after the other, and each time the Marroc had had the numbers and Valaric had been certain that the Widowmaker couldn’t possibly win, and each time he had. A

  man, he reckoned, ought to learn from a thing like that.




  Out of the shadows of the trees a Vathan rider stepped into the clearing. Valaric froze for a moment but the rider was slumped in his saddle. He had blood all over him and he was clearly dead.

  Half his face was missing.




  ‘Well, well. An unwanted horse. Now there’s a blessing.’ He grinned at the other Marroc around him. He’d picked them carefully, the ones who’d fight hard and long

  and keep their wits. Torvic, the three Jonnics, Davic, all men who’d fought the forkbeards years ago and lived, even towards the end when the forkbeards had hired Vathan mercenaries with

  their plundered gold and sent them in after the Marroc lines broke. The Marroc were used to running away by then, but not from horses. Thousands of men dead. And here he was not ten years later:

  same forkbeards, same Vathen, only now the forkbeards claimed they were his friends. Valaric was having none of it.




  The other Marroc were on their feet now. They were all thinking the same thing. All of them except the forkbeard Gallow, who’d keep quiet if he had any sense. Valaric got to the horse

  first. He took the reins and hauled the dead Vathan out of the saddle.




  ‘So let’s see what we’ve got, lads.’ He left the body to the others and started going through the saddlebags. Food and water they’d share since none of them carried

  any. A rare piece of good fortune. Someone else’s horse and saddle were fine things to carry away from a battle even after a victory. They’d have to divide it somehow. Needed a care

  that did. He’d seen men kill each other over spoils like this, men who’d fought side by side only hours before.




  ‘There are more.’ Gallow was pointing off into the trees on the other side of the clearing.




  Valaric growled. He let go of the horse and slipped his sword into his hand and picked up his shield where he’d left it in the grass. ‘Men? Or just horses?’




  ‘Horses.’




  Horses was more like it. But still . . . He looked around the other Marroc. They all had a greedy look to them, but nervous too. ‘Right. You lot stay here. Keep on the edge of the trees.

  Shields and spears ready in case. Me and the forkbeard, we’ll go see what’s there.’ He took a long hard look at Gallow. He was tall – certainly compared to a Marroc, and

  maybe even tall among his own kind – and broad. His muscles might be hidden beneath mail and thick leather, but the man had been a soldier for years and worked in a forge before and after,

  and there was no such thing as a weak-armed smith. His face was strong-boned and weathered. Valaric supposed there’d be some who’d say it was handsome if it hadn’t been for the

  scar running across one cheek and the dent in his nose that went with it. He didn’t have the forked beard of a Lhosir any more, but Valaric’s eyes saw it anyway. Demon-beards.

  Thick black hair that didn’t mark him as anything much one way or the other, but eyes of the palest blue like mountain glaciers. Lhosir eyes, cold and pitiless and deadly. Valaric cocked his

  head. ‘You man for that?’




  Gallow didn’t blink, just nodded, which made Valaric want to hit him. They stood face to face. Gallow looked down at him. Those ice-filled eyes were piercing, but Valaric

  didn’t see the things he was looking for there. Forkbeards were merciless, filled with hate and rage – that’s how they’d been on the battlefield – but Gallow’s

  eyes were just sad and weary. They had a longing to them.




  ‘You can go back to your own kind after this,’ he said shortly and brushed past on into the trees, eyes alert for the horses Gallow had seen. He picked up two of them straight away,

  two more Vathan ones, riderless this time. Probably they’d followed the first. If there were more, so much the better.




  ‘I have a family, Valaric,’ said Gallow. ‘A wife and an old man and two young sons and a daughter. Those are my people now, and yes, I’ll go back to them. I don’t

  know these Vathen but they’ll head west for Andhun. If that falls then who knows what they’ll do? Maybe they’re set on making new kings and cities and will leave my village alone.

  Or maybe they’re the sort to swarm across the country with their horses and their swords, with burning torches, sweeping everything before them until nothing is left.’




  ‘Two young sons and a daughter, eh?’ Valaric couldn’t keep the bitterness out of his voice. ‘Sounds like you’ve been busy since you finished raping and murdering

  and settled to the business of breaking our backs for the pleasure of your king.’




  Gallow didn’t answer. Didn’t care, most likely, and the thought flashed through Valaric’s head to kill him right there and then while the two of them were alone. None of the

  others would think any less of him for doing it. They’d all lost something when the forkbeards had come across the sea in their sharp-faced boats. He had no idea why Gallow had stayed.

  Married a local girl, a smith’s daughter, and that alone was enough for Valaric to hate him. Our land, not yours. Nine years ago that was, when everyone had hated the forkbeards and

  everything they stood for; but over those years the world had slowly changed. Everyone in these parts had come to hear of the forkbeard who hadn’t gone home. Maybe he even had friends now,

  but for Valaric time had healed nothing. Gallow wasn’t welcome. None of them were.




  ‘There.’




  Among the trees in the shade Valaric saw the shapes of more horses. A dozen maybe, one for each of them to ride and a few spare. Good coin if they could get to a place where they could sell

  them. Changed things, that did. Not so much chance of a squabble over the spoils. The battle was going to give him a decent purse after all – which wasn’t why he’d come to fight

  it, but a man still had to live.




  Gallow pressed ahead through the trees to the horses, his hand staying close to his axe. He moved quickly but with cautious feet. Valaric let him go ahead while he tied up the first two animals

  and then ran after him. Couldn’t let a forkbeard take the best of the pickings, but by then Gallow had stopped. When Valaric caught up, he saw why.




  ‘Modris!’ Cursing the old god’s name was the only thing left to do.




  There were bodies everywhere. More horses too, a lot of them with their Vathan riders still slumped on their backs. The bodies on the ground were mostly forkbeards. Valaric took it all in and

  nodded to the dead. He pointed through the trees, roughly back towards the battlefield. ‘Forkbeards were riding through the forest. The Vathen got ahead of them. They encircled them and took

  your friends from the front and from behind.’




  Gallow nodded. ‘The Lhosir made a stand rather than run. They dismounted because that’s how we like to fight. Like you, with our feet on the earth. The trees made that work for them.

  No one ever thought of running. Not our way.’




  ‘The Vathen stayed in their saddles. Maybe that wasn’t so clever of them.’ There were a lot more dead Vathen than forkbeards. One of them had an arrow sticking out of his

  chest. Valaric saw it and frowned: the forkbeards almost never used bows in battle. Arrows were for hunting or for cowards, but someone had used one here. For once not losing had mattered more than

  how they fought.




  ‘They were protecting something,’ he whispered.




  Gallow was staring around the corpses of his own people. He nodded. ‘These were the Screambreaker’s men.’ He walked slowly among them, axe drawn, eyes darting back and forth

  among the shadows.




  ‘A pretty sight. Forkbeards and Vathen killing each other. My heart soars.’ Valaric didn’t feel it though, not here. He’d told himself that he and Gallow were enemies

  from the moment they’d met, reminded himself that one day they might face each other in a different way, iron and steel edges drawn to the death. He hadn’t bothered much about that

  though, because they both had to live through the Vathen first for that to ever happen, and Valaric had been in enough battles to know when victory lay with the enemy. The Marroc were mostly too

  stupid and too fresh to fighting to see it, but the forkbeards must have known too, yet they’d faced the enemy anyway. They’d stood and held their shields and their spears and roared

  their cries of battle. ‘Is he here then, your general?’




  Gallow crouched beside a man with blood all over his face. He nodded. ‘Yes, Valaric, he is.’ He stood up. He still had his axe, and the way he was looking made Valaric wonder if that

  day when they’d face each other wasn’t so far off after all. ‘He’s still alive.’ Gallow’s eyes were right for a forkbeard now. Merciless. Valaric took a step

  back. He let his hand sit on the hilt of his own sword. The Nightmare of the North. The man who’d led the forkbeards back and forth across his land and stained it black with ash and red with

  blood. Whoever killed the Widowmaker would be a hero among the Marroc, his name sung through the ages. And here he was, helpless, and there was only one forkbeard left standing in Valaric’s

  way.




  Gallow met his eye. ‘Now what?’




  Valaric couldn’t draw his sword. Simply couldn’t. Not that Gallow scared him, although it would be a hard fight, that was for sure. Or he could have called the other Marroc and told

  them what he’d found, because no forkbeard ever born was strong enough to face nine against one. But he didn’t do that either. The honest truth was that the Nightmare of the North

  hadn’t done half the things people said he had. What he had done was stand with two thousand Marroc against the Vathen in a battle he must have known he couldn’t win.

  He’d done that today. Valaric turned away. ‘They say things about you, Gallow.’




  ‘I’m sure they do.’




  ‘Tavern talk, now and then. They say you’re good to your word. That you work hard. Decent, they say, for a forkbeard. Always with the same words at the end: for a forkbeard.

  Which is good. Doesn’t serve a man to forget who his enemies are. Why did you fight beside me and not with your own people, eh? Would have been safer, after all. Likely as not they were the

  last to break.’ The words were bitter. Bloody forkbeards.




  ‘You’re my people now, Valaric.’




  Valaric spat in disgust. ‘No, we’re not. A forkbeard is a forkbeard. Shaving your face changes nothing.’ He stared at Gallow and found he couldn’t meet the Lhosir’s

  eyes any more. They were the eyes of a man who would stand without flinching against all nine of his Marroc if he had to because it would never occur to him to do anything else. Valaric shook his

  head. ‘I tell you, I got so sick of running away from you lot. Must be a first for you.’




  ‘Selleuk’s Bridge, Marroc.’




  ‘Selleuk’s Bridge?’ Valaric bellowed out a laugh. ‘I missed that. Beat you good, eh?’




  ‘That you did.’ Gallow’s hand still rested on the head of his axe.




  Valaric turned and started to walk away. ‘I’ve done my fighting for today. Best you be on your way. You take more than your share of these horses and we’ll come after you like

  the howling hordes of hell. Go. And be quick about it.’
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  DEAD WEIGHT




   




   




   




   




  Gallow saw to the horses first. Two of them, one for him and one for the Screambreaker. That was fair. A man took what he needed and no more when

  times were hard. He chose Lhosir mounts over the Vathan ones. Stamina over speed. He couldn’t see he’d be needing to win any races today but it was a long ride home and there

  wouldn’t be any stopping while the sun was up.




  He grimaced as he lifted the general across his shoulders. The Marroc called him the Widowmaker and the Nightmare of the North. To the Lhosir he was Corvin Screambreaker. He was a heavy man,

  full of muscle, but old enough to have a belly as well, and nearly ten years of peace had done him no favours there. In his armour he was almost too much; but for all Gallow knew, the Screambreaker

  was already knocking at the Maker-Devourer’s cauldron, and a Lhosir died in his armour if he could, dressed for battle with his spear in one hand and his shield in the other. That was a good

  death, one the Maker-Devourer would add to his brew. Once Gallow had the Screambreaker on the back of his horse he strapped a shield to the old warrior’s arm and wrapped his limp fingers

  around a knife and tied it fast with a leather thong ripped from a dead Vathan’s saddle. A sword would have been better, but swords were heavy. Chances were it would fall out and be lost and

  then the Screambreaker would have nothing. A knife was at least something. The Maker-Devourer would understand that.




  The Marroc were still back in the clearing. He ought to lay out the other Lhosir dead and speak them out, tell the Maker-Devourer of their names and their deeds, but he couldn’t. He

  didn’t know them. He put swords and knives into empty hands, knowing full well that the Marroc would simply loot them again as soon as he was gone. With the Screambreaker’s horse

  tethered to his own, he whispered a prayer to the sky and the earth, mounted and rode away.By the time he was free of the woods, the sun was sinking towards the distant mountains of the south.

  Varyxhun was up there somewhere, up in the hills, surrounded by its mighty trees and guarding what had once been a pass through the mountains to Cimmer and the Holy Aulian Empire, but that was an

  old path. Nothing but the odd shadewalker had come from the empire for more than fifty years now, while the castle overlooking Varyxhun itself was said to be haunted, full of the vengeful spirits

  of the last Marroc to hold out against the Screambreaker. It was said to be the home of a sleeping water-dragon too, but the Vathen wouldn’t bother with it, dragon or not. They’d stay

  north and move along the coast to Andhun. If Valaric and the other Marroc wanted a fight, that’s where it would be. I’ll be with my family, Valaric had said, but

  Valaric’s family were six wooden grave markers in a field near a village by the coast, far away to the west, and had been for years. Everyone knew that.




  He watched the sun finish creeping its way behind the distant horizon. As the stars came out, he stopped and eased Corvin to the ground and gently took away his shield. He let the horses cool

  and took them to water; when he was done with that he searched their saddlebags for food for both of them and blankets for Corvin. The Screambreaker’s breathing was fast and shallow, but at

  least he was still alive. Gallow forced one of his eyes open. It was rolled back so far that all Gallow could see was white. He made a fire, forced some water into the old man and ate from what

  he’d found on the stolen horses.




  ‘If you die on me I’ll make a pyre if I can. I’ll miss a few things when I speak you out, I reckon. Forgive me. The sky knows there’s enough that I do know.’ He

  took the Screambreaker’s hand and held it in his own. Talk to a troubled spirit. Helps it to remember who it is. Some witch had told him that, not long after he’d crossed the

  sea. ‘They say you were a farmer once, no better than anyone else. The old ones who knew you before. Thanni Thunderhammer. Jyrdas One-Eye. Kaddaf the Roarer. Lanjis Halfborn. We listened to

  all their stories. You were one of them, and you were their god too. Even then people knew you because of what you’d done, not because of a name you carried when you were born. “That a

  man should somehow be better than his brothers simply because his father was rich? A Marroc nonsense. Lhosir will never stomach it.” You said that. Do you remember? I think we’d been

  talking about Medrin.’ He let the Screambreaker’s hand go and poked at the fire. ‘Things were changing even before I crossed the sea. Some of these Marroc ideas were taking root

  and a dozen and more winters have passed since then. Was it all different when you went back? Is that why you sailed again? Or was it simply too hard to resist? One last glorious stand. A battle

  you couldn’t possibly win. A hero’s death for a hero’s life.’




  He shifted the Screambreaker closer to the fire and settled down on the other side, gazing up at the stars. ‘We weren’t all that far from here when we last parted. Andhun opened its

  gates to us, do you remember? You gave your word not to plunder it. We honoured that. By then we just wanted to go home, to get back across the sea and eat proper food again. Drink water that

  tasted of mountain ice and marry some big-boned woman who’d bear us lots of sons and sleep in a longhouse with all our kin and not in those stinking Marroc huts. That sort of thing. We talked

  about it all the time in those last weeks. Was it all there waiting for you just as we remembered it? It must have gone well enough for you and the others, what with bringing old Yurlak home and

  every ship laden with loot and plunder. But I can’t say it’s been too bad here.’




  The Screambreaker moaned and shifted, still wandering the Herenian Marches where the lost spirits of those neither alive nor dead were cursed to dwell, spirits like the Aulian shadewalkers.

  Gallow patted his hand. ‘I wasn’t going to stay. I was as eager as the rest of you. But then Yurlak fell ill and everyone was sure he was going to die before you reached home and Medrin

  would be king in his place. I’m not so fond of Medrin. So I got to thinking that maybe I’d stay and I watched you all go, ship by ship. You took Yurlak back across the sea so he could

  die in his own house and among his own people, only then he went and didn’t die after all. If I’d still been in Andhun, I’d have come home when I heard but, as you see, I never

  did. I left. Back to the mountains and the giant trees of Varyxhun. I was going to cross the Aulian Way. Go south, to lands we can hardly name, but on my way I found a forge and an old smith who

  needed a strong arm to work it, and one of his three dead sons had left a wife behind him and a girl he likely never saw. It was us who left her a widow, us who took the old man’s sons, so I

  won’t say they were happy with having a forkbeard around the place. But it felt good to be making things again. I wonder if you can understand that.’ He took a deep breath and touched

  his hand to his chest, to the place where the locket lay next to his skin. ‘I took a lock of her hair while she was sleeping. A little luck to carry into battle. I know what you’d say

  about that, old man. Laugh and scoff and tell me I was daft in the head, tell me that a man’s fate is written for him before he’s born. But here we are, so perhaps it worked, in its

  way. No one would have her, see, because she was another man’s wife and she came with another man’s child to feed when both men and food were scarce, and she was . . . Screambreaker,

  you’ll understand if you meet her. The Marroc prefer their women a little more docile.’ He rose and looked up at the stars. ‘A fine woman, Screambreaker. We have two sons of our

  own now, and another daughter. You’ll like her if you last long enough to see her. Fierce and speaks her mind as often as she likes and doesn’t give a rat’s arse what anyone else

  thinks. She won’t like you, sorry to say. Not one bit. Arda. That’s her name.’




  He lay down beside the fire and pulled his cloak over himself. ‘Maker-Devourer watch over you, old man. Don’t get yourself lost in the Marches. And don’t tell Arda about the

  hair. I’d never hear the end of it.’




  Gallow closed his eyes. The Screambreaker was mumbling to himself. He hadn’t heard a word.
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  THE ARDSHAN




   




   




   




   




  Gulsukh Ardshan’s horse shifted beneath him, impatient to move. From where he sat, the battlefield looked as though the Weeping God had

  reached down from the sky and picked the Marroc legion up to the clouds, shaken them fiercely and let them go, scattering them to fall as they may. The light was fading but he still watched from

  where the Marroc line had stood and looked down the gentle slope of the hillside. His riders swarmed over the dead, the dark litter of mangled shapes that had once been proud Marroc men. Looting

  mostly, but it served a purpose. His horsemen needed their javelots, those that could be thrown again. There were spears and axes and shields and helms and perhaps even a few swords and pieces of

  mail for the soldiers of the Weeping Giant, the ones who fought on foot. And, too, he was looking for someone.




  In the failing light a dozen riders emerged from the trees at the bottom of the hill. Their horses looked tired, Gulsukh thought. They trotted closer up the slope and he saw that one of them had

  a body slung over his saddle. Watching them weave their way in and out of the piles of naked corpses and the fires that were just being lit, he felt a hungry thrill of hope, but it died as they

  approached. The lead horseman stopped in front of him, clenched his fist across his chest and bowed his head.




  ‘And what did you find, Krenda Bashar?’ Gulsukh peered at the body. A Lhosir, yes, but from a distance there was no telling who, other than it wasn’t the man he was looking

  for.




  The bashar kept his head bowed. He spoke loudly and quickly and a little too abruptly. ‘Ardshan! Beymar Bashar is dead. We followed his trail. He caught up with the Lhosir and tried to

  take them but he was beaten. The men with him were killed. Most of the Lhosir too.’




  ‘But not the Widowmaker.’ The ardshan turned away. Failure was in the bashar’s voice.




  ‘The Widowmaker wasn’t there, Ardshan. But . . .’ Krenda Bashar looked up with a furrowed brow. ‘Ardshan, I would like to pursue this further. The tracks are unclear but

  the Lhosir bodies were left where they fell. Whatever happened, too few survived to take their dead with them. I . . . I think the Widowmaker may have been killed too, and the last of his men took

  the body with them. They must have been in a hurry.’




  Gulsukh shrugged. ‘It means nothing without his body.’




  ‘And so I beg your leave to pursue. Ardshan, the Lhosir don’t leave their dead, not like this. At the very least they would lay out the bodies and leave weapons in their hands. There

  were no weapons at all. Further . . .’ Krenda’s frown deepened. ‘There is this.’ He turned and led over the horse with the dead body across its back, bringing it close so

  that Gulsukh could see the dead Lhosir’s face. ‘Lanjis . . .’




  ‘Lanjis Halfborn.’ The ardshan stared at a face he hadn’t seen for ten years.




  ‘We found him. Lying dead as he fell. The Widowmaker would not have left him so if he was alive to do otherwise.’




  Gulsukh nodded. ‘They were like brothers.’




  ‘We found a handful of horses but most were gone. The trail leads inland. We followed it a short way. They weren’t heading for Fedderhun.’




  The ardshan closed his eyes. Even one last Lhosir would have laid out their fallen, and they surely wouldn’t have have left one like Lanjis Halfborn behind, even dead. They must have had a

  very good reason to leave in haste and he could only think of one. To take the Widowmaker out of danger.




  Krenda coughed. ‘I think we weren’t the first to find the Lhosir. Some of the Marroc fled through the same woods. They would have followed the same trails. It would explain the

  looting.’




  The ardshan opened his eyes. ‘Marroc aid the Widowmaker? I doubt that.’




  ‘They’d most likely kill him. Or ransom him, Ardshan, and even his body would be worth a great deal. Perhaps they know that. Or perhaps they simply took him to strip him later, in a

  quieter safer place.’




  ‘Yes.’ Gulsukh smiled and nodded. ‘Yes, and even dead they might do that. Then go and follow and see if you can find them, and make sure that every Marroc knows there’s a

  price on the Widowmaker’s head, dead or alive. Take some silver to show them. That should make them happy to see you.’




  Krenda Bashar nodded. They might have talked more, but Gulsukh’s son, Moonjal Bashar, was riding up the hill at a gallop now. The ardshan rolled his eyes. Krenda bowed. ‘The Weeping

  Giant calls again?’




  The ardshan nodded. ‘Doubtless to debate when we shall press on to Fedderhun. Go. Perhaps while you’re looking you could save us all some bother, Bashar. You could probably seize

  Fedderhun yourself while the Weeping Giant muses.’
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  FORKBEARD




   




   




   




   




  The sun rose. Gallow shook the dew off his blanket and fetched water up from the nearby stream. He pissed on the last smoking remnants of his fire

  and checked to see if the Screambreaker had died in the night; but the old man was still breathing so he sat and ate breakfast and waited. The sky was a cold blue but the late spring sun was

  already warm on his skin and chasing away the chill of the night. The sun would have to be enough. Out here on the open downs the smoke of a fire would be seen for miles and the Vathen he

  remembered had been a restless people. Always with their horses and they liked to roam.




  ‘My helm, man! My helm!’ The cry jerked Gallow away from burying the traces of their camp. The Screambreaker was sitting up and staring blankly at the sky, one hand on his head. He

  looked at Gallow. ‘Who are you? What have you done with my helm?’




  Gallow took his own off the ground and offered it but the Screambreaker threw it away. ‘That’s not my helm. Where’s my helm? Where is it?’




  ‘Fell off your head when someone whacked you one, I’d say. Wasn’t anywhere near when I found you. Probably some Marroc has it now. Glad you’re awake.’ Gallow

  rummaged among the saddlebags and pulled out a piece of dirty cloth, something used for polishing saddle leathers by the looks of it. It would have to do. He dipped it in water and crouched in

  front of Corvin. ‘You’ve got blood all over you. I’m going to wash it off. Should have done that last night.’ Except last night it had been dark and he’d half thought

  the Screambreaker wouldn’t live to see the morning.




  He leaned forward but Corvin lunged and pushed him away. ‘Get off me!’




  ‘Suit yourself.’ Gallow squeezed the water out of the cloth and hung it over his saddle. ‘There’s a horse there. It’s yours now.’




  The Screambreaker didn’t move. He lay where he was, panting with his head twisted to one side. ‘You’re not a Vathan. You’re not Marroc either. I don’t know you. Who

  are you?’




  ‘I was with you at Vanhun.’ Gallow stood up. ‘Most of the times afterwards as well, for that matter, until you went back across the sea. Gallow. No particular reason

  you’d remember me.’




  ‘Gallow?’ The old man wrinkled up his face. ‘Where are the Vathen? This isn’t Fedderhun! Where’s the sea? The Marroc won’t last the first charge! Where are

  they? They need their spirit!’




  Gallow pointed to the rise behind them. ‘See that hill? Good view from up there. I’m going to go and have a look and see if anyone’s following us. Doubt it, but you never know.

  You led us against the Vathen yesterday, Screambreaker. The battle’s been and gone. The Marroc held the first charge but it was never going to last. The second one broke them. You don’t

  remember, do you? Thump round the head can do that.’ He walked away, leaving the general to gather his thoughts, to sort his memories and get up off the ground and maybe come up and look too,

  but Corvin did none of those things. When Gallow came back the Screambreaker was asleep again, snoring loudly. Gallow lifted him up and flopped him into his saddle. ‘There’s smoke a way

  to the north. Probably not Vathen on our tracks but best be on our way.’ Corvin didn’t wake. The wound on his head was oozing again. At least the old man still knew who he was.




  They rode through gentle hills down into the sweep of the Fedder valley and forded the river. The shape of the land grew more familiar. Gallow started to see places he knew – a lone tree

  here, the crook of a stream there, a particular hilltop – until early in the afternoon he looked down on the little Marroc village that had been his home for the last nine years. He left the

  horses beside Shepherd’s Tree, a tall old broadleaf that stood on its own at the top of the hill where Vennic the shepherd watched his flock. There was no sign of Vennic today, nor of his

  sheep. There was no one in the village either, no fire lit in the forge, not even any animals, no clucking and snuffling of chickens and pigs wandering free. He walked back to Shepherd’s Tree

  and climbed into the lower branches and peered out across the hills but there was no sign of anyone for miles. Strange. Something had made the villagers run but there was no trace of it

  now.




  Corvin was still asleep as Gallow led the horses round to the forge yard. There were no stables in Middislet but Nadric had his workshop, one side open to the sky, big enough to tie up two

  horses and keep them at least half out of sight. He hauled the Screambreaker down and laid him on the hard earth and set to work on the old man’s armour, one piece at a time, laying each

  carefully out beside the horses. A man could hardly lie in his sickbed all dressed up in mail and leather, not unless he had one foot already in the Herenian Marches and his eyes already set on the

  Maker-Devourer’s cauldron. He smiled to himself. Nadric would rub his hands with glee if he ever saw all this metalwork. ‘Better come out from wherever you’re hiding then,

  eh?’ He loosened the buckles on Corvin’s leather undercoat and slowly eased him out of it. When that was done he lifted the general over his shoulder as gently as he could and carried

  him into the house, into the tiny night room where he and Arda slept. It was just a corner close to the hearth fire with curtains of rough-spun wool hanging around it to separate it from the rest

  of the house, but it would do. In the gloom with the curtains closed no one would see the Screambreaker as long as he was quiet. He set the old man down on the bed of straw and furs, shook him and

  offered him water.




  ‘Do you remember it now?’ Gallow asked him. ‘The battle?’




  The Screambreaker looked off into the distance, right through the walls and far off beyond. ‘The Marroc broke. I remember that. Afterwards there wasn’t much to be done. A few hundred

  of us would never turn away so many Vathen.’ His eyes narrowed. ‘Who are you?’




  ‘Gallow, old man. I told you that already.’




  ‘You’re no Marroc. So who are you, Gallow?’ He rolled the name around his mouth, frowning, savouring it as though in some lost corner of his memory maybe it meant

  something.




  ‘I came from across the sea. I’m one of you. I’m Lhosir.’




  ‘No, you’re not.’ Corvin stared and Gallow knew exactly where he was looking. At the bare shaven skin where Gallow’s forked and braided beard should have been.




  ‘Yes, I am, old man. I cut it off.’




  The Screambreaker didn’t say anything. A Lhosir cut his beard because he was ashamed, or else someone cut it for him because he was a coward or a liar or a thief. A Lhosir without his

  braided forked beard wasn’t a Lhosir at all. He was a ghost to be ignored and shunned. Until it grew back he didn’t exist.




  Gallow shrugged. He fetched a blanket and covered the general. ‘I have to see to the horses. I’ll come back when that’s done.’




  ‘Where’s my mail?’ Corvin didn’t turn to look at him but spoke to the wall.




  ‘Cared for and out of sight.’




  ‘I want it here. My sword too. And my shield.’




  Gallow hesitated. ‘I’ll bring you your blade, Screambreaker.’ He could hardly deny a man his sword. ‘The rest is best hidden away. There are Vathen roaming the

  land.’




  ‘I’ll not hide from them!’




  Gallow brought the Screambreaker his sword and his shield too and then returned to the horses, ignoring the complaints that followed him. The horses had been worked hard and they needed some

  kindness. He lifted off their saddles and bridles and set to work grooming them; when that was done, since he had no hay or feed for them, he turned them loose in the fields. They were Lhosir

  horses so they wouldn’t go far. Then he went back to the workshop and set about cleaning the general’s armour and then his own, wiping every piece with an oily rag and hanging them in

  the shadows at the back of the workshop among Nadric’s old tools, the broken ones that he never got around to fixing but couldn’t bring himself to throw away. He hung up his axe and

  then took both swords and cleaned those too, hiding them under a pile of sacking. The Vathan javelot he propped up in the darkest corner of all. Then, stripped to the waist now, he started on the

  saddles, cleaning the leather and polishing it. He’d never had a horse so he didn’t know what he was supposed to do with all the bits and pieces that came with one, but he knew about

  caring for leather. Spit and polish and a bit of beeswax, although that was usually something Arda tended to.




  When he was done with the saddles he wrapped them in sackcloth and hid them at the back of the workshop. They were clearly Lhosir-made and too decorated to be from anything but a rich

  man’s horse, and too big to properly hide too. He wondered about burying them, but the Screambreaker’s beard would give him away if any Vathen came by, and if they didn’t then

  only Nadric would see them where they were, tucked away in the shadows of the forge.




  The sun was still high. The village was empty, but if something had spooked them then Gallow knew where they’d be. They’d be up on the edge of the Crackmarsh, hiding in the

  waterlogged caves that riddled the hills. A couple of hours on foot, but on a horse he could easily be there and back before dark. He’d look for them tomorrow, he decided, if the

  Screambreaker was up to the journey, but for now it was useful to have the place to himself. He wondered what had scared them away.




  With the swords and mail and the animals cared for, Gallow walked to the well and drew a bucket of water. He threw a few handfuls of it over himself and carried the rest back to the workshop.

  Nadric always kept a few rags about the place – he was forever on the lookout for shirts that were so worn and torn that they couldn’t be patched and repaired. Gallow took one and went

  back to Corvin. One way or another that wound was getting cleaned, even if he had to punch the old man out to do it.




  The thought made him laugh. Punching out the Screambreaker. How many people had tried that all those years ago? A lot, and he couldn’t remember any that had succeeded. ‘I need

  to—’




  He stopped. The curtains were drawn back. The Screambreaker was sitting up, propped against the wall. He had his sword in his lap and the blankets around his feet and he was staring across the

  house. He didn’t move or even look at him as Gallow came in. Gallow followed the Screambreaker’s eyes. The village wasn’t as empty as he’d thought. The Screambreaker screwed

  up his nose. ‘I don’t think this Marroc likes me,’ he said, and Gallow couldn’t have stopped himself from smiling even if he’d wanted to.




  ‘Well I did tell you she wouldn’t.’
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  ARDA




   




   




   




   




  Vennic had been keeping watch up in the Shepherd’s Tree. As much as anything it was something for him to do, but then he’d come running

  back late in the morning and said there were riders coming. The villagers had sighed and rolled their eyes. They knew what to do: take everything that mattered and hide, let the soldiers come

  through and be on their way, and then start again once they were gone. The forkbeards had taught them that. Burned-down houses could be built again. People and animals, they were what mattered, and

  so the men and women of Middislet had run out into the fields and called everyone back and gathered the animals that could be gathered and scattered the rest. The Vathen would come and go, and for

  most of them life would go on.




  But not for all. The forge and Nadric’s workshop weren’t things you could simply pack up into sacks and throw over your shoulder and carry or herd up to the Crackmarsh. Without them

  Nadric had no living, and Arda had four children to care for and her man was off to war. Again. It made her furious because it was always her. Why did she have to suffer the

  most?




  ‘I’m not having it,’ she told Nadric. ‘They come here, they’ll burn us down over my dead body.’




  Which, Nadric pleaded, was almost surely what would happen, but Arda was done with wars and fighting and running away. She took a knife and shut herself in the cellar, and nothing Nadric could

  say would make her come out. If Vennic was right and a band of soldiers came by then she’d plead with them. The forkbeards admired courage like that, didn’t they? Maybe the Vathen would

  too. So in the end Nadric gave up and took the children away to hide in the Crackmarsh caves with everyone else and left her.




  For a long time she sat in the quiet and in the dark and all alone. Trouble with that was it gave her time to wonder. What if the Vathen were different? What if they didn’t care? Twice she

  got up, ready to climb out of the cellar and head after the rest of the village, and twice she stopped herself. Maybe the Vathen, the forkbeards or whoever it was that Vennic had seen had passed on

  by. Or maybe the riders were actually a herd of deer or simply figments of his imagination. There was no real telling with Vennic. That was what she was thinking – that Vennic was an idiot

  and there was nothing at all coming their way from the hills – when she heard the first noises above.




  Footsteps. No voices. She froze, crouched in a corner, a lot less sure of herself than when she’d argued with Nadric. Vathen? She sniffed the air for smoke. And if it is, what are you

  going to do? She looked at the knife clutched tight in her fingers. Stupid woman. What were you thinking?




  The footsteps came and went. For a while there was quiet. She was about to slip out of the cellar to see what was happening when they came back again, heavier this time, above her head through

  the wooden floor. They stopped by the night room and there was some quiet talking and then one set of footsteps left and everything fell still again. It certainly didn’t sound like a

  gang of rapacious soldiers burning and looting and smashing everything in sight. More the patient unhurried paces of someone going quietly about their business. Whatever that was in her

  house.




  Someone had slipped back from the Crackmarsh! Was that it? A thief? So when the footsteps didn’t come straight back she opened the cellar door and crept up and pulled back the curtain from

  the night room. And there right in front of her was a forkbeard she’d never seen before, lying on her bed for all the world as though he was asleep. She let out a yelp and he lurched blindly

  awake, sat up, grabbed a sword and then swayed sideways as though he was drunk. She held her knife at him, arm stretched out, backing away, afraid for a moment but only until she saw that the

  forkbeard’s face was covered with old dried blood, that his beard was matted with it. As soon as she saw his weakness, her fear turned to anger. A forkbeard in her house!




  ‘Get out!’ she hissed. She took a step forward and waved the knife at him. He shuffled back against the wall. He still had his sword in his hand but he looked so weak she doubted he

  could even lift it.




  ‘Who are you?’ His words were slurred and heavy with that savage forkbeard accent. She held out her knife as though he was a snake. He didn’t look as though he could even

  stand. She had no idea what to do.




  The yard door opened. Gallow! The relief was like a sudden dive into a river. The forkbeard kept looking at her. ‘I don’t think this Marroc likes me,’ he said.




  ‘Well, I did tell you she wouldn’t. Hello, Arda.’ He was grinning, the clothead! He had no idea what he’d done to her. Relief turned quickly to a flare of anger. She was

  scared, and Gallow didn’t look surprised at all by the half-dead man lying on his furs. ‘What’s this?’ she yelled at him and jabbed her knife at the forkbeard.

  ‘What’s this in my house? In my bed?’




  Gallow sat down beside the wounded man with a bucket of water in one hand and a rag in the other. ‘I need to clean that wound,’ he said. ‘You have to lie down, old man.’

  He was ignoring her in that deliberate not-now way he did sometimes. She ground her teeth in frustration. It made her so furious!




  The forkbeard didn’t move. He didn’t look at Gallow at all, just glared at her. Arda hissed: ‘Get him out of my house or I swear I’ll stab you both!’




  Gallow looked up. ‘Where is everyone?’




  ‘Where do you think they are, you sack-headed oaf? Hiding up at the Crackmarsh of course! Vennic saw horsemen in the hills, coming this way.’




  ‘Horsemen in the hills?’ Gallow wrinkled his nose.




  ‘Vathen? Forkbeards? Who knows? Does it matter?’ She scowled. ‘Maybe he saw a cloud with a strange shape that frightened him!’ She looked away and snorted. Vennic.

  Useless fool.




  ‘Well there are no horsemen, I’m sure of that.’ Gallow reached towards the wounded man but the forkbeard pushed him away.




  ‘Get him out of here!’ Gallow was trying to ignore her, and by Modris she wasn’t going to have it. She brandished the knife at him now instead. ‘Get him out of my

  house!’




  ‘Be quiet, woman.’




  ‘Don’t you quiet woman me, you tree stump!’




  The forkbeard’s head swayed from side to side. He groaned. ‘Give me back my horse and I’ll be gone. I spurn your hospitality, clean-skin.’ To Arda he looked ready to drop

  dead at any moment. And he was welcome to do just that, as long as he did it outside.




  Gallow shook his head. ‘Don’t be stupid, old man. You’ll be lucky if you get to the edge of the village.’




  Arda folded her arms. ‘You heard him. He doesn’t even want to stay. So, we’re all done here now and he can go.’




  She watched as the man she’d married took a deep breath. He sat back and looked at her at last. Properly, eye to eye like he should have done in the first place. ‘Wife, he’s a

  soldier! I found him like this after the battle, beside his horse. I could hardly leave him to die.’




  ‘He’s a forkbeard! And we’ve got children to feed.’ She spat on the straw at the wounded man’s feet.




  ‘You mean I should have taken his horse and come back on my own?’ His eyes narrowed and grew suddenly cold. ‘I’m a forkbeard too, or had you forgotten?’




  He had what she thought of as his fighting face on now, the one where he stopped listening. She didn’t care. She’d been looking for a fight from the moment Vennic had come running

  into the village. ‘Forgotten? Tch!’ She might have thrown something at him, but at that moment the forkbeard’s head slumped onto his chest and his eyes slowly closed. Arda peered

  at him. ‘So is he dead now?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Pity. Why are you back here so soon?’ She winced at the anger in her own voice. Not anger that he was back, far from it, but at the way he’d come, at the fright he’d

  given her. At . . . at . . . She looked at the furs where the two of them lay together at night, at the battered old forkbeard lying there instead. ‘Is it over then?’




  Gallow’s face fell. He shook his head. ‘We broke and ran. The Vathen will come.’




  A thrill ran through her along with the inevitable dread of war. Forkbeards, beaten! ‘So much for your great Widowmaker then.’ She spat out his name. ‘Murdering

  bastard. I hope the Vathen slaughtered him.’




  Gallow glanced at the wounded man. He was asleep now. ‘Where are the children?’




  ‘Where do you think? Nadric took them into the hills.’ Her grip on the knife eased. A part of her would always hate Gallow simply for being from across the sea, but she’d dealt

  with that part and told it to shut up often enough to know how. It was better to have him than not, that was the long and the short of it. Better that he was back than dead. ‘You’re

  such a thistlefinger! The Vathen are coming? What if they come here? What if they find that?’ She pointed at the forkbeard again. ‘Do you want to see your children

  killed in front of you?’




  His eyes flashed. The children were the chink in his armour, but they were the chink in hers too. Made him hard to hate even on her bad days. ‘The Vathen won’t come this way,’

  he said.




  She stuck her chin out at him. ‘Did you stop to ask while you were busy running away from them, then?’




  ‘They’ve gone to Fedderhun.’




  ‘Really? Vennic was in the Shepherd’s Tree. He said there were riders coming. That’s why we left. You forkbeards taught us that.’




  Gallow cocked his head at her. ‘But you didn’t leave.’ She caught a smile flicker across his face and frowned even more deeply. Later, when they were making up again,

  he’d tell her how he liked her spirit. How it reminded him of home. Every time he said that she punched him. Hard, but he kept on saying it anyway. She pointed her knife at the sleeping

  forkbeard. ‘I don’t want him here.’




  ‘He’ll go when he can ride again.’




  She threw back her head in disbelief. ‘You’re going to let him keep his horse?’




  ‘It’s his horse.’




  Arda threw the knife she was holding hard into the floor in disgust. It struck the wood and stuck, quivering. Right there was the thing between them that would never go away. Family first.

  ‘You cloth-mouthed scarecrow! There’s four children to be fed here. Hungry ones, and it won’t be the Vathen that feed them. Soldiers only take, whoever they follow.’

  She’d lived it once. Never again. ‘You’d get silver for a horse in Andhun, even an old nag. In Tarkhun too.’ She shook her head. ‘You’re still one of them. You

  just pretend you’re not because they wouldn’t have you any more.’ Now she was being nasty. His fault. He drove her to it.




  Gallow looked away. They both knew she was right, though: the other forkbeards wouldn’t even look at him, not with his bare face. He’d done that for her, years ago when she’d

  thought it would change him, but of course it hadn’t changed anything at all. ‘I ran away,’ he said, ‘with a band of Marroc who were as brave as anyone else. We found horses

  in the woods with dead men sitting on their backs. This one was alive. We shared the horses between us. I have another.’




  ‘You got two?’ Her eyes flashed. ‘Where are they?’




  ‘Out in the fields.’ Gallow shook his head. ‘There are no riders in the hills, Arda. I came that way myself. Vennic probably saw the two of us in the distance and panicked. You

  know what he’s like.’ He must have seen the uncertainty in her face. Yes, she did know what Vennic was like, the whole village knew. He looked away. ‘Someone should go to the

  Crackmarsh and bring the others back.’




  ‘Someone should get those horses brought into the yard before they’re eaten by wolves!’




  Gallow cocked his head at the man asleep on their furs. ‘His wound should be cleaned and stitched closed in the way of the Aulians.’




  ‘And are you going to tend to him?’ Arda let out a scornful laugh. ‘Yes, and I should let you! A fine way that would be to help him on to the Marches. Might as well

  just use that knife on him.’ She sighed. She didn’t want this other man here but she didn’t want him dying under her roof either. A lot of bad luck that was, and she certainly

  wasn’t going to open his throat in her own house, however much a part of her would have liked that. ‘Fine then. Since you say he must stay then let him get well or die quickly. When

  Nadric comes back we’ll see. Until then at least let someone who won’t stitch his eyes shut tend to him. I’ll do it. Go and get those horses and keep them safe!’




  They looked at one another. It was hard to be angry with Gallow for long. He’d never been cruel or unjust, he just didn’t think, that was all. Flesh and blood, children and

  household, all that came before anything else, and if it hadn’t been that way for her then she would never have married him, never even taken him into her home. ‘I won’t cut his

  throat,’ she snapped. ‘Much as I’d like to.’




  He gave her a hard look. She threw up her hands in disgust. ‘I swear by Modris and by Merethin’s ghost! Happy?’ Merethin had been Nadric’s son and had fathered Jelira,

  her oldest. The forkbeards had killed him. She hadn’t thought much of him before he’d gone off to war and had roundly cursed his name ever since, but she always held him up to Gallow

  whenever she was angry. She scowled. For being from across the sea, that was what it came to. That’s what he’d done wrong. Nothing else.




  Gallow nodded. He put a hand on her shoulder and squeezed. He could be kind when he wanted to be, and kindness was something she secretly craved. She didn’t flinch away. ‘I’m

  sorry I scared you.’




  ‘I wasn’t scared, you idiot! Modris and Ballor! Will you get on and do what needs to be done!’ Scared? Maybe she had been, but she’d die before she’d admit

  it to a forkbeard, even him. When he’d cut his beard, perhaps he’d thought it would mellow the hardness she wore like armour, just like she thought it might change him, but it

  didn’t change either of them. It wasn’t fair. She knew that. But it wasn’t fair to see a husband and a brother killed and a home burned by the forkbeards either. The only time she

  let him see any other side of her was at night. Women had their urges as much as men.




  He squeezed again and then let her be when she almost kicked him away from her. ‘Stupid man!’ Ah, Modris! If he’d seen how she’d squirmed inside when he’d told her

  he was going to fight the Vathen . . . The thought of losing him, that had scared her, and it had turned out to be a far deeper fear than she’d thought it would be. She’d never

  admit it though, just as she’d never admit she was pleased to see him back. It all turned to anger instead.




  ‘Off with you!’ She shooed him out of the house and then went to look for her bone needles and some thread. She wouldn’t be too careful, stitching this unwanted forkbeard back

  together. It would hurt and he’d have a scar. Both would please her, but she’d keep her promise. He wouldn’t die.
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  NIOINGR




   




   




   




   




  Gallow saddled one of the horses and rode it out to the Crackmarsh. In spring when the streams ran fast off the mountains and the Isset was deep

  and strong the Crackmarsh was fifty miles of water meadow criss-crossed with swamp paths and pocked with smooth bare boulders and little hillocks crowned by stands of stunted trees, a thousand tiny

  islands breaching the shallow water like the backs of petrified whales. Later in the year it dried out to a huge flat swathe of soft boggy soil between the litter of giant stones and the tufts of

  trees. Fine growing land if it hadn’t been for the ghuldogs.




  Around its eastern edge rose a line of low hills scattered with crags and thick groves of trees, guiding the Isset and the Crackmarsh westward out of the Varyxhun valley and the pass that led to

  the old Aulian Way across the mountains. There were caves here, lots of them. Whispers told stories that the deeper ones ran right across to the mountains, but the deeper ones were always flooded

  so no one really knew. Gallow found the rest of the villagers there, as Arda had said and he had guessed, bored and fractious and already arguing among themselves about whether they should go back.

  None of them was pleased to see him. Even Nadric was barely civil. Old wounds had opened with the coming of the Vathen.




  It was almost dark by the time he got back to the forge. Arda had finished with Corvin. Her face was furious.




  ‘You said he was a soldier.’




  ‘He is.’




  ‘I saw his sword. He’s not just a soldier.’




  He could have lied. Men picked up whatever they could find after a battle, after all, but sooner or later she’d find out. The old man would tell her if she ever asked. He shrugged. Better

  to hear it from him. ‘He’s Corvin Screambreaker.’




  Arda hissed at him, bearing her teeth. ‘The Widowmaker himself? Are you mad? You bring the Widowmaker into my house?’




  ‘I bring a man who is hurt, woman!’ For a moment he almost lost his temper. Arda was good at that. ‘Should I leave him to die?’




  ‘The Nightmare of the North? Yes, you surely should! If I’d known who he was before I stitched his eye . . . Get him out of here!’




  ‘When he’s well enough to travel on his own.’




  ‘No! Now! What if the Vathen come?’




  ‘I told you, woman! The Vathen have moved on Fedderhun. And why would they come here? Unless someone told them of a very good reason.’




  ‘Don’t you woman me, foxborn!’ She leaned into him, red with rage. ‘Never mind the Vathen then – what if anyone else finds out who you’ve got here?

  The rest of the village. They’ll burn the place down around us!’




  He met her gaze, eye to eye. ‘Then you’d best not tell them.’




  She stormed away out to the workshop and Nadric. In a while Nadric would come inside and tell Gallow that the Screambreaker had to go, and Gallow would say no, and then they’d argue and

  drink and drink and argue, and eventually Nadric would give in, just like he always did, and Arda would storm away and disappear into the fields just like she always did when they argued

  and she lost, and then she’d come back in the middle of the night and tear the furs off him and they’d make love like dragons. For a moment, after they were done, he’d see the

  gentleness that was buried so very deep inside her. But only for a moment. He touched a finger to the locket under his shirt. Maker-Devourer, what scorn she’d pour on him for that if

  she knew! ‘He stays until he’s well,’ he called after her.




  At the open door little Feya and Tathic peered up at him with their big child eyes. Pursic was probably out in the yard crawling in the mud. Jelira would be watching Nadric in the workshop.

  Gallow smiled at them and knelt down. ‘Listen to me, little ones. When boys grow to be men they may carry swords or they may not, but every man and every woman carries their own heartsong.

  It’s not a thing you win in battles. It’s a thing you’re born with and you must always listen to it. It will tell you what is right and what is wrong. You must look after it too,

  because if you don’t then one day it might go away, and when it goes it won’t come back. More men lose their heartsongs in their own home than lose it in a wall of shields.’




  They kept staring, too young to understand. Gallow took their hands, one in each of his. ‘There’s a stranger here, in the night room. A man who helped me fight. He was very brave but

  now he’s hurt. He’ll stay until he’s well. You must leave him alone and you mustn’t tell anyone that he’s here. He’ll be gone soon.’




  Tathic nodded, his face serious. Feya smiled and yawned and reached out to pull Gallow’s nose.




  ‘Do only boys have heartsongs?’ asked Tathic. ‘Jel says girls have heartsongs too, but they don’t, do they?’




  ‘Oh they very much do, little man. Everyone has a heartsong. Boys and girls, men and women, Marroc and Lhosir.’




  ‘Does Ma have a heartsong?’




  ‘Of course she does. Do you not hear it? It’s the strongest heartsong in our house.’




  ‘See!’ Feya pushed Tathic. ‘I do have har-sow!’ She scampered behind Gallow to hide. Gallow ruffled her hair and shooed them back into the yard to chase each other in the

  twilight. When they were gone he drew back the curtains to see what Arda had done to Corvin. The Screambreaker was sitting up against the wall. His face was ashen but his eyes were clear. He had a

  gash over his temple and around his forehead as long as a finger and swollen up like an egg. Blood oozed from it. Arda’s stitching hadn’t been kind.




  ‘She said I was cut to the bone.’




  ‘You were lucky to live.’




  ‘Where am I?’




  Gallow sat down beside him. ‘You’re in the house of Nadric the Smith in Middislet. About three days’ walk inland from Fedderhun.’




  Corvin closed his eyes. He took a deep breath and moaned. ‘Marroc.’




  ‘Yes.’ The pain must have been bad for Corvin to let it show. ‘No one outside this house knows you’re here. Best it stays that way. The Marroc still curse the name

  Screambreaker.’




  ‘I thank you for your hospitality.’ The words were forced between his lips, empty of feeling. ‘Send your wife to me. I will thank her to her face even if she spits at my feet.

  In the morning I’ll take my horse and be gone.’




  ‘To where, Screambreaker? Fedderhun is surely fallen and Andhun is a week’s ride across unfamiliar country along paths you won’t remember. You’ll not get any help from

  any Marroc, not looking as you do. You’ll die before you get there. You’re feverish already.’




  The Screambreaker snarled. ‘Who are you to tell me what to do, no-beard? I’ll be gone in the morning and that’s the end of the matter, and if I die before Andhun then

  that’s my fate and the Maker-Devourer will have me. I’ll not lie here like some invalid in the bed of a downy-cheeked nioingr.’




  The blood rushed to Gallow’s face. If he’d had a knife he might have pulled it. As it was, he grabbed Corvin’s head in his hands and forced him to meet his eye. ‘I

  didn’t save your life to kill you here, but your tongue will not travel with you to Andhun unless it learns some manners. You’re in my house, under my roof. I followed you into battle

  for years. I’ve fled from the enemy twice and twice alone. At Selleuk’s Bridge and now from the Vathen, and so you’ll take those words and swallow them!’




  The Screambreaker met his eyes and bared his teeth. ‘I will eat them when you show me your beard, clean-skin. I still remember some of those who never came back across the sea.

  Nioingr, all of them.’




  ‘I didn’t stay because of any shame, Screambreaker.’




  ‘Then why?’




  Corvin didn’t flinch from him. Gallow let go. ‘Because Yurlak was sick, that’s why. We all thought he’d die. Medrin would have followed him, and I’ll not serve a

  king I’ve seen turn and run while his friends stood fast.’




  The last words earned him a glare. ‘You call the king’s son a coward?’




  Gallow shrugged. ‘It was fourteen summers ago that I crossed the sea. The Medrin I left behind, yes, I call him a coward. Perhaps he’s changed. He must have a beard now.’




  ‘Long and fine, unlike yours.’




  ‘If you say it’s so then I shall believe you.’




  ‘What you believe is nothing to me, clean-skin. Send your wife so I may thank her for her attentions. I will be gone in the morning.’




  Gallow rose and left. Outside the door Arda took his arm and pulled him away across the yard and into the workshop where Nadric was sitting by his anvil.




  ‘We’ve decided.’ She looked him in the eye. ‘We’ll ransom him.’




  Nadric nodded slowly. Gallow shook his head. ‘No.’




  ‘Yes!’ Arda hissed. ‘He’s nothing but grief and another hungry mouth, and we can barely feed the ones we have. What happens if anyone finds him here? The Vathen will kill

  us all and burn our homes. They’ll burn the whole village! If any of the others find out he’s here, they will go to the Vathen. They will be rewarded and we

  will be killed. There’s no other way that makes sense. We sell him to the Vathen. It’s decided.’




  ‘No.’ Gallow looked at them both. ‘If you do this then I’ll burn our home myself with both of you inside it. He means to leave in the morning. No one will know he’s

  here and he’ll be gone before any Vathan could get here. Think on how that will seem. No. He’ll leave us a fine horse and the spoils it carries to keep us fed and we’ll

  have done what was right. Let that be enough.’




  ‘Your Prince Medrin is in Andhun,’ said Nadric. He tried, when Gallow and Arda set against one another, to be the voice of reason, always a thankless task. ‘Could we not ransom

  him there instead?’




  Arda spat. ‘Why, when we could give him to the Vathen and he could get what he deserves?’




  Gallow turned away. In their eyes he’d brought an enemy into their house. He understood that. They were Marroc, and Corvin was the Screambreaker from across the sea who’d led armies

  against their people and conquered their king in the name of his own. What they thought hardly mattered though. The Screambreaker had said he would be gone, and so he would, and that would be that

  and he’d either reach Andhun alive or he wouldn’t.




  They slept in the main part of the house that night, leaving the Screambreaker the night room with the curtains closed around him. In the early hours before the dawn he woke them all with a

  scream, wild with fever. He was not gone in the morning, nor the one after, nor the one after that. Each night Gallow thought he would die. Each day Arda prayed for it, and yet she tended to him as

  she would have tended to her own children, even as he denied her and his heart kept beating. As far as Gallow could see, no one said a word of it outside his walls. The Marroc of Middislet looked

  at him just as they always did. With disdain, a sneer and a little fear.
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  The Vathen gathered around the dying Marroc. There wasn’t much left of him. Just a bloodied sack of flesh and bones hung from the branches of

  a tree by his wrists and ankles. They’d tortured him, beating and flaying him with bundles of wiry sticks. They’d been doing it for hours. The sticks were vicious, splitting the skin

  like whips as often as not.




  ‘He’s done.’ Gosomon threw his bundle away. ‘He’s got nothing more to say.’




  The rest of them nodded. The air among them changed. Hostility ebbed and a question grew in its place. Eyes shifted from the dying Marroc to Krenda Bashar. And?




  ‘The Screambreaker isn’t with them.’ Krenda Bashar nodded to himself. Nodded to the gods who’d dealt him this pot of shit. He grabbed the dying Marroc by the hair and

  pulled up his head. ‘There was a Lhosir with you when you fled the battle. You found a clearing and the remnants of a skirmish.’ The Marroc had had a gold-handled Lhosir knife tucked

  into his belt when they’d taken him. Krenda waved it under his face. ‘You found Beymar Bashar’s ride, all of them dead, and plenty of dead forkbeards too. You had a fine old time

  looting the bodies. Afterwards the Lhosir who was with you suddenly wasn’t there any more. You have no idea whether he took a horse. You have no idea if he took anyone with him. You have no

  idea whether he found another forkbeard alive or took away one of the dead. You don’t even know who he was except his name. Gallow. You have no idea where he went or why. Am I missing

  anything? Oh, and this all happened two whole days ago, so by now he could be pissing anywhere!’ He didn’t wait for the Marroc to answer. With a sudden jab, he stabbed the

  Lhosir knife into the Marroc’s neck and let him bleed out. ‘Mollar and Feyrk!’ he cursed. ‘Gosomon, take your ride and go after the rest of these Marroc. Maybe one of the

  others knows more. Find where this Lhosir went and who he is.’ Andhun, surely. Where else? ‘If he’s gone to ground, it’ll be in the Crackmarsh. That’s about a

  day’s ride straight south. Huge mess of a place. Mostly under water this time of year. You can’t miss it, but if he’s hiding in there and you somehow manage to find him then

  I’ll have you made the next ardshan.’




  Gosomon snorted as Krenda Bashar climbed back into his saddle. ‘Going back to Fedderhun are you, Bashar? Back to your woman? A couple of soft nights while we sleep in the

  mud?’




  Krenda Bashar’s face turned sour. ‘I’ll join you again in a few days, Gosomon. Gulsukh won’t like it, but if the Screambreaker is on his way to Andhun then maybe he can

  get there first if he moves fast. He’d want to know that. But find him for me, Gosomon. Make me look less stupid that I am, eh? I tell you what – you find him, you can have Mirrahj for

  your own wife, if she doesn’t knock you out first, and I’ll take a woman who’s still got a use to her – how about that? Oh, and if you pass any Marroc, have the sense to

  ask.’ He patted the little bag of silver hanging from his saddle. ‘Show them a little of something that shines.’




  He kicked his horse into a canter and turned for Fedderhun.
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  THE FESTIVAL OF SHIEFA




   




   




   




   




  Vathen or no, Fenaric the carter and his sons headed off for Fedderhun as they did every year before Shieftane. The whole of Middislet came out to

  watch them go, clapping their hands at their bravery or else shaking their heads at such foolishness. Gallow thought they were stupid, so of course Arda thought they were brave and pointedly went

  out to tell them so before they left. A week later they were back, alive and well. They even had what they’d gone looking for, barrels of Fedderhun beer. Fenaric drew up his cart in the

  middle of the village and stopped and waited while everyone gathered around him.




  ‘Well they haven’t burned it down!’ He sat calmly on the back of his wagon, used to being the centre of attention.




  ‘There’s Vathen everywhere!’ His sons were more wide-eyed. ‘They look so strange. Short and faces the colour of Harnshun clay and eyes as dark as a forkbeard’s

  soul.’




  ‘Hundreds of them! Thousands!’




  ‘There’s people running away too. The roads are full of them.’




  Fenaric patted the barrels and nodded sagely. ‘Aye. But these Vathen prefer their own brews over good Fedderhun beer and they haven’t gone burning anything down, not yet.

  There’s a few folk keeping on—’




  He wasn’t allowed to finish. ‘They’re marching on Andhun!’




  ‘They’re eating all the food and—’




  ‘That’s where the real fight’s going to be.’




  ‘I heard the Sword of the Weeping God is coming! Out from the swamps far to the east. They’re bringing the red curse back!’




  Fenaric looked from side to side, drawing his audience in. ‘They do say that, yes.’ He looked sombre.




  Later on Gallow passed the news to Corvin. The fever had broken but it had left the Screambreaker as weak as a child. ‘Another two or three days and you’ll be strong enough to ride.

  I’ll go with you to Andhun.’




  ‘No need, bare-face. I’ll leave tonight.’




  He said that every day, when he was conscious enough to say anything at all. Gallow shrugged. For once he might actually mean it. ‘Then I’ll leave your horse saddled for you, because

  you won’t be managing that without help and tonight you will be on your own. It’s the festival of Shiefa. Fenaric has brought ale back from Fedderhun. You’d stand a

  better chance if you waited a few days more. I’m sure you know it. But . . .’ He paused. ‘If you don’t want to be seen then tonight is a good night for slipping

  away.’




  The Screambreaker’s brow furrowed. ‘Ale back from Fedderhun, did you say? Your carter must be an unusually brave man. Are you sure it’s not horse piss?’




  ‘The Vathen never had much taste for Marroc beer. They ferment milk, don’t they?’




  ‘They do. Sour stuff.’ The furrows on his brow wouldn’t leave. He let out a long sigh and shook his head. ‘If I were you I might ask him how he paid the Vathen. I think I

  will leave tonight.’ The Screambreaker spat. ‘Shiefa? Some Marroc god?’




  ‘The lady of the summer rains.’




  Corvin shook his head. ‘You have a god for everything. I never understood the need for so many. The Maker-Devourer is enough for me.’




  ‘It’s their way.’ Gallow gave the Screambreaker a long look. ‘They’ll be celebrating tonight. If your heartsong says you have to go, I’ll make it easy for

  you. No food, no water, no shelter, no help, riding into a battle from the wrong side, all of those will be trials enough. The house and the road will both be empty tonight. Everyone should be in

  the big barn. Wait until dark and no one will see you, or if they do then they’ll be too drunk to be sure you’re not a ghost. For what my words are worth, I ask you to wait. I’d

  come with you to guide you there. I know this country better than you, and if Andhun falls then Yurlak will need you.’




  The Screambreaker roared, ‘Maker-Devourer! Andhun has walls and the sea! It won’t fall to a horde of bloody Vathan horse lovers no matter how many of them there are!’ He turned

  away with nothing more to say. Gallow went out to Nadric’s workshop and finished off a few simple jobs that the old man was working on. Better to let Nadric get himself ready. The Marroc

  grudgingly let Gallow into the big barn to drink ale with them these days, as long as he kept to the shadows and didn’t bother anyone, but they certainly didn’t want him dressing up and

  dancing and singing like he was one of them. So he stayed in the workshop, pottering from one thing to another until after dark, when everyone else was gone and Arda would be dancing with the

  village men and Nadric would be swaying back and forth with a happy ale-smile on his face and the children would be asleep in a corner with the other little ones. Perhaps Jelira might still be

  awake this year, yawning as though she was out to catch flies.




  Before the forge fire died he lit a torch and took it into the fields, calling the two Lhosir ponies. The old general wouldn’t have the patience to stay. Lhosir pride over simple

  sense. Arda’s words those, said about him, and when she’d said them he hadn’t understood; but now he did and they made him laugh because they were sometimes so true. In the

  workshop he saddled a pony ready to go. He filled a couple of skins from the well and put cheese and some bread and some eggs into the saddlebags. Arda would see they were gone straight away and

  they’d have another fight, but the Screambreaker was a guest under his roof and a Lhosir never sent away a guest without at least a first meal for the journey. He took down the

  Screambreaker’s armour and laid it out piece by piece beside the horse. Last of all he left his own helm. The Screambreaker would leave a proud warrior. If the Vathen weren’t heading

  south with torches to burn Marroc villages then he had no need of the helm for himself. He was a smith now, a father, living as a Marroc even if he wasn’t. He could let Arda have that much.

  Peace.




  He left the fire to die and walked slowly to the big barn and the bonfire outside. Music and singing and dancing filled the night. He kept to the shadows around the edges, avoiding the other

  villagers as best he could. They tolerated him – just barely – throughout most of the year, but festival days were bad and today would be worse. They’d be drunk tonight and ugly.

  A good few had once lost kin to a sword or a spear from across the sea and the Vathen were making them remember all over again. He waved a cup at Fenaric and took an ale from him. The carter seemed

  to dislike him less than the rest, perhaps because he travelled and saw Lhosir traders now and then in Andhun and sometimes even in Fedderhun, or perhaps because he and his sons hadn’t been

  born in the village and he was something of an outsider himself. Or maybe none of those things. Maybe he simply hid it better.




  ‘Might be better if you go home early tonight,’ murmured Fenaric. Gallow thought he was right, but he stayed for a drink because Marroc ale was a pleasure and one of the few things

  that no Lhosir could reasonably say was done better across the sea. He waved his cup at Fenaric again. Drink always brought out the sea in him. He saw more clearly now: he had spent too

  long living among the Marroc. The Screambreaker would go tonight because that’s what any Lhosir worth his beard would do. And he’d go alone, because Gallow would stay here. Because this

  was where he belonged. And it would be a shame, he thought, not to share a last toast with the Screambreaker after all the years they’d fought side by side.




  He held the cup carefully in front of him as he walked out of the big barn. Share a few memories and a few mouthfuls of Marroc ale with the old warrior. Have their own little festival and then

  help him onto his horse and watch him go. Better for everyone that way. And besides, a man couldn’t bring a stranger into his house and call him a friend without sharing his bread and

  ale.




  As he reached the yard a horse snickered somewhere behind him. Lit up by the embers from the forge, a shadow flitted across the back yard. Gallow chuckled. The Screambreaker moved quickly for an

  old man emerging from the grip of a fever. Maybe he wasn’t as weak as he’d seemed.




  The Screambreaker’s horse was where he’d left it. The other Lhosir horse was standing beside it. Gallow froze. Then the horse he’d heard behind him wasn’t one of his. And

  that shadow had moved too quickly.




  Maker-Devourer! He burst into life, dropping Fenaric’s cup and racing for the workshop, low and quiet and glued to the shadows. To where he kept his sword hidden. Men creeping

  about his house? Someone who’d somehow found out about the Screambreaker? Who? The whole village was up in the barn! Who was missing?




  He took up an axe instead of his sword and snatched his helm, still lying on the ground beside Corvin’s armour. For a half-second he hesitated, wondering whether to take his shield. A

  Lhosir always fought with his shield, even though it was a cumbersome and clumsy thing inside a house. He cursed himself as he reached out and grabbed it.




  A man came out the back door and began to cross the yard. From the shadows of the workshop Gallow blinked and shook his head. He could see the man clearly in the moonlight and this was no

  villager. This was a Vathan soldier. A rider!




  The Vathan stopped in the middle of the yard. Gallow readied his axe. Two more came out, dragging the Screambreaker between them. The fever made his struggles feeble and turned his curses into

  groans, but he was fighting them as best he could. Gallow watched them go, waited until they turned away and had their backs to him, and then he charged, his heavy footfalls lost beneath the

  raucous songs from the barn. He crashed into the soldier on Corvin’s left, shield rammed into the man’s back, sprawling both him and the Screambreaker forward. Gallow swung his axe at

  the other Vathan’s neck just beneath the line of his helm. The blade hit hard and bit into the mail draped from the back of the bassinet, twisting in Gallow’s hand, almost wrenching

  itself out of his grasp before he jerked it free. The soldier let out a startled grunt. Gallow stumbled over the Vathan he’d sent sprawling to the ground, fell, landed on top of him,

  straddled his back, pinned him, took his axe in both hands and brought it down as hard as he could into the back of the man’s head. The Vathan helm split open and the soldier’s brains

  spilled over Gallow’s hands. The other one lurched towards him, sword drawn, staggering from side to side, blood running down his shoulders. Gallow jumped up, casting his eyes around for the

  last of the three and not finding him. The lurching soldier walked straight into Corvin, prone on the grass, and stumbled. His movements were jerky and full of twitches. Gallow scooped up his

  shield, let out a roar and swung, whirling the axe, but the soldier didn’t move, didn’t even seem to see it coming. The axe shattered the Vathan’s jaw and left the bottom half of

  his face a ruin of pulpy flesh and fractured bone. Blood poured down his hauberk. He sank to his knees and pitched forward, face first.




  ‘Get up, you sickly dog!’ swore Gallow at Corvin. ‘Get up and take his sword!’




  An arrow struck his shield. A stroke of luck that he’d lifted it to look down at the Screambreaker. Gallow let out a bellow and ran at the last Vathan, but the rider was already on his

  horse and galloped into the dark and was gone. At least the Screambreaker was getting to his feet.




  ‘Let him get away, did you?’ Gallow ignored him. He sat on his haunches for a while, trying to think. The old man’s breathing was hard and he dragged his feet, but at least he

  had some strength. ‘They’ll be back,’ he said.




  Gallow stared at him. ‘They knew you. Didn’t they?’




  The Screambreaker gave him a sour look. ‘Of course. They knew before they came, bare-skin.’




  ‘Then this village is dead.’ Gallow glanced back at the horse and the armour he’d laid out on the ground. ‘The mare’s all ready for you. I have to go back to the

  barn.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Because I have to warn the Marroc. The Vathen knew who you were. One of them got away. So they’ll come back, and when they find you’re gone they’ll burn my village and

  kill everyone here. Would you, the Widowmaker, have let this pass?’




  The Screambreaker thought. ‘No,’ he said. ‘But they brought this on themselves, no-beard.’




  ‘I would spare my wife and my children.’




  The old man shrugged. ‘One of them has spoken out of turn. One of them told the carter.’




  ‘The carter?’




  ‘I told you to ask him how he paid the Vathen for his ale. And for his life.’ The Screambreaker shook his head. ‘I’ve dealt with these horse-lovers before. I know how

  they are. Your kinsmen have made their own fate now, bare-skin.’




  ‘They’ve made yours and mine too.’




  The Screambreaker shrugged, indifferent. ‘I was going to leave in the night anyway. My fate isn’t changed at all.’




  ‘Yes, it is. You were going to leave alone. You would have left a small trail that would be hard to find. Now, when the Vathen come, the tracks will be those of two Lhosir, more if I can

  make it seem that way, and the trail I will leave will be so glaring that even the blind couldn’t miss it.’




  The Screambreaker looked at him for a long time. ‘You think you’ll spare these Marroc who betrayed you by drawing the Vathen away? They’ll simply split their

  numbers.’




  ‘But if I don’t try then there’s no hope.’




  Corvin kept staring. He started to laugh and then nodded. ‘Then I have a proposition for you, clean-skin. I’ll leave your trail. Go back to your Marroc. They might actually need you

  now. Which is more than I do.’
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  FENARIC




   




   




   




   




  Gallow was gone from the festival for a long time. Fenaric drank his own pale ale and grew pleasantly drunk, relieved that the big forkbeard had

  found something else to do. He should really stay away from these festivals – they weren’t his place and no one wanted him. What he should really do was go home, back across the

  sea.




  He fidgeted, unable to relax. Gallow made him nervous tonight more than most nights. He couldn’t settle. He looked over the empty space of the big barn to where Arda was dancing with

  Nadric since she had no husband to join her and he had no wife. It was a shame, and he wished it could have been him with her tonight, but it couldn’t. It was a shame she hadn’t been

  patient eight years ago. Others would have taken her, even with another man’s child to feed. She hadn’t had to lie with a forkbeard, but now that she had, no Marroc would touch her when

  Gallow finally left her. Four children, and three of them half-breeds? Even Vennic had more sense. Yes, a shame.




  I’d have taken you with a child from another man. It wasn’t as though Merethin had been a thief or a layabout or had simply run away. He’d gone bravely to fight the

  forkbeards and he’d died on their spears with other decent men. There was no shame in that. You should have waited for me. But Fenaric had been languishing in a forest full of

  outlaws a hundred miles away and they’d never heard of King Tane’s death or the fall of Varyxhun and Andhun or that the fighting was done with until six months after Yurlak and the

  Screambreaker had gone back across the sea. It was almost a year before he’d come through Middislet again, and for all that time he’d had no idea that Merethin was dead. He’d seen

  Arda and he’d smiled and waved and she’d smiled back, and it was only later he realised she was married to the forkbeard now, and he was, again, too late. He glowered at Nadric. He had

  pushed her into it. Nadric, who was getting old and needed someone who knew his way around a forge.




  Well now maybe he was going to be short-handed again.




  The music faltered and stopped as two soldiers rode into the barn. For a moment Fenaric was confused. The soldiers weren’t Vathen from Fedderhun. Both wore mail hauberks and carried

  burning brands taken from the fire outside. The first one didn’t have a helm but he had the terrible forked beard and a brutal scar from his eye to his ear. The second one was Gallow.




  ‘Fenaric!’ Gallow pushed through the barn. The dancing petered out; drunken villagers staggered away from Gallow’s horse. Fenaric looked for somewhere to run but he was stuck

  in a corner beside his own cart and his barrels of beer. Gallow levelled his sword. ‘You! You sent the Vathen to my house!’




  ‘No!’ Fenaric tried to shake his head but he couldn’t. Couldn’t even move.




  ‘Who else, Fenaric? You went to Fedderhun; you came back. The Vathen came back with you. Did you show them which house it was? Brave of them to wait until dark.’




  ‘No! No, I didn’t!’ Fenaric backed into the corner. He cringed as Gallow advanced.




  ‘Yes, you did. Someone told you he was there. Someone sent you. How did you know?’




  Fenaric glanced at Nadric. He shook his head and fell to his knees and clasped his hands, begging. ‘Modris have mercy!’ He should have known better. Never cross a forkbeard. His

  bladder suddenly felt very full.




  ‘I did it,’ said Arda. She stood proud in the middle of the barn, pushing past the others to stand across from Gallow, hands on her hips. ‘I told him to do it.’




  The look on Gallow’s face was murderous. ‘Why, wife? Why would you do that?’




  ‘I told you I didn’t want that man in my house. I said that many times and you never listened.’ She pointed at Corvin and turned to the Marroc around her. ‘Do you know

  who this is? This is the Widowmaker, the Nightmare of the North. In my house.’ She rounded on Gallow. ‘You said he’d be gone in the morning. And he wasn’t. So yes,

  when Fenaric went to Fedderhun I told him to bring the Vathen, that I had a forkbeard from Lostring Hill in my house if they wanted him. I never said who, and I told no one else. Bluntly, I thought

  he’d be dead by the time they came and that would have been fine for all of us.’




  Gallow turned on Fenaric. ‘Did they pay you?’ Fenaric shook his head but he couldn’t help looking at the barrels of ale. ‘If they did then that’s blood money, and

  you give whatever they gave you to Arda and let it hang around her like a curse.’ He backed his horse away and looked at them all. ‘Do you know what you’ve done?’




  ‘You brought him here!’ snapped Arda. Sometimes she was the only one of the Marroc who wasn’t afraid of him.




  ‘I came from fighting the Vathen with a soldier who was hurt, defending our land!’ roared Gallow. ‘Does it matter who he was?’




  Arda matched him, thunder for thunder. ‘Yes! When it’s the Widowmaker, yes, it does!’




  Fenaric stared at Corvin. ‘I didn’t know who it was.’ Oh Modris. The Nightmare of the North! He’ll kill every one of us. Gallow’s eyes were on him, hard

  and narrow. ‘I swear! I didn’t know!’




  ‘And that makes it somehow better? That you betrayed a man without even knowing his name?’ Gallow snarled and growled and turned his horse. ‘Listen well, Marroc!’ he

  cried. ‘The Vathen have come to Middislet. You did that, not I. Now two of their soldiers are dead. That? I did that. And Fenaric, you may not have told them who was in my house, but

  someone did. The Vathen know that the Screambreaker was here and more will come. Go! Hide in the Crackmarsh! Stay there this time and don’t wait for Vennic to see ghosts up in the hills

  – they will come. If they burn your homes, let that be all you lose. You’re fools, all of you.’ He jumped off his horse, grabbed Fenaric and dragged him towards Arda.

  ‘Screambreaker, if anyone leaves the barn before I come back, kill them!’




  The forkbeard nodded. He looked distant, as though he was barely listening. His eyes were half closed behind the curve of his helm. Fenaric whimpered as Gallow hauled him along. Modris, but

  he’s strong!




  Arda looked at Corvin in disgust. ‘He’s half de—’




  Gallow slapped her before she could finish, hard enough to knock her down. Fenaric tried to pull away, certain now that Gallow meant to kill them both as soon as they were outside, but he

  couldn’t break free. He knew, because Arda had told him, that Gallow had never struck her in all the years they’d been married.




  Gallow didn’t break stride. He tossed his torch among the cringing Marroc and bent down as Arda started to rise. He grabbed her arm with his free hand and dragged them both out of the barn

  like a pair of naughty children, walked them past the bonfire, threw Fenaric to the ground and drew his sword.




  ‘No!’ Arda at last sounded scared. Fenaric couldn’t find his voice.




  Gallow pointed his sword at Fenaric’s face. ‘Now listen to me. I’ll leave with the Screambreaker tonight. I’ll take the Vathan horses and everything they had.

  There’ll be no sign they were here but that won’t save you. How far away were they, Fenaric? Closer than Fedderhun?’ Fenaric shook his head. ‘Then you have two days, perhaps

  three. Arda, for once in your bloody-minded life, listen and do what I say: Fenaric will take you south in his wagon. You’ll take the children with you. You’ll go to Varyxhun. There are

  two horses tethered beside the workshop. They’re Lhosir horses. Take them.’ He ground his teeth, staring at Arda. ‘Take everything you can from the forge. Take Nadric and his

  tools. You and Nadric can ride the horses. Fenaric will take the children and whatever from the forge that can’t be replaced in his cart. The Widowmaker thanks you for your

  hospitality.’ He threw a purse at her feet and shook his head. ‘Why, woman? Why couldn’t you simply do as you were told for once?’




  Arda stared up at Gallow with burning eyes. ‘He’s half-dead. How do you think he’ll stop anyone from leaving the barn?’




  ‘He won’t need to. They won’t dare to try. You told them who he was and that’ll be enough. You’ll wait for me in Varyxhun. Keep my sons safe. I’ll deal with

  you when I return.’ His glare fell on Fenaric and his sword touched the skin of the carter’s throat. Fenaric scrabbled away but the sword point simply followed until he gave up and

  wept. ‘I’ll not kill now you, carter, because Arda has need of you, but let it be clear in your mind – that’s all that saves you. I’ve seen the way you look at her.

  You’ll take her to Varyxhun. You’ll do whatever you must to look after her and her children, all of them. When I return, and I will, I’ll judge you by how well you’ve done

  this. And if you run from me, Fenaric, or if you touch her, I’ll hunt you. I’ll find you and I will sever your ribs from your spine and pull out your lungs like wings and sprinkle salt

  on you as you die.’




  Fenaric gagged. The way the forkbeards had hung King Tane’s huscarls along the roads to Sithhun after Tane was driven to the mountains.




  ‘Do you understand, Fenaric?’




  He nodded, weeping with fear. Arda spat at Gallow’s feet. ‘Now you care about your family? Now, when it’s too late?’




  ‘Stay here if you’d see what your caring has done!’




  She turned from him. ‘Go! Take your Widowmaker. Don’t bother coming back!’




  Gallow fixed her with icy eyes. ‘My sons will need a mother a few years longer. Be thankful for that.’




  ‘You never changed, did you? Cut your beard and pretended to be meek, but the forkbeard was always there.’




  He nodded. ‘Yes, Arda. As well you know. And neither of us would have had it any other way.’ For a long moment Gallow stared at her. The look on his face was a strange one,

  impossible to read. His hand strayed to his chest as if touching his heart. Then he turned back to the barn. ‘When the Screambreaker and I are gone, go and be with our children. They’ll

  wonder what’s happening. They’ll be afraid. And if you must tell them anything at all, be sure it’s the truth. All of it.’




  He left. Fenaric watched him go. ‘I’m sorry . . .’




  She hissed at him and glared. ‘So was it Nadric who told you, was it?’




  He nodded hopelessly. ‘He said . . . I thought . . . Why did you say it was you?’




  She rolled her eyes at him and shook her head. ‘Pull yourself together and be a man, Fenaric. Go and get your cart ready.’




  He lay still, too weak to move. When he finally found his strength again, he lifted his head in time to see the shadow-shapes of two horsemen vanishing into the night. Arda got up and left him

  there, and the look on her face was every bit as sharp as Gallow’s sword.
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  THE CRACKMARSH




   




   




   




   




  Years of living among the Marroc put the words on Gallow’s tongue: You did well in the barn. He bit them back. Sitting on a horse

  while Gallow put the fear of the Maker-Devourer into Arda and that idiot of a carter? Nothing for a Lhosir to feel proud about, no matter how hurt he was.




  ‘Since you’re not about to die, I suppose you might stay on that horse as far as Andhun,’ he said instead.




  ‘I don’t want you riding with me, clean-skin.’ The Screambreaker’s words were weak, his voice at the end of its strength. ‘You want to leave a trail for the Vathen

  to follow, you do that. I’ll make one too. I’ll make my own.’




  ‘You’ll have to speak louder,’ said Gallow.




  ‘You heard.’




  Gallow sniffed the night air. The trail towards the Crackmarsh was easy enough to follow in the moonlight. He still carried a burning branch from the festival fire and he’d walked the path

  a dozen times. ‘I think I must have taken a blow to the head in the battle too. Hearing’s been here and there ever since. You’ll have to shout to be sure I don’t

  misunderstand you. Probably not a good idea in the middle of the night.’




  ‘Go away! I do not want you with me,’ growled Corvin. It wasn’t exactly a shout.




  ‘I think,’ said Gallow, as if he hadn’t heard, ‘that if I were to go back, I might just kill my wife.’




  ‘Do you need me to do it for you, bare-face? For a betrayal like that I’d hang my own brother. You should have dragged her by the hair back into that barn and whipped her to death in

  front of the rest of them!’




  ‘Your brother’s at the bottom of the sea, Screambreaker, and when he was alive, I think most of us were surprised with each day that passed when one of you still hadn’t killed

  the other. The Marroc aren’t like us.’ He wouldn’t kill Arda, not for trying her best to look after what was hers. Couldn’t. But Fenaric was a different matter. Fenaric he

  wanted to hurt. Badly. His blood was up, his axe had tasted the enemy and that’s what Fenaric had made himself: the enemy. ‘Maker-Devourer. I have two sons by Arda and a daughter.

  They’re too young to ride with us.’




  ‘Good. Then go back and watch over them and leave me be.’




  ‘No, better I ride with you, Screambreaker. I’ll save my rage for cracking Vathan skulls, not Marroc ones. You can show me the road to Andhun, which I might not find were I alone,

  and remind me why I should grow my beard again. And I’ll return your generosity by hunting food and water for you.’ If he put it like that and made it sound like somehow the

  Screambreaker was the one guiding them and not the other way round then maybe Corvin would at least shut up about being left to manage on his own.




  ‘That woman took your beard. Is she why you stayed in Andhun?’




  ‘Not at first.’




  ‘But she’s why you never came back.’ The Screambreaker screwed up his face. ‘I’ve seen how you look at her. And how she looks at you. Women like that make men weak.

  You forget who you are.’




  ‘You’re wrong, Screambreaker. I’ve not forgotten. I chose to be something else.’ They rode in silence after that. Gallow watched Corvin’s shoulders start to sag and

  then the Screambreaker slumped in his saddle. They were only a few miles from Middislet but the Marroc wouldn’t start for the Crackmarsh until dawn and probably not for hours afterwards.

  Gallow reined in his horse. ‘It’s been a long night and I don’t trust these Vathan beasts not to trip and throw me. I’ll stop here and make my camp. I have food and water if

  you choose to join me.’ He half expected Corvin to refuse, to insist on riding on alone until he fell off his horse, but the Screambreaker didn’t answer. When Gallow stopped,

  Corvin’s horse stopped too. The old man was asleep. Gallow lifted him down and got a fire going. It had been a long night.




  He rose again at dawn. The fire was down to embers but they were enough to light some kindling and start a new one. He roused Corvin with warm water and soft bread and the smell of roasting

  meat. ‘Breakfast, Screambreaker. Make the most of it. We won’t eat like this again until Andhun. I’ve got food for another day and then we’ll be foraging in the Crackmarsh.

  You’ll not get another fire either, not with Vathen on our trail.’




  ‘Go home, Gallow.’ That was all he said, but he didn’t spit out the water or throw Gallow’s food away. Arda would howl about the meat, the only piece of it they’d

  had for weeks. She wouldn’t have forgotten when he found her again in Varyxhun either, but they’d be doing well if that was the worst they had to scream about by then.




  ‘We’ll be at the edge of the Crackmarsh long before the sun peaks,’ he said as they rode. ‘We’ll head west when we reach it. Once the sun is high we’ll rest a

  while. We’ll make it as obvious as we can which way we went. Maybe the Vathen will be too eager for our blood to stop and hunt for a handful of Marroc.’




  The Screambreaker laughed. ‘Shall we scare away the wolves and the bears and the bandits for them? Perhaps the foxes and the badgers too? Their teeth are sharp, after all, and their claws

  can leave a nasty scratch.’




  Gallow ignored the scorn in the Screambreaker’s words. ‘Outlaws might lurk in its fringes, but the Crackmarsh is no place for food and shelter. The wolves and the bears know that and

  yes, the foxes and the badgers too. The only things that hunt there are the ghuldogs. You can try to scare them away if you like. Likely as not they’ll come for us.’




  They rode hard through the morning; when they stopped, Corvin didn’t so much climb off his horse as fall. The Screambreaker waved Gallow away, made angry noises and then fell asleep. While

  he snored, Gallow wandered the edge of the woods and the broken stones alone. The Marroc would go to the closer caves a few hours east of here, but if the Vathen came in any numbers then caves and

  trees wouldn’t save them. He’d left a trail that anyone could find so far. Later he’d take that trail into the Crackmarsh. They’d disappear – almost impossible not to

  in the marsh – but the Vathen would know by then exactly where they were going. Andhun. He had a two-day start, at least, given how long it would take for the Vathen to find reinforcements.

  Easy enough.




  ‘Why did you face them in the field, Screambreaker?’ he asked when the Screambreaker was awake again. ‘Why make your stand on Lostring Hill? They were five times our numbers,

  maybe ten.’




  ‘More than ten,’ Corvin said. ‘But Fedderhun has no walls, bare-beard. The battle would have destroyed the town and the Vathen would have won all the same.’




  ‘They’re only Marroc. Isn’t that what you used to say?’




  ‘I did, and there’s little enough glory in hiding behind Marroc soldiers on the battlefield, never mind their women too.’




  ‘Little enough glory in riding your enemy down from the back of a horse or slaughtering them with arrows from far away,’ muttered Gallow, ‘but the Nightmare of the North did

  both in his time.’




  ‘The Marroc got too good at running.’ The Screambreaker spat. ‘They wouldn’t face us any more. As soon as a man runs, he’s no longer a man. Makes him the same as an

  animal and there’s neither honour nor dishonour in killing an animal, it’s simply a chore. A bear or a boar, they’re a different matter, but they won’t run if you fight them

  one against one and don’t hide behind an army of spears and shields.’ He turned away. ‘Yurlak kept falling ill. See how his strength came back when he returned across the sea to

  his home? These Marroc sapped the life out of him. The fighting had to end. We needed to go home.’ A thin smile settled on his lips. ‘Andhun will be different. Andhun has walls and even

  the Marroc can fight if you give them a wall to hide behind. Varyxhun showed us that. The Vathen won’t get past Andhun. We’ll smash them in the field and the Marroc will hold the

  walls.’




  Gallow helped him onto his horse. That was the Screambreaker. He’d let the Marroc hold the walls of Andhun because he didn’t trust them in the field, but give him a few thousand

  Lhosir and he’d face the Vathen in the open no matter how great their numbers. Five thousand Lhosir had beaten an army of Marroc said to be thirty thousand strong. That had been the height of

  the war before Sithhun fell, before Gallow had crossed the sea, and so all he’d heard were the stories. Corvin had earned his names that day. Widowmaker to the Marroc, Screambreaker to the

  Lhosir.




  They reached the edges of the Crackmarsh. In the distance mountains darkened the southern horizon. Varyxhun nestled somewhere on their edges where the River Isset emerged into the hills. A

  canyon channelled the water, funnelling its energy, and then spat it into a great flat plain two score miles wide and circled by hills. The Crackmarsh, and here it was. Water everywhere.




  It rained that night and they rose stiff and miserable in the morning. Corvin’s face was glassy-pale. He didn’t complain but then he wouldn’t, not until he fell off his horse

  stone dead and probably not even then. As soon as they set off, Gallow steered their course deeper into the water meadows. The changes came slowly. The ground became wetter, the undergrowth darker

  and denser and more tangled. Their horses’ hooves began to sink into the earth. By the middle of the day they were walking through ankle-deep water that stretched ahead as far as either of

  them could see. Islands hunched out of it – hundreds of them – some bare, most clustered with dense stands of trees. Here and there some grew out of the water itself. They stood on

  thick tangles of roots and their branches were twisted and ancient. They looked sickly.




  ‘That Vathan who escaped, he’ll have reached Fedderhun by now.’ In the distance, away from the mountains, Gallow could see the hills on the far side of the marsh where the land

  rose and then sloped towards Andhun and the sea. ‘With luck we’ll be across the marsh before they get here.’




  He tied Corvin to his saddle in the afternoon when the old warrior finally lost his battle with sleep and succumbed, and pushed them on hard and far. One night in the Crackmarsh would be more

  than enough. As the daylight began to fade he chose an island that looked big enough to shelter two men and their horses. He tried to light a fire, but between the rain and the marsh everything was

  too wet.




  ‘The Marroc have a story about this marsh,’ said Corvin. Gallow grunted. He’d thought the old general was asleep.




  ‘They have several.’




  ‘They used to tell me that the marsh was cursed and haunted. They told me there were hills here once long ago. The Aulians crossed the mountains and built a great city in the middle of it.

  They catacombed the hills with tunnels to bury their dead, just as the Marroc do now. They liked to dig, the Aulians. Then the city was struck by plague and there were so many dead that the living

  couldn’t make new tunnels quickly enough, and so one night the dead got up and dug tunnels of their own. They dug an enormous labyrinth, huge and vast and so far and so deep that one day they

  reached the river. The water rushed under the hills and brought their tunnels down, and the hills and the city on top of them as well, but the dead didn’t know any better and so they kept on

  digging. They’re still there. Still digging. The ghosts and spirits that haunt this place are Aulians.’




  ‘The Aulians never built a city here and there aren’t any ghosts or spirits.’ Gallow lay down and closed his eyes. ‘The Marroc around Fedderhun say there used to be a

  fine valley here until a witch came to live in it. The witch was so wicked that the one day the river changed its course to wash her away and scour the land of every trace of her. That’s why

  nothing good grows here. Witch’s taint.’




  ‘That’s quite a witch then.’




  ‘Oh, she was a very powerful witch and very wicked.’ Gallow laughed. ‘Aren’t they all? And have you ever met a real one?’




  ‘If a witch is an old crone then I’ve met many. But one who talks to the spirits of the Herenian Marches?’ The Screambreaker spat. ‘Witches or the dead of some ancient

  plague scratching away under our feet? Ghosts and goblins. Stories for frightening children.’




  ‘The ghuldogs are real enough.’




  ‘Then you watch for them, bare-beard.’




  ‘I will.’




  By the time he’d stripped the horses, the general was already snoring again.
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  IRON AND STEEL




   




   




   




   




  For the third time in as many hours Sarvic’s boot stuck in the mud of the Crackmarsh and he couldn’t pull it out. The water on top was

  only ankle-deep, but the mud would swallow a man whole if he stood still for long enough.




  ‘Shit on a stick, Sarvic!’ hissed Valaric. ‘You’re worse than a forkbeard. Special shoes, is it?’ He crouched low in the swamp, motionless amid the tree roots.

  Sarvic took the bow off his back and handed it to Angry Jonnic. Every movement had to be painstakingly slow. The Vathen on their horses were close. Trouble was, slow and careful wasn’t going

  to get his boot out of the mud. Angry Jonnic wrinkled his nose.




  ‘Swamp stink gets worse every time you move.’




  Valaric was watching the Vathen. ‘I wondered why that forkbeard saved your worthless hide back on Lostring Hill. Now I know. Make my life miserable, that’s why.’




  Angry Jonnic braced himself against a tree. He and Sarvic wrapped their arms around each other and heaved. The swamp let go of Sarvic’s foot with a deep belch and a pungent stink of marsh

  gas. Valaric shook his head and winced at the splash. Jonnic settled himself against a tree. When Sarvic had done the same, Jonnic handed him his bow.




  ‘Wait on me,’ growled Valaric. ‘And Sarvic, for the love of Modris, show me it was worth it.’ It was already clear as the sky on a summer’s day that the only reason

  Sarvic was riding with them at all was because the filthy bastard demon-beard who’d saved his skin when the line broke on Lostring Hill hadn’t left any of them with too much choice. But

  he was here now, soaking and mud-covered instead of still on the back of his nice new horse, because he’d said he could shoot a bow. And that, at least, he could.




  Luck was a fickle thing in war. He’d been lucky to live through Lostring Hill. Lucky to find a dozen dead forkbeards and their horses – some good looting there. Not so lucky that

  twenty-odd Vathen had been following them for a day now. Valaric had ridden off the road and into the Crackmarsh to see if they’d go away but they hadn’t. So now it came to this. Twenty

  Vathen probably thought they had the easy beating of a dozen Marroc, but that was because they hadn’t met Valaric the Wolf until now. The Wolf made his own luck.




  Valaric let fly when the nearest Vathen were some fifty paces away. He didn’t shoot at the ones at the front. His first arrow flew wide, must have missed the Vathan at the back by a

  finger. The rider jerked, startled. Angry Jonnic put an arrow in his neck. Sarvic shot the lead rider’s horse neatly through the ear.




  ‘Rat’s piss!’ Valaric strung another arrow. The Vathen were confused but they wouldn’t stay that way for long. One in the middle must have found his helmet uncomfortable

  and had taken it off. Sarvic cleaned out his ear with a shaft of wood and tickled his skull with a tip of iron. The Vathan was dead before he even started to fall.




  Jonnic and Valaric went for the horses now. The Vathen had worked out where the arrows were coming from, but Torvic and Stannic and Silent Jonnic were leading the rest of the Marroc out from

  where they’d hidden behind the largest of the nearby islands, splashing their own horses out towards the Vathen while arrows tipped rider after rider off into the swamp. The Vathen had good

  armour and carried shields, so Valaric had said go for the horses as soon as the first volley was off – drop all that nice heavy armour into the water and the mud and watch it flounder. Now

  he cursed as each one fell. A fighting horse was worth a good purse.




  One of the Vathen was looking right at him. Open helm. Sarvic shot him in the face. Down three men already, with five more thrashing in the water, the rest of the Vathen thought better of it,

  turned and fled.




  ‘Save your arrows.’ Valaric watched them go. He unwrapped himself from his tree and strode with slow deliberate steps out into the water. Stannic and the rest got there first. Sarvic

  was last but at least he didn’t get stuck again. By the time he caught up, Valaric had taken his axe to two of the Vathen and Torvic was in the middle of riding down a third. A fourth was

  face down in the swamp and hadn’t moved. Which left the fifth. The one who’d been at the front. Valaric picked him up right out of the water, armour and all. ‘And who by the tears

  of the Weeping God are you?’ He didn’t wait for the Vathan to answer, just threw him back into the water and then went and pulled him out again. ‘I’m Valaric. Every bit as

  mean and every bit as much of a bastard as any forkbeard. I piss on your name, horse-lover, and I wouldn’t give the wrong half of a dead rat for you or anything about you. Why are you

  following us?’




  Took a while and a good bit of beating, but it turned out the Vathen were looking for the Screambreaker. Sarvic stood in the water meadow, soaked and smelling of swamp-rot without the first idea

  what they were talking about, but once the Vathan came out with that, Valaric threw back his head and roared with laughter like he’d just been offered the throne of Aulia.




  ‘Whey-faced weasel!’ He gave the Vathan a kick. ‘Does it look like he’s here?’




  ‘But you found him. Didn’t you?’




  A chill ran all over Sarvic as he remembered the dead Lhosir in the wood, and Valaric was still there, laughing away. ‘Yes, horse-lover, we did. We certainly did.’ And then Valaric

  spun some wild-arsed story about the forkbeard who’d dragged Sarvic down the hill and the two of them finding the Widowmaker still alive and Valaric letting the forkbeard take him –

  didn’t ask where and didn’t care – but most likely they were nicely on their way to Andhun by now. And then after all that, after they’d stripped the Vathen of anything they

  might sell, Valaric kicked the last one up the arse and let him go, and they all watched and laughed as the skinny little viper splashed and ran and splashed and fell his way across the Crackmarsh,

  getting himself away from them as fast as he possibly could.




  ‘They do look different when they’re not on the back of their horses,’ muttered one of the Jonnics.




  ‘Was any of that true?’ Stannic and Torvic didn’t look too pleased at the thought. Valaric nodded and Stannic rolled his eyes. ‘Sweet Modris. The Widowmaker? We

  had the Widowmaker and you let him go?’




  Valaric shot a look at Sarvic. ‘A life for a life,’ he said. ‘Now shut it!’ He bared his teeth at them all and swung himself back onto his horse. ‘If you’re

  all done stripping the bodies, boys, we’d best be gone before it’s dark and the ghuldogs come sniffing.’ No one was going to argue with that.




  When Sarvic tried to move, his foot was stuck again.
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  THE ROAD TO ANDHUN




   




   




   




   




  It was a quiet splash at the edge of the water that woke him, but Gallow had his axe in his hand even before he’d finished opening his eyes.

  In the gloom a shape was crawling out of the Crackmarsh. It had arms and legs like a man, scrawny and thin, but it crawled out of the water on all fours and its head had a pointed snout like a dog.

  It crouched where Gallow had guided their horses onto the island and sniffed. Behind it another snouty head poked out of the water. A second creature emerged and then a third.




  Ghuldogs. Gallow let out a shout, half fear, half fury, and charged through the trees. Three heads whipped round to stare at him. The nearest sprang, leaping straight at him, jaws wide to rip

  out his throat. Gallow smashed the beast with his shield and battered it away. The other two crouched and stared. Moonlight shone in their dead eyes; then one jumped for the arm that held his axe

  while the other snapped at his feet. He blocked low with his shield, twisted out of the way and brought his axe down on the creature’s skull. Bone crunched and blood and brains spattered his

  arm.




  The first ghuldog was up again; it threw itself at his throat; he dodged, but not enough and its teeth clamped down, tearing at his shoulder through his mail. The second one seized his shield;

  he dropped that and let out a gleeful howl and swung again, shearing the creature’s spine between the shoulder blades before it thought to let go. It fell twitching at his feet.




  The last one still had his shield arm. He bashed it with the haft of his axe, cracking its nose. It shrieked and let go, snarled, and before it could think to spring again Gallow split its head

  in two. He stood over the corpses, fighting for air, watching the light fade from their eyes and looking around for any more. His shield was at his feet, the hand that would have held it pressed to

  his chest, to the locket and the little piece of Arda he still carried with him.




  ‘Stupid, stupid . . .’ Who or what, he didn’t know. When no more ghuldogs came, he picked up the shield. His arm hurt, aching and throbbing. The bite of a ghuldog was poisonous

  and rumoured to be cursed, but he didn’t dare take off his hauberk to see if its teeth had broken his skin, not now.




  The Screambreaker was still snoring where Gallow had left him. Gallow sat beside him, rested his axe across his knees and leaned his shield against his arm. There’d be no more sleep

  tonight. He touched the locket again and looked at the old man sleeping. ‘You’d never understand, old man. You just wouldn’t. It was a convenience to start with, that’s

  true. Nadric was growing too old to wield the hammer. Arda with a child by a man lost from the fighting. And I . . . Well, I had my reasons for not sailing back across the sea with the rest of you.

  I was off to Aulia across the mountains, but truth was I just needed a place and a thing to be. We sheltered each other.’




  The Screambreaker mumbled something and shifted in his sleep. Gallow pressed the locket hard against his skin. ‘I wish you hadn’t broken that, old man. I was happy with that

  life.’




  He sat watch until dawn and then shook Corvin awake. ‘Ghuldogs,’ he said shortly. ‘Guard yourself.’ The bodies by the shore were gone when he looked. There must have been

  more then. They’d be out there in the water now, watching and waiting for the next twilight. He went back to Corvin once the old general was up and moving and took off his hauberk and the

  leather jerkin underneath. The mail had held. His shoulder was sore and scraped from the mauling but the ghuldog’s teeth hadn’t found a way through. There’d be bruises and some

  stiffness but nothing worse.




  The Screambreaker glared at him. ‘I’m hungry.’




  ‘Good. You’ve hardly eaten for days.’




  They shared the last of the food from the village and set off again through the marsh. In places the water was still ankle-deep but more often now it came to their horses’ knees and

  sometimes they were almost swimming. Late spring – the Isset was in full flow and the marsh water was as deep as it would get. Ghuldog territory, although in daylight the ghuldogs

  wouldn’t trouble them as long as they kept going. He stopped them once around midday to let the horses rest a while – Corvin was asleep again – and after that they pushed on until

  dusk. They were slow, though, and as the light began to fail they were still in the marsh. He’d hoped to be out by now – between the Ghuldogs and the Vathen they weren’t short of

  reasons to press on hard – but it was what it was.




  ‘You sleep; I’ll watch. In the middle of the night we’ll change.’ He gave the Screambreaker the harder watch, the one through the small hours before dawn, but the

  Screambreaker didn’t complain, and he didn’t mention it when Gallow didn’t wake him up until the sky started to lighten again. There were no ghuldogs this time, at least. He slept

  for an hour while the Screambreaker sat beside the horses, grumbling on about being hungry.




  They reached the edge of the Crackmarsh in the early afternoon, pushed on over the first brow of the wild grassy hills until they were out of sight of the wetland, and there they stopped. Gallow

  dismounted and fell into the grass with a smile and a sigh. ‘The horses need to rest,’ he said. ‘They haven’t eaten for two days either. They need to graze and so do

  I.’




  Neither of them would say it but the Screambreaker needed to rest too. He was already taking off his boots and rubbing his feet. ‘So have you got any food?’




  ‘No, and you know it.’




  ‘Fat lot of use you are then.’




  ‘How about you find us some.’




  ‘You’re the Marroc. Have you not got a bow? Didn’t they teach you?’




  He wasn’t a Marroc and he hadn’t learned much since he’d crossed the sea, except how, maybe, it didn’t matter as much as he’d always thought whether you were

  Marroc, Vathan, Lhosir, Aulian or what. But the Screambreaker could barely move and so he took a Vathan bow and a quiver of arrows from one of the horses and lost nearly all of them shooting at

  rabbits until he got one. More a stroke of luck than skill, but he wasn’t going to shake his fist at it. After the last few days he reckoned he was due a bit of luck. With the rabbit in his

  hands, he walked back up to the crest of the last hill and looked out across the Crackmarsh. Miles and miles of water glittering still in the sun, pockmarked by islands like boils on a pox

  victim’s skin. The wind blew in his face, bringing the smell of rot. The Vathen, if they were following, would be on the other side of all this by now. From here that looked pleasingly

  distant. With a bit of luck they wouldn’t be ready for the ghuldogs either.




  He stretched his aching back. Eight years working in a forge and his muscles had forgotten all about riding a horse.




  Corvin was asleep and the horses had strayed when he returned so he skinned the rabbit and let it hang for a while and dozed. As darkness fell he set a fire. The rabbit was cooked and eaten and

  he and the Screambreaker sat licking their fingers.




  ‘I remember days like this,’ Gallow said. ‘Scouting these hills, looking for traces of the Marroc so you could fight them.’




  ‘You were a scout?’ Corvin snorted.




  ‘Sometimes.’




  ‘I do remember a Gallow,’ he said after he’d stared at the flames a while. ‘A good fighter.’ He tugged the braids of his beard. ‘Why did you shame

  yourself?’




  ‘I chose to stay.’ Gallow shrugged. ‘I thought cutting my beard would make me more a part of them.’




  ‘But in the name of the Maker-Devourer, why would you want that? They’re sheep! The man I remember didn’t belong here. I remember a warrior. Fierce. A whirlwind and a wolf. Men

  looked up to you. Or maybe I have some other Gallow in mind. Gallow Truesword, he used to be called. Killed a lot of Marroc. Never wavered.’




  ‘I did kill a lot of Marroc.’




  ‘How many?’




  ‘More than I can remember.’




  The Screambreaker lay back and stretched out his arms. ‘So why did you stay, Truesword?’




  ‘I told you – I didn’t care for Twelvefingers and it looked like he was about to become our king.’




  ‘You were wrong.’




  ‘Yurlak was stronger than any of us thought.’




  The Screambreaker stretched again and groaned. ‘It did him good to be home. The air is different here. Stifling. The air across the sea is cold and crisp and smells of mountains and the

  ocean. It tastes of salt. Here it tastes of nothing. See?’ He sniffed. ‘Medrin made mistakes when he was young, that’s true. Coming across the sea to fight the Marroc changed him.

  That wound he got. Everyone thought he was going to die, but he didn’t. Made him stronger on the inside as well, when he finally got over it.’




  Gallow sniffed. ‘They’ll need you in Andhun.’




  ‘There are already two thousand of us in Andhun and more on the way.’ Corvin laughed. ‘They don’t need me.’




  ‘The Vathen still outnumber you ten to one. You saw how many there were.’




  ‘It didn’t help King Tane.’




  ‘Perhaps not, but the Vathen aren’t the Marroc either.’




  They sat in silence for a while, watching the fire die. ‘Grow back your beard, Gallow,’ said Corvin. ‘Stay in Andhun. Fight with us.’




  ‘I have a wife and family who’ll be waiting for me in Varyxhun.’




  ‘You still have a wife?’ The Screambreaker snorted. Gallow couldn’t answer that, not easily. Yes. He did. But . . .




  He shook his head. ‘I have sons, Screambreaker. I should abandon them?’




  ‘Tell me, Gallow, would you see them grow up as Marroc or as Lhosir?’




  He had no answer to that. Both.




  ‘Go and fetch them. When the Vathen are broken, bring them back across the sea and raise them as they should be raised. We’re your people, Gallow, not these sheep. You

  can’t escape that. I saw you fight the Vathen outside your home. You made me proud. You were a warrior.’ He laughed. ‘I’ll not quickly forget how we sat on our stolen

  horses, mailed and with sharp iron in our hands, the two of us and all those Marroc circled around, scared out of their wits. I could barely keep my head up. Sheep, Gallow. You live among sheep and

  yet you remain a wolf.’




  ‘They do make a good ale though.’




  ‘That they do.’




  They slept under the stars. In the morning Gallow carefully lifted a sod of turf and buried the remains of their fire and the bones of the rabbit beneath it. He pushed them on as hard as he

  dared, stopping only for water and to hunt with the last of the Vathan arrows. Another day took them to the edge of the hills. The Screambreaker was getting stronger. Three or four more would see

  them to Andhun, and then . . . And then to Varyxhun. To Arda. He’d have to face her and face what she’d done. He dreaded it.




  At the top of the last rise before the plains he stopped. Andhun was out there somewhere, beyond the horizon haze. ‘I tell you one thing, Screambreaker. There’s simplicity to battle.

  Sometimes having a family feels like having to run kingdom in a court where no one listens to a word I say.’




  The Screambreaker laughed. ‘I can’t offer you any kingdoms but I can find you a fight or two if that’s what you’re after.’ He pointed out over the plain to a plume

  of smoke a few miles away, too large to be a campfire. ‘What’s that?’




  Gallow squinted. ‘There are Marroc farms and villages here. Nothing else. Andhun is that way.’ He pointed off into the haze. ‘Another three nights.’




  ‘And will these Marroc farms and villages have food for us? My belly rumbles and you’ve used up all our arrows with your poor shooting.’




  ‘The Screambreaker I remember could catch a rabbit with his bare hands.’




  Corvin laughed. ‘I could never do that. I did see a man kill a rabbit with his axe once. A fine throw.’




  ‘A lucky one.’




  ‘I thought so, but it was Jyrdas One-Eye back when he had two, and so I chose to hold my tongue.’




  They sat on their horses, watching in silence as the smoke rose.




  ‘That’s too big for a campfire. That’s a house burning, or else a barn,’ said Corvin. ‘That means Vathen. How many down there, do you think?’




  ‘More than two.’ Gallow wrinkled his nose. What were the Vathen doing this far from the coast?




  ‘There might be some of your precious Marroc to save.’




  ‘Doubt it. For all we know the whole Vathan army could be between us and Andhun by now. The wise thing would be to avoid them. Stick close to the edge of the hills and circle round. Come

  at Andhun along the valley of the Isset.’ Then again, the Isset valley itself could be crawling with Vathen looking for a place to cross the river.




  The Screambreaker shrugged. ‘There’s only one way to know, Gallow, and I am hungry. When it’s dark, we’ll go and look.’
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  GOSOMON




   




   




   




   




  Duvakh stepped over the body of the Marroc farmer who’d been stupid enough not to run away and looked the other man up and down. Shivering,

  starving, dull-eyed and with nothing to his name except a shirt. He couldn’t have been in the hills for more than a few days, yet he was half-dead. Still, he was definitely Vathan. Duvakh

  even knew him. ‘Gosomon? From Krenda’s ride? Why, Gosomon of Krenda’s Ride, are you hiding in a Marroc barn?’




  Gosomon told him. By the time he was done they were inside the farmhouse, eating some of the dead Marroc’s food and drinking his beer. Duvakh’s head was buzzing. The rest of his ride

  sat around, scratching themselves and patting their bellies. Good food was to be cherished. There were only five of them – six if you threw in the ghost he’d found in the barn –

  and the Marroc here had a good larder.




  ‘I reckon we’ll stay here another day or two.’ He pointed to Gosomon. ‘You might want to stay here a bit longer. Get your strength up.’




  Gosomon shook his head. ‘Krenda Bashar and the ardshan are waiting on my news. I need one of your horses.’




  The other riders laughed but Duvakh didn’t. The sun was setting. The flames from the burned-out barn had largely died away. The glowing embers would keep his riders and his horses

  pleasantly warm through the night. He looked at the gash on the back of his hand and then sucked at it. The wound was still weeping. ‘Krenda and the ardshan? I’d go right back to your

  swamp if I were you.’ He shook his head. ‘Hai Frika!’




  The laughter died. Duvakh scowled. Gosomon’s expression made him uneasy. He helped himself to some more of the dead farmer’s ale and made a face. An unpleasant drink, but it did the

  job. ‘We smashed those Marroc at Lostring Hill to pieces, eh?’ he said. ‘Broke their line and slaughtered them.’ He’d killed three men by his own count, charging down

  from the crest of the hill, cutting them down before the Marroc managed to reach the woods. ‘No one thought the forkbeards would be at Fedderhun, but they were and they broke like the rest.

  So you were one of the ones who went chasing off after the runners, eh?’




  Gosomon looked up. His face was hollow and haunted. Even in front of the fire with a couple of blankets wrapped around him he was shivering. A sheen of sweat covered his brow.




  ‘Scatter them far and wide,’ Duvakh said. ‘We learned that when we took gold from the forkbeards. The Marroc are good at running but not as good as our riders are at chasing,

  eh?’ He poured himself another cup. ‘While you were off chasing, you might like to know that the ardshan and the Weeping Giant had a falling-out. Next thing we knew we were on

  the move again.’ He puffed his cheeks, remembering the disappointment of Fedderhun, small and worthless, and how eager the bashars and their riders had been sink their teeth into something

  worth plundering. ‘Someone put it in the ardshan’s head that the forkbeards at Andhun weren’t ready for us. We thought we’d get in quick and have the place to ourselves for

  a few days before the Weeping Giant and his foot-sloggers could catch up with us. Load of toss that was. Not ready? Forkbeards looked plenty ready to me.’




  ‘Wasn’t so bad, though,’ chipped in another rider. ‘At least we didn’t have the Weeping Giant looming over us all the time telling us what we couldn’t do . .

  .’




  Gosomon’s head jerked sideways, staring at the wall as though if he looked hard enough, he might see right through it. A hand, sharply raised, drew silence. For a few long seconds they sat

  there frozen. Then Gosomon relaxed. ‘Thought I heard a noise.’




  Duvakh got up. ‘I’ll go and look. Need a piss anyway. Dansukh, tell him what happened at Andhun, eh? Let him know why he’s just a little bit too late with that word he’s

  carrying to Krenda and the ardshan.’




  ‘You took it? You took Andhun?’




  ‘Not exactly.’ Duvakh laughed, shook his head and got up, leaving Dansukh to pick up the story. Outside, he walked around the farmhouse in case someone was out there but he

  couldn’t see anything except the dying flames from the barn and the shadows they cast. He belched loudly and stamped away from the embers for a piss. The forkbeards had come out from behind

  Andhun’s walls. Duvakh reckoned the ardshan had had the numbers by about two to one and everyone who’d fought with them said that the forkbeards knew squat about fighting against

  mounted soldiers; then again everyone who fought with them knew they were crazy too. Well, there wouldn’t be any Vathen coming back from Andhun saying the forkbeards knew squat about fighting

  horsemen any more. Turned out they knew perfectly well with their wall of shields and their long spears and their Marroc archers. Still crazy, though.




  He sighed as the pressure in his bladder eased. Say one thing for the Marroc – their beer tasted rotten but it did the trick. Oh, and say another thing for them – they could shoot.

  An arrow had torn through his gauntlet and ripped open the skin across the back of his hand. He counted himself lucky it hadn’t been a lot worse. The forkbeards, when they’d charged,

  had hit the ardshan’s lines like a battering ram. The ardshan’s foot-sloggers had simply folded and crumbled. Duvakh wasn’t sure the forkbeards had ever actually stopped

  moving.




  He kicked the dead Marroc farmer one more time, wondering why this one hadn’t run like the rest when he’d seen Vathen coming over the hill. Marroc always ran. That was the joy of

  them.




  Quiet footsteps came up behind him.




  ‘Suppose we’ll have to cross the hills or make our way back to the coast and the Weeping Giant,’ he muttered to whoever it was who’d come out to join him. He laughed.

  ‘And then listen to the foot-sloggers’ jibes and taunts.’ He spat. ‘Maybe we should stay out here on the edge of the wild, helping ourselves to whatever comes our way.

  Tempting thought, eh?’




  Some sixth sense suddenly made him wonder if the footsteps behind him weren’t another one of his ride out for a piss after all. His sixth sense was right too, just not quick enough. By the

  time he turned the axe was already coming down.




  The Vathan turned at the last moment. His mouth fell open and he reeled back in surprise. Gallow’s axe blade went straight through his face, opening him from cheek to

  cheek and smashing his jaw. He made a hooting noise and then the backswing caught him cleanly on the nape of his neck. Gallow caught him as he fell. He dragged the dead Vathan into the shadows and

  crouched beside him, listening. There were five horses tethered outside the farmhouse. Four more Vathen inside then. With luck the others were drunk too.




  The house fell quiet. A voice called, ‘Duvakh?’ Gallow crept back around the walls, bent almost double as he passed each window, to where the Screambreaker stood with an ear pressed

  against the stone. He held up four fingers and pointed inside. Trying to get Corvin to stay a half-mile away with the horses was like talking to the tide, asking it not to ebb and flow. He’d

  given up.




  The Screambreaker shook his head and held up another finger.




  ‘They heard me,’ Gallow whispered.




  The Screambreaker yanked him close and hissed in his ear. ‘Didn’t they just. Clumsy oaf. Should have let him go back inside.’




  ‘I want to take them where there’s space.’




  ‘And I wanted to hear what happened at Andhun.’ He spat. ‘Still, too late for that now. They heard something and now they’re nervy as virgins in spring. Get on

  with it and call them out!’




  ‘No.’ He wished he’d kept some of the Vathan arrows now. When they were on their horses, the Vathen preferred bows or their javelots, spears light enough to throw but hefty

  enough to run a man through. The quivers on the horses here were empty. ‘They’ll come out soon enough, looking for their friend.’ Gallow pointed to the edge of the shadows cast by

  the embers of the barn. ‘I want you to stand there. They’ll see you when they come out. Don’t move when they challenge you. I’ll take them from the side.’ He’d

  have to be quick too, before they could get to the Screambreaker. The old man was getting stronger but he was in no shape to fight.




  ‘That sounds like Marroc talk. We should stand together and call them out.’




  ‘And if you were at your strength, Corvin Screambreaker, I would like nothing better. But you’re not, and so a Marroc strategy must suffice if you want to eat bread and not steel

  tonight.’




  The Screambreaker stiffened. A Lhosir was either fit to fight or useless.




  ‘Oh, the wound to your head,’ muttered Gallow. ‘I dare say it impedes your sight. It’s not a fair fight.’ He looked at the old man, but all he got was that word on

  his lips. Silent but there. Nioingr. ‘Fine then! Do it your way and die. In fact no, I’ll not give you the pleasure of killing any of them.’ He stalked back past the

  house, openly this time, shaking his axe arm loose and gripping his shield. ‘Hoy!’ he shouted. ‘Vathen! Are you listening? There’s more of us out here but none of the rest

  can be bothered with fighting you. They say it’s too easy!’ He reached the door and kicked it in. The farmhouse was a typical Marroc dwelling, one big space with a curtained-off night

  room. The Vathen were on their feet and ready for him with their heavy leather riding coats, long knives and axes. Not one of them had thought to put on his helm. And he was right – four not

  five, although there was an odd-looking Marroc cowering in a corner wearing nothing but a shirt. They had food too. It reminded Gallow how hungry he was.




  Two of the Vathen rushed him together. The other two bolted for the back door. Gallow met the charge with his own, buffeting one away with a great blow from his shield. He caught the swinging

  axe from the other with his own weapon, barged on with his shoulder and head-butted the next Vathan in the face, cracking the man’s nose. As he staggered back, Gallow turned and brought his

  axe down, shattering the first Vathan’s collar and splitting him to his breastbone. A torrent of blood exploded over both of them and the man went down. Gallow turned. The Vathan with the

  broken nose dived through the curtain to the night room. Gallow ignored him, went for the two who’d run outside and caught them at their horses. The first was vaulting into the saddle –

  Gallow threw his axe, catching the man in the ribs and caving in his side. The horse bolted and vanished into the night, the Vathan lolling lifelessly on its back. The last one jumped at Gallow

  with his knife. He pulled Gallow’s shield aside and stabbed. Gallow twisted sideways. The blade skittered off his mail, hard enough to spark; then he caught the man’s arm with his own

  and gave a vicious twist. There was a crack of breaking bone and the Vathan screamed. Gallow twisted more. The man fell, writhing; before he could get back up, Gallow had his sword out and drove it

  through the back of the Vathan’s neck.




  He paused for an instant. Inside the house he saw movement – the Vathan with the broken nose bolting for the other door. He jumped up and gave chase but he needn’t have bothered

  – the last Vathan ran straight into the Screambreaker’s sword. The old man staggered. The Vathan stumbled on a few more paces and then toppled to his knees and fell to the dirt. Gallow

  made sure he was dead.




  ‘That’s a strong arm you have there, Screambreaker, to drive a sword through all that leather,’ he said as he came back.




  Corvin looked at him. He was breathing hard. ‘You’ll not give me the pleasure of killing any of them, eh?’ He pointed. ‘You missed one.’




  Someone was bolting for the horses. It was the man Gallow had taken to be a Marroc. From the way he landed in the saddle and sped away, he was a Vathan after all. A Vathan with no weapon, no

  armour, nothing but a shirt. The Screambreaker had been right. Five, not four. Gallow reached for a stone to throw, but the old man held his arm back.




  ‘Let him go,’ he said. ‘He saw my face and he knows who I am.’ He bared his teeth. ‘And that, Truesword, is a knife in every Vathan heart.’
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  They ate what the Vathen had left and made themselves comfortable. In the morning when it was light Gallow found the first Vathan soldier

  who’d tried to flee lying on the ground with his horse standing beside him a hundred yards away from the farmhouse, Gallow’s axe still stuck through his ribs. Gallow pulled the axe free

  and set about cleaning and sharpening it.




  ‘We’ve missed the battle,’ grumbled Corvin. ‘You should have let me leave sooner.’




  ‘You were welcome to leave whenever you wanted,’ said Gallow. ‘Debate that with whoever thumped you on the head after Lostring Hill. How do you know we missed it,

  anyway?’




  ‘Listening to their talk before you made such a mule’s arse of killing them. But look. Quivers on their saddles but no javelots, so they used them already. And the horses –

  they’ve been ridden hard. The first one you killed, he’s got the sash of a ride leader. He should have sixteen men with him but he’s got four. Got a fresh wound too, a cut on his

  hand. There’s blood on one of the saddles that hasn’t been cleaned. If they were scouts then their quivers would be full and they’d have bows. If they were foragers then they

  should have a cart or some mules. This lot were on the wrong end of a fight not long before we came. Look at the way they ran from us. No spirit left in them.’




  Gallow shrugged. ‘Doesn’t mean they came from Andhun.’




  ‘Well they did, no-beard. Where else?’




  They took the Vathan horses and rode on towards the coast. The farms and hamlets they passed were deserted. A few were burned-out but most were intact. The Marroc had fled, fearing the coming of

  the Vathen, but the Vathen had followed the sea road and now the land was deserted. Even the fields were empty, the animals taken or gone.




  ‘Twelvefingers must have sent them across the Isset.’ Corvin nodded approvingly. ‘Take away everything the Vathen can eat and Andhun is the only crossing.’




  ‘Not so, old man. If you know the paths, a man – a whole army of men – could cross the Isset through the Crackmarsh. Still, I doubt the Vathen know that.’




  The Screambreaker stopped and looked at him long and hard. ‘They may not know it now, but sooner or later they’ll find a Marroc to tell them.’




  Gallow shrugged. ‘Good luck to them if they try it. About time someone cleared out the ghuldogs.’




  With each day the Screambreaker grew stronger. As they started at last into the line of hills before Andhun, a band of riders came over a crest heading the other way. Lhosir,

  eight of them. When they saw Gallow and Corvin they stopped and one rode forward apart from the rest.




  ‘I’m Tolvis of the Black Mountain,’ he called. ‘Sworn blade to King Yurlak. Name yourselves.’




  ‘I know him,’ muttered Corvin.




  ‘The man I ride with is Corvin Screambreaker,’ cried Gallow. ‘Known among the Marroc as the Widowmaker and the Nightmare of the North. He too is a sworn blade to King Yurlak. I

  am Gallow of Middislet, sworn to no one.’




  ‘You’re sworn to the king, bare-beard, whether you like it or not,’ snapped Corvin.




  ‘Corvin Screambreaker?’ Tolvis of the Black Mountain took off his helm and cocked his head. ‘Now there’s a thing. See, we’d heard the Nightmare of the North was

  dead. The Marroc have been quietly drinking to that for a week now. When they think we won’t see and with one eye cast over their shoulder in case they’re wrong of course.’ He

  grinned.




  ‘Someone at Lostring Hill was kind enough to land the Screambreaker a good blow to the head and render him senseless just long enough for me to drag him away. Come see him for yourself if

  you don’t believe me.’




  ‘I’ll do that.’ Tolvis of the Black Mountain rode closer. He was cautious, more so than Gallow would have expected, but as he came close enough to be sure of Corvin’s

  face, a smile spread across his own. ‘Maker-Devourer! It’s true!’




  The Screambreaker grunted. ‘Tolvis of the Black Mountain is it now? You fought with me years ago but you weren’t called that back then. It’s a Tolvis Loudmouth that I

  seem to remember.’




  The smile broadened. ‘Pardon my caution, Screambreaker. You’re on Vathan horses.’




  ‘Their previous riders forgot their need of them. I’d hoped to aid you in the fight here but I hear the Vathen have already come.’




  ‘They have, but not in all their numbers.’ Tolvis turned his horse. ‘Very obliging of them it was, and so we obliged them right back. I’ll ride you to Andhun. We’ll

  pass the field on the way. You’ll know it when you see it – it’ll be the one that’s mostly the colour of Vathan blood. They were five or six thousand and a lot of them on

  horse, and we smashed them.’




  The Screambreaker curled his nose. ‘Five or six thousand? That all? There were five times that number at Fedderhun. Did they have the Sword of the Weeping God with them? The red sword

  Solace?’




  Gallow looked at Corvin, curious. Fenaric had said something about the same thing, words he’d heard at Fedderhun, but Gallow had never repeated them to the Screambreaker. Something he

  overheard from the Vathen at the farm, then?




  Tolvis shrugged. ‘The Comforter? They didn’t have it here, no.’




  ‘You haven’t seen the main Vathan force yet.’




  ‘Oh, we know that.’ Tolvis laughed. ‘But let them come in bits and pieces – we’ll chew each one up and spit it back at the next.’




  An hour later they began to see bodies. Dead Vathen, most of them speared from behind.




  Corvin frowned as he passed them. ‘They look like they were killed by their own horsemen.’




  A black cloud of rooks or crows circled ahead of them past a stand of trees. Tolvis put on a face as though he’d eaten a mouthful of something rotten. ‘Prince Medrin had those of us

  with horses mount up and ride them down, same as the Vathen used to do for us against the Marroc.’ He laughed. ‘I’ll tell you, the Vathen are a lot better at it than we are. Spent

  more time collecting spears that had missed than we did riding.’




  ‘Medrin had you do that?’




  Tolvis wrinkled his nose. ‘Can’t say as any of us much liked it. Or were much good at it. But he is Yurlak’s heir.’




  Through the trees on the open ground Gallow could see the walls of Andhun and the valley of the Isset, which flowed through the middle of it to the sea beyond. He could smell the city in the

  air, the stink of human waste and fish. The battlefield was in front of them now. The bodies of the fallen had been cleared away but there were looters on the field still, nervous Marroc folk

  scouring the trampled grass for swords, shields, helms, anything that might have been dropped in the fight and somehow missed in the three days since. There couldn’t be much left by now.




  The Screambreaker rode a little further, then turned away from the walls of Andhun. He looked hard at the ground. ‘The Vathen came from over there.’ He pointed away from the city.

  ‘They had horses.’ He climbed down and picked up an arrow half buried in the mud. ‘You had archers?’




  Tolvis grunted. ‘Marroc,’ he said, disapproving. ‘But then they came at us on horseback so they deserved that. We fought them properly after their riders fled.’ He

  grinned. ‘And we destroyed them. There were a thousand Vathan corpses here when we were done and a few hundred more scattered where they ran. Vris, Ironfoot and Igel lost a few dozen each and

  Jank took a thumping on the flank. Didn’t get his spears and his shields sorted properly when the Vathen started throwing their javelots.’




  ‘Vris is here?’ For a moment the Screambreaker looked up and grinned. ‘And Ironfoot? Jank was always a bit dim when it came to horses. Whoever put him in charge of anything,

  he’s the one who needs to be thumped.’




  Tolvis laughed. ‘You can thump Twelvefingers then.’




  ‘Oh, so he’s here at last, is he? Then I will.’




  They walked their horses slowly across the battlefield. There wasn’t much left: the broken shaft of a javelot here, a few arrows in the ground, bloodstains in the mud and the grass. Three

  crows picked at the remains of a hand and half an arm already stripped to the bone. On the far side Gallow saw half a dozen corpses hanging from the trees. Closer and he could see what had been

  done to them. They hung, arms and legs dangling loose, each man drooping over a wheel with two stakes driven right through him and emerging from his back. A bolt fastened the stakes together. They

  were suspended like this from ropes. Below the stakes, ribs had been cleaved from spines, the lungs drawn out and with twine sewn into them and tied to the branches of the trees so the ragged sails

  of dead flesh seemed to rise like wings. Corvin wrinkled his nose. The men had been hanging there for days; birds had already pecked at them and strips of dried red skin and muscle dangled from

  gleaming bone.




  Blood ravens. Gallow couldn’t say whether they were Vathen or Marroc, or Lhosir who’d first had their beards cut.




  ‘Deserters?’ Corvin frowned.




  Tolvis shook his head. ‘Vathen. The wounded horsemen. The ones who couldn’t get away. Pretty, eh?’




  ‘What did they do to deserve this?’




  Tolvis shrugged carelessly. ‘Lost.’




  ‘Medrin ordered this, did he?’ asked Gallow.




  ‘Couldn’t say. I was off discovering how hard it is to throw a spear into the back of a man who keeps dodging out of the way.’




  They passed the hanging men and soon came to another cluster of corpses, this time bound upright to the trunks of trees. The bark around each one was scarred with the marks of spears and Gallow

  understood at once: the Lhosir had taken Vathan captives and used them for spear-throwing games. He’d seen it done with the Marroc once before, years ago, before the Screambreaker put a stop

  to it.




  In the fields closer to Andhun small companies of Marroc were digging pits and erecting wooden poles. Dozens already stood surrounding the city. Each had a dead Vathan hanging from it. More

  blood ravens, like the ones around the battlefield.




  ‘Something for the rest of the Vathen to think about when they get here, I suppose,’ said Tolvis.




  The Screambreaker frowned. ‘This is for nioingr.’




  ‘Apparently they’re all nioingr for staying on their horses and throwing javelots at us instead of doing things properly and getting nice and close where we can chop them up

  with our axes and stab out their eyes with our spears.’ Tolvis shrugged.




  ‘No.’ The Screambreaker’s lips tightened. ‘No. This isn’t right.’




  ‘Well you won’t be the only one who doesn’t think much of it, but Medrin wants it done and there’s a lot of the younger ones who see it his way. Might be for the best.

  Maybe the Vathen are sheep like the Marroc, easily scared.’ He laughed. ‘Pity if they are though. Be a shame to come all this way only for them to go running back home again.’




  They crossed another field, turned onto a road churned to mud and passed two open burial pits. The bodies, Gallow saw, were neither Vathan nor Lhosir. They were mostly Marroc.




  ‘And this?’ Corvin asked.




  ‘Some trouble with the Marroc when we first came off the ships. Apparently a few of them weren’t too pleased at having the son of their king come to visit. They learned to be happy

  about it soon enough.’




  Close to the city walls black patches of earth and charred stumps of wood scarred the roadside. There had been huts outside Andhun’s gates once but now they’d been burned. Gallow

  supposed it made sense. If it came to an assault on the walls then the slums here would give cover to the Vathen. Today, though, the gates stood open, inviting them in. Six bored and sour-looking

  Lhosir lounged around them, picking their noses and sharpening their axes. Over them a row of spikes stuck out from the stonework. The spikes looked new, the mortar around them fresh and lighter

  than the rest. Each spike had a head on it. The heads wore Vathan helms.




  Tolvis rode up to the guards. ‘Still scratching, Galdun? If it’s a dried-up piece of turd you’re looking for, you’re poking at the wrong end.’




  One of the guards looked up at him and rolled his eyes. ‘Ha ha. At least you’re not riding your horse backwards today, Loudmouth. You’re not supposed to be here until dusk.

  What happened? Get lost again?’




  ‘Oh, several times.’ Tolvis jumped off his horse. ‘Then I found the Screambreaker and he was kind enough to set me right. Thought I’d better come back with him in case he

  mistook you lot for a Marroc rabble.’ He punched Galdun on the arm. Galdun puffed his cheeks and palmed Tolvis away.




  ‘You’re full of air, Loudmouth.’ Galdun peered at Gallow and found nothing interesting, and then his eyes settled on Corvin. He frowned and took a step closer and then grinned.

  ‘Maker-Devourer! Welcome to Andhun, Screambreaker. I knew you wouldn’t be as easy to kill as they said.’ He looked back to Tolvis. ‘And Holy Eyes of Mother Fate, Loudmouth,

  you actually did something useful. You’d best run along now and make sure everyone gets to hear so it gets remembered. It’ll be first on the list when someone finally has to speak you

  out. One of your greatest deeds, right up with that one bright day you managed to recognise your arse from your elbow. Pity it didn’t last, eh? Off you go now. See if you can find the

  Fedderhun road this time.’




  ‘Where’s Twelvefingers?’




  Galdun laughed. ‘Do I look like a soothsayer? He’s either somewhere in Andhun or else he’s not. If he’s not then he didn’t leave this way. Probably he’s in

  the keep like he always is, but I’d try the square first. I hear him and his Crimson Legion were hanging Marroc again this morning.’




  They rode together through Andhun’s gates. Gallow looked around him. After the Screambreaker had sailed back across the sea with King Yurlak, he’d wandered these streets and taverns,

  drinking his way through what he’d plundered from the Marroc in five years of fighting. He hadn’t been the only one. Hundreds of Lhosir had stayed at first, helping themselves to

  whatever they wanted. Every day a few of them had turned up dead, stabbed during the night. The rest drifted away over time. Back across the sea mostly, or else across the Isset, until Gallow had

  been almost the only one left. When he’d turned his own back on the place at last, down to his last few scraps of silver, it was for the mountains. The Aulian Empire, or the shattered remains

  of what was left of it. He’d kept his mail and his axes and his sword, kept them all neat and clean and sharp, not traded them for ale like a lot of the others, and he’d never found a

  home for the hunger that five years of fighting had given him. Aulia. Plenty to do for a man like him, mired in blood, and the Marroc from around Varyxhun had said there was a pass that was mostly

  forgotten but still there, impossible when the winter snows closed in but not too bad in the summer.




  His hand went to the locket under his mail. A tear stung his eye. The salt sea air, probably. Across the sea they’d flog Arda and hang her for what she’d done, but he wouldn’t

  do that. Couldn’t.




  He’d never reached Aulia, nor the mountain pass, nor even got as far as Varyxhun. He’d managed as far as Middislet on the fringes of the wilderness and found his Arda instead, and it

  was all so unexpected and unlooked-for. He closed his eyes and squeezed them tight. Varyxhun. What would he do about her when he went back to Varyxhun? Couldn’t do nothing. Did she hate him

  now? It had always been a fine line between them.




  They crossed the open cobbled space beyond the gates. More of the wooden frames like the ones in the fields hung over the streets. Dead Marroc dangled from them like grotesque winged gargoyles.

  The corpses here were fresh, and there were more as they rode up the hill towards the keep and the town square. Marroc townsfolk scurried back and forth, keeping well out of the way of the mounted

  Lhosir. Their eyes, when they looked at Gallow, were filled with fear.




  Halfway up he stopped. He took two of the riderless Vathan horses and left the other two for Corvin. He would have turned and simply ridden away but the Screambreaker stopped him.




  ‘Two for you, two for me. I killed the man whose horse you’re sitting on,’ said Gallow. ‘Seems fair. I’ve done what I said I’d do.’




  ‘You killed six men. I killed one. You should have five of the horses, not three.’




  Gallow thought about that for a moment. ‘All right.’




  ‘You should stay and fight the Vathen too.’




  ‘I’d like that, and I envy you. But no.’ Gallow looked around at the Marroc dangling from their gibbets. ‘You’ll do well enough without me.’ He took the

  Vathan horses the Screambreaker had offered, turned and rode away.




  Tolvis watched him go. He shook his head and spat. ‘Bare-beard.’




  Beside him the Screambreaker shook his head. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Not him. We called him Truesword once, and he was a terrible thing to see. He might have changed his face, but all

  the rest is as it always was.’




  And he whispered something in Tolvis’s ear.
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  Prince Medrin Twelvefingers, first son of King Yurlak, Scourge of the Seas and Prince of the Marroc, stared out of a window high up in Andhun keep.

  The shutters were flung wide, letting in the crisp salt air of the sea. The smell of it soothed him when the wind blew right and wasn’t tainted by the stench of death.




  Below the window a few Marroc dangled in the wind, dead and ripped open, an example to the others. They were a drop in the ocean, but if the Marroc were so determined to hate him then

  they’d damn well fear him too. When the followers of the Weeping God came he would have the Marroc of Andhun up on its walls, fighting for their city, whether they wanted it or not. Yurlak

  and the Screambreaker had thought a few hundred Lhosir at Fedderhun would turn the horsemen back. Stupid pride and they’d paid dearly for it. The Vathen had seen a Lhosir army beaten for the

  first time in more than ten years. Worse still, the Marroc had seen it too, the ones who survived. Some of them had started on the idea that maybe the Vathen weren’t such a bad thing. A

  chance to rid themselves of their unwanted king from over the sea. Medrin meant to crush that idea into dust.




  A heavy fist banged on the door. Medrin stayed where he was, staring out at the sky. ‘I told you to leave me be.’




  ‘Loudmouth’s here.’ He’d picked Horsan to guard his door because Horsan was huge, about as big as a Lhosir ever got, tall enough to go nose to nose with even old Jyrdas

  One-Eye, and he didn’t think too much either, just did as he was told. Mostly.




  ‘He’s supposed to be sweeping the roads to the south for Vathan runaways. Tell him to get lost.’




  He heard Horsan chuckle. ‘Lost? He probably already is. Hey, what are you— Whoa!’ The shuffle of feet at the doorway dragged Medrin away from his window. Horsan was backing in,

  all furrowed brows and confused, and there was Tolvis Loudmouth, a head shorter but shoving him on, poking him with the head of his axe.




  ‘Is the castle on fire, Loudmouth?’ Medrin shook his head. ‘It had better be.’




  A third man emerged from the shadows, stopped Medrin’s ire and killed it dead. If anything he felt . . . he felt afraid. He stared at the old man with grey in his beard. Corvin the

  Screambreaker. Nodded, working out in his head all the things this might mean, and most of all whether the Screambreaker likely meant to kill him. Probably not, but with Yurlak getting older every

  year, he was never quite sure that the Screambreaker didn’t mean to make himself the next king.




  No. He hadn’t come here with death in mind. Medrin relaxed a notch. ‘I see you’re not dead after all.’ The Nightmare of the North. With the Screambreaker here the Marroc

  would be afraid, and they’d fight too – he’d managed to get a legion of them together at Fedderhun after all, for all the good it had done. So it’s good to have

  him back then. Isn’t it?




  The Screambreaker glowered at him. ‘No.’




  Isn’t it? He wasn’t sure. Yurlak and the Screambreaker were of an age. They understood one another and saw things the same way, and neither was afraid to use blunt words

  with the other when what they saw didn’t please them. Yes, he’d be useful for keeping Andhun and the Marroc in line, but in the larger scheme of things Medrin found he was happy enough

  for the Screambreaker to have been dead.




  He paused for a moment and then marched to the door, punched the Screambreaker firmly on the shoulder and clasped his arm, welcoming him as a friend.




  ‘Found him coming up the road from the south,’ said Tolvis, ‘so I brought him back here. The Vathen are long gone.’




  ‘Thank you, Tolvis.’ Medrin tried to smile. It was hard with Loudmouth. And there was another thing: the old ones who called the Screambreaker a friend and thought that made them

  special. Thought that meant they could say whatever they liked. ‘Now go back and watch the roads, Loudmouth. I won’t have the Vathen slipping through the hills and coming at me from the

  south.’




  ‘No, you won’t, because there aren’t any of them there,’ grumbled Tolvis.




  Medrin glared. ‘See it stays that way!’




  Loudmouth left, sulking, down the stairs. Medrin was getting a lot of that. Stupid men who wanted nothing more than to fight and get drunk and gave no thought to where the Vathen would strike

  next.




  ‘And they will, won’t they,’ he said as soon as Tolvis was gone.




  The Screambreaker stared at him. ‘Who will what?’ Two months ago, when Medrin had seen him last, the Screambreaker had been about to set sail in the vanguard of the Lhosir army.

  He’d been getting fat and had a sleepy look to him, but all that was gone now. Now, if anything he looked thin, as though he’d wasted away in this filthy Marroc air. He had a

  great gash on his head, terribly stitched and with a bruise that reached around his eye and down to the top of his cheek, all purples and yellows. His mouth twitched with impatience and he

  didn’t look sleepy at all. Medrin stared at the bruise.




  ‘And what happened to you?’




  ‘A Vathan.’ He stood there, still and at ease as if he was already bored.




  ‘Well, that’s who and what. You don’t need to tell me it wasn’t their full strength we faced.’




  The Screambreaker shrugged. ‘Tolvis said you faced five or six thousand so I’ll assume it was more like four. They have another twenty or twenty-five thousand men and horse somewhere

  between here and Fedderhun. Unless they’ve had enough and gone home.’




  Medrin clenched his teeth. Unless they’ve had enough and gone home. His father had had enough ten years ago. Yurlak and the Screambreaker had conquered a whole country and now,

  give it another few years, the Marroc would have it back. Not because they’d fought and pushed the Lhosir into the sea, but because his father and the Screambreaker and everyone like them

  simply couldn’t be bothered with keeping the place in line. Medrin would have had them crossing mountains to Cimmer and the Aulian Empire and yes, the Vathen too, but Yurlak wanted none of it

  and the Screambreaker would be the same. He could already see it in the old man’s face, the disapproval.




  The frown flickered to half a smile. ‘You bloodied them well, Twelvefingers. Better than I did.’




  The compliment took him off guard. ‘So did they have it with them at Fedderhun?’ he snapped.




  ‘Did they have what?’




  ‘The sword. What do they call it? Peacebringer?’ Although it had other names, as he’d come to learn not all that long ago. Much more important names.




  ‘Solace. No, they’re waiting for it. When it reaches them they’ll come.’




  ‘To Andhun?’




  The Screambreaker gave him a hard look. ‘Unless they mean to carry the Sword of the Weeping God all the way from where Tarris Starhelm buried it just to see how it looks in the sunset over

  the sea at Fedderhun instead then yes, of course to Andhun. Where else?’ The old man sniffed. ‘I see a lot of winged corpses hanging over the streets. Marroc giving you

  trouble?’




  ‘No.’ Medrin couldn’t hide the sharpness in his words. ‘Nor will they.’ He clenched his teeth and pressed a hand to his chest, to the old Marroc spear wound.




  The old man was smirking at him. ‘I met another soldier after Lostring Hill. One who never came back from the last time. Gallow.’




  ‘Gallow?’




  ‘Gallow Truesword. I remembered him, eventually, from Varyxhun and other places. Fierce in his time but he’s shaved his beard and lives with the sheep now. He seemed to think he knew

  you.’ The hardness was still there in Corvin’s eyes. ‘I think perhaps he did.’




  Gallow! Medrin pursed his lips, trying to keep his thoughts out of his face. ‘Gallow? I thought he was dead. I thought he died in your war. But yes, I did know him, or of

  him at least.’ He put on a grimace for the Screambreaker. ‘Maker-Devourer, but that was a long time ago. Before either of us crossed the sea. You’d taken Sithhun.’ His eyes

  narrowed. ‘You’d taken King Tane’s palace. You remember his shield?’




  The Screambreaker nodded slowly. Medrin felt the old man’s eyes watching him hard. ‘They thought it made them invincible.’ He laughed. ‘Turned out it didn’t.

  Don’t think they ever got over that.’




  ‘You remember what happened to it?’




  The Screambreaker’s eyes blazed. ‘I know very well indeed what happened to it. My brother the Moontongue happened to it, and good riddance to both of them.’




  ‘I mean before.’




  ‘Before? You mean when the Fateguard sailed out of Nardjas for no discernible reason and demanded I hand it over. Yes, I remember that too.’




  ‘And you gave it to them.’




  The Screambreaker shrugged. ‘A shield’s a shield. I let them have it.’




  Medrin grinned. ‘I mean in between. You were still here, banging Marroc heads together.’ His lips pinched to a smile as the old bitterness crept up inside for a moment and every word

  was a razor between them. He shook it away and looked hard at the Screambreaker. ‘Everyone knows about what happened with Moontongue, but this was before. Before they sent it off to Brek.

  Beyard Ironshoe tried to steal it too, or so they said. I don’t suppose the name means anything to you. The Fateguard always said he’d had an accomplice or two, but Ironshoe never told

  them who. There were whispers that Gallow was one of them. The two of them were friends.’ He cocked his head. ‘Whispers were enough to ruin his family though. The Fateguard took

  Ironshoe and no one ever saw him again. Killed him, I suppose. I wasn’t pleased. Ironshoe was a friend, a good one.’ He cocked his head. ‘What was it like, the shield?’




  He’d managed to take the Screambreaker off guard. Corvin frowned as if trying to remember. ‘Big. Red. Heavy. Round.’ He shrugged. ‘The Marroc reckoned it was unbreakable

  so we had a go at it with some axes. Didn’t scratch it. Wasn’t too sorry to see it go after that, but in the end it was just a shield. A red one.’




  ‘A shield that doesn’t break. I was thinking we should try and get it back.’




  The Screambreaker’s face soured. ‘Yes, I heard you’ve been looking. Ever since One-Eye came back with his daft stories. Why? Why not let it lie? It never did any good for

  anyone.’




  ‘The Marroc still believe it’s the shield of their god Modris, don’t they? They’d follow it, Screambreaker.’




  ‘It’s just a shield, Medrin.’ The Screambreaker snorted. ‘The Fateguard weren’t happy when I took it from Sithhun. I doubt they’d look well on you following

  my example. Why in the name of the Maker-Devourer would you want to cross them?’




  ‘Because the Marroc would believe. The Vathen have their sword. Let the sheep have their relic too.’ For a moment the venom and the anger that Medrin Twelvefingers had spent

  the last dozen years trying to hide spilled through. He hissed, ‘And if it’s just a shield then why do the Fateguard care? I tell you, if they demand the Vathan sword, I’ll give

  them the sharp end! ‘He raised an eyebrow, catching himself. A moment to find his calm again. ‘Just a shield that an axe can’t mark, eh?’ He smiled as the Screambreaker

  scowled. Lhosir were ferocious enough in battle, but wave a touch of supernatural under their noses and everything changed. ‘At the least I was hoping it might give the Marroc some

  spirit.’




  Corvin nodded slowly. ‘It just might do that.’




  ‘We’ll take it away again after the Vathen are defeated. Let the Eyes of Time and the Fateguard have it back if they want it so much.’ He bared his teeth. ‘I’ll

  take it to them myself.’




  ‘So were One-Eye’s stories true then? Does he know really where it is? I thought it went to the bottom of the sea and the Moontongue with it. A good place for both if you ask

  me.’




  ‘It did.’ Medrin laughed and shook his head. ‘You know the story as well as anyone. Wouldn’t surprise me if you’d even been there. Blood being thicker than water as

  it is.’ He paused and waved a finger, revelling in the cloud of anger on Corvin’s face. The Screambreaker looked ready to smash something. Then he let out a long breath.




  ‘Tread carefully, Twelvefingers. I know the same as the rest of you. Moontongue stole it from the Fateguard on Brek. Some Marroc paid him to do it and then they killed him. The

  Moontongue’s men got to hear of it, caught them and sent them to the bottom. Drowned the lot, shield and all. Years later, One-Eye comes back with his stories that the shield has washed up on

  one of the western isles. So what more do you know?’




  ‘I know that One-Eye was right. It’s spent the last years in a monastery on Gavis.’




  ‘One-Eye!’ The Screambreaker snorted a laugh and shook his head, and for a moment all the tension between them was gone. ‘I suppose you want me to get it for you?’ There

  was an eager gleam in the Screambreaker’s eye. Up against the monks of Luonatta, relishing it already. Medrin shook his head.




  ‘You’re the Nightmare of the North. The Widowmaker. I want you here where the Marroc can see you. I know you don’t like all my ravens – I saw that look on your

  face from the moment you came in. Well, deal with Andhun your way then. However suits you. It’ll probably go down better than mine. I’ll get the shield myself.’




  ‘And if the Vathen come while you’re gone?’




  ‘You’ll stay in Andhun behind the walls and wait for me.’ He could see how much the Screambreaker didn’t like that, even more than being left behind in the first

  place. ‘We’ll need some Marroc legions to fight beside us when the time comes. Archers to counter their riders. You won’t have them ready before I get back with the

  shield.’




  The Screambreaker growled. ‘Two thousand Lhosir broke ten times that many Marroc. We’ll break the Vathen too.’




  Medrin smiled. ‘You can go now, Screambreaker. It’s good to have you back.’ He paused as a last thought crossed his mind. ‘Gallow. What’s he like these

  days?’




  ‘He’s cut his beard off, but he’s still one of us.’




  ‘When you go down you’ll find Loudmouth still skulking in the yard, I expect. Tell him to go after Gallow and get him back here. If the whispers about him and Beyard Ironshoe were

  true, perhaps he’d like to finally see it. Make sure they both understand their prince commands it.’




  He watched the Screambreaker go. Gallow. Of course he remembered. How could he not?
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  AN EXCHANGE OF GIFTS




   




   




   




   




  Gallow rode slowly out through the gates of Andhun. The dead Vathan heads watched him go while the bored Lhosir guards gave him sour looks. A

  Lhosir with no beard, dressed as a Marroc, riding a Vathan horse and leading four others. He must look strange. He felt a freedom though, unexpected and unsought, and also a sadness. A part of him

  wanted to stay. He’d tasted what it felt like to be among his own people again and now he yearned for them, for their strength and their simplicity. The Vathen were coming. The surge of

  battle, the fire inside, yes, he remembered all that, all buried and half forgotten, boxed away because he had a new life now where such things had no value, but not gone, and now he wanted it

  back; and he might have stayed if it hadn’t been for all the dead Vathen and Marroc, gazing down at him with their blind empty eyes. Another week, maybe two, maybe three before the Vathan

  host came. Varyxhun could have waited that long. Right now he still didn’t want to go back. For nine years Arda had been a good wife, strong-boned and strong-willed, not like the other

  Marroc. Now she’d betrayed him to his enemies. There was no forgiveness for that. Across the sea he would have killed them both, would have had no choice about it. Fenaric with a sword, Arda

  by cutting off her hair and strangling her with it.




  He laughed at himself. Strangle her? The idea was absurd. He patted the Vathan horse he rode on the neck. ‘Maybe I should stay, eh, horse?’ There were a hundred and one reasons why

  he shouldn’t strangle her, but they were all by the by really, since he’d open his own throat first. Love didn’t have much place in a marriage, Marroc, Lhosir or any other, but

  sometimes it came anyway in the most unlikely places. A mutual desire that sustained, never expected and never sought, but there nonetheless.




  Stupid doubts – they had no place in a Lhosir. And he still didn’t know what to do about her, because there really was no forgiveness for what she’d done. That

  lecherous nioingr of a carter, now he needed to be punished. Killing him would be too much for the Marroc. Send him away and take his wagon? Arda would shout and beat her fists

  but she’d see that he was right, wouldn’t she?




  Wouldn’t she?




  No, she probably wouldn’t.




  ‘Gallow! Gallow Truesword!’




  Maker-Devourer! He hadn’t been paying attention to where he was going, just aimlessly following the way he’d come. And Truesword? No one except the Screambreaker had called

  him that for years. He stopped and looked back, and there was Tolvis Loudmouth, slowing to a trot. He looked angry.




  ‘Well then, bare-beard. Seems you’re not going off to Varyxhun after all. Seems I’m to bring you back to Prince Medrin. So turn your horse around again, eh,

  clean-skin.’




  There were ways of asking a man to do a thing, and then there were ways of asking a man to break your face for you. Gallow turned his horse. His hand fell off the reins. ‘But Loudmouth, if

  I’d wanted to see Medrin, I’d have stayed in Andhun and seen him, wouldn’t I?’




  Tolvis bared his teeth. ‘Well I certainly shan’t be going back to Andhun on my own to tell him you said that. Our prince commands us. Both of us.’




  Gallow shrugged. ‘Not my prince. I turned my back on him years ago.’




  ‘And took off your wolf pelt and dressed up as a sheep, but the Screambreaker says you’re still a wolf underneath that fleece.’ Tolvis grinned. ‘Me? I’m not so

  sure. But either way, Yurlak is king of the Marroc too nowadays, or had you forgotten? So Medrin is your prince after all, and I don’t give a goose whether you like that or not, and

  he wants you back in Andhun, and so now that’s where you’re going.’




  ‘If that’s what he wants then he can come and tell me himself.’




  ‘Another thing I won’t be going back to tell him. Are you coming with me freely, sheep-lover, or do I have to carry you over my shoulder like some old woman?’




  With careful, almost bored movements, Gallow leaned forward. He swung his leg over the saddle and jumped to the ground. ‘I was wondering which road to take. Me and my horse were having a

  good long talk about it, whether Varyxhun was the right place to be heading, back when the road was pleasant and peaceful. Now there’s a bad smell in the air that seems to have set my mind

  for me. Can’t put my finger on it but I think I’d like to be on my way. Since you ask so kindly, I’m going to Varyxhun, Tolvis Loudmouth. You have anything to say about that,

  I’ll happily put you right.’




  ‘Oh ho! I’m definitely sure you said Andhun.’ Tolvis dismounted and pulled his axe from his belt. He gave it a few practice swings. ‘This looks like it’ll be some

  fun, eh? Twelvefingers wasn’t clear about how many pieces he wanted, but I’ll try not to break anything. I know how fragile you sheep lovers are.’




  ‘Varyxhun.’ Gallow drew his sword and settled his shield. It felt strange to face down another Lhosir again after so many years. But comfortable.




  Tolvis glanced at the sword and shook his head. ‘I’m not so sure the old Screambreaker’s right about you at all.’




  Gallow swung his arms back and forth, loosening his shoulders. ‘I use the axe for killing, Loudmouth. There’s six Vathan corpses between here and Fedderhun can testify to

  that.’ Now he gave the sword a few twirls. ‘Mostly I use this for spanking my boys when they’ve been naughty. Mind you, they’re only little. Shall we talk some more about

  kings and how little I care for them, or shall I spank you too?’




  Tolvis let out a howl and ran at Gallow, shield first. Gallow met his charge, springing forward at the last moment before they collided. Both of them staggered away. Tolvis swung his axe at

  Gallow’s head, the blade passing a few inches from his nose.




  ‘You hit like my wife,’ said Gallow. They circled each other now, half crouched and hidden behind their shields, eyes peering over the top.




  ‘Yes, I’ve heard which one of you carries the axe in your house, Gallow Cripplecock.’




  Tolvis danced closer and rained a flurry of blows on Gallow’s shield, easily blocked. Gallow lunged once, poking Tolvis hard in the side. Tolvis’s hauberk turned the point but Gallow

  saw him wince. ‘Nasty bruise you’ll have there.’ They jumped apart. ‘You can stop if it hurts too much. Take your time. Catch your breath if you need to.’




  ‘Filthy Marroc!’ Tolvis charged again, the way Lhosir often fought one another, trading shield blows until one of them was dazed enough for a swing of the axe to finish the fight.

  Gallow met him hard. The shock of the impact jolted his arm all the way to the shoulder and they stumbled apart. Gallow jumped right back at Tolvis, thumping shield against shield, pulled back and

  battered at him again. Tolvis took two steps back and now Gallow leaped once more, smashing the two of them together for a third time and pushing with all his strength, poking his sword over

  Tolvis’s shield, stabbing at Loudmouth’s face and driving him back. He gave one great heave and Tolvis staggered and almost lost his balance. For a moment his shield swung away from his

  body as he tried to catch himself. Gallow lunged again, a huge blow that caught Tolvis in the chest and knocked him down. He reversed his sword, ready to drive it down into Tolvis’s face like

  a knife, and then stopped. The fire in his belly still burned but he didn’t really want to kill this man.




  ‘Fine,’ he said. ‘Andhun.’ Varyxhun could wait. ‘Was settling on staying to fight the Vathen anyway before you showed up. I make no promises when it comes to Medrin

  though.’ He stabbed his sword back into its scabbard and offered Tolvis his hand. ‘When I said you hit like my wife, I suppose I should tell you she’s a giantess who fells trees

  with a flick of her fingers.’




  Tolvis stayed where he was for a moment. The surprise on his face turned into a deep frown. He dropped his axe, took Gallow’s hand and let Gallow haul him back to his feet. ‘And when

  I said she carried your axe, I think I clearly meant she brings it for you when you go to fight your enemies.’ He looked Gallow up and down. ‘I may simply have been mistaken about you

  being filthy.’




  ‘No, that was fair.’ Gallow grinned. ‘I’ve travelled a long way in these clothes. They are filthy.’ He bent down and picked up Tolvis’s axe and

  offered it back, haft first.




  ‘Yours,’ Tolvis wrinkled his nose. ‘You won it fairly.’ He was breathing hard, still bemused he was alive. Gallow looked at the axe. It was a decent piece, similar to his

  own and no small thing to give away.




  ‘That’s a fine axe and a fine gift then. I wish I had something that was its equal to give.’ He pulled his own axe from its loop on his belt and slid Tolvis’s in its

  place. Then he held out his own. ‘Suppose I won’t be needing this one any more. It’s Marroc made but it has the blood of six Vathen on it.’




  Tolvis stared at Gallow as if trying to read his mind. ‘I can’t take a gift from you, Truesword. I’d like to, but I can’t.’ He shook his head.




  Gallow shrugged. ‘I have enough things hanging off my belt. Anything more would be uncomfortable. You can carry it for me, if you prefer.’




  Tolvis took a deep breath and puffed his cheeks. He took the axe. ‘All right then.’




  ‘Do you know what Medrin wants?’




  ‘Not really. The Screambreaker said I should bring you back. Said something about there being something you needed to hear.’ He spat. ‘I know Medrin wants to go off looking for

  the Crimson Shield of Modris. Maybe it’s something to do with that.’




  Gallow laughed. ‘Well now, if you’d said all that at the start, we’d be halfway back by now.’




  ‘Wouldn’t have been half as much fun though, now would it?’ Tolvis laughed too, then shook his head and looked Gallow over. ‘Gallow Truesword eh? I remember him. You

  I’m not so sure. Are you one of us or not?’




  Gallow shrugged. ‘I suppose I’m a bit of both.’
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  THE OTHER JONNIC




   




   




   




   




  Some days it seemed that every other Marroc in Andhun was called Jonnic. The harbour was full of them. There was Angry Jonnic and Laughing Jonnic

  and Fat Jonnic and Thin Jonnic and about a dozen others. Now and then Grumpy Jonnic wished he’d been bald or red-headed or something else more obvious, but fate had endowed him with a dour

  demeanour and an unremarkable unkempt appearance, and so Grumpy Jonnic he was, like it or not. It was little consolation that he was right about how often things turned out worse than they looked.

  The Vathan horde drawing the forkbeards back from across the sea, there was a thing. He’d seen that coming clear as the sun, and now here they were. He did his best to avoid them but

  it wasn’t always so easy.




  ‘Well?’




  Valaric sat across the table. He had more scars than Jonnic remembered, most of them on the inside. The men with him were the Marroc soldiers from Lostring Hill. Years ago they’d all

  fought the forkbeards together and lost. Jonnic reckoned you got a sixth sense for that sort of thing. They ought to have been friends, but something about them unsettled him. And then the Vathen

  had come.




  He took a deep swig of ale and glared at the other two Jonnics beside Valaric, Angry and Silent. ‘There’s a lot of them. Two thousand or so and more coming every day. They’re

  eating everything and drinking the place dry.’ He spat on the floor. ‘This lot are demon-whores, that’s for sure. With the demon himself living in our whore of a duke’s

  keep.’




  ‘Turns out the Widowmaker didn’t die at Lostring Hill after all, and never mind what—’




  ‘You think that’s news here?’ Jonnic hawked up a gob of phlegm. ‘You’re getting slow, Valaric. The Widowmaker came through the gates this afternoon.’




  The look Valaric gave him after that was odd. Shifty, maybe. Troubled. ‘The Vathen are looking for him,’ he said after a bit. ‘I was wondering whether to help them, or whether

  that was a bad idea. What’s this Medrin like?’




  Jonnic spat again. ‘Twelvefingers the demon-prince? Worst of the lot.’ He looked around, nervous. You never knew who was listening. There were good Marroc, the ones like Valaric that

  you could trust. Then there were the bad Marroc, the ones who’d sell you out for a handful of pennies. Most of the men sitting and drinking in the riverside tavern were men he knew, but there

  were always a few strangers. He leaned forward. ‘He’s the one who’s been hanging people up in the square. So fond of his bloody ravens you’d think he was married to one.

  Even his own kinsmen don’t seem to like him that much but they still do what he says. Don’t know if the Widowmaker’s any better but he can’t be any worse. Funny, him showing

  up. Even the demon-beards thought he’d died at Fedderhun. Been drinking toasts to the end of his damned soul all week, we have.’




  Valaric twitched. ‘Turns out he didn’t die after all. How many men here you trust?’




  ‘In Andhun?’ Jonnic shook his head. ‘Fifty, maybe. Don’t know they’d take up arms against the Widowmaker though. Don’t know that I would either.’




  ‘You’ve seen what they’re doing to us,’ snarled Valaric. ‘You happy with that?’




  ‘’Course I’m not bloody happy!’ Jonnic growled right back at him. ‘But what are you going to do with fifty swords, Valaric?’




  ‘Make it two hundred.’




  ‘And then what? Against two thousand forkbeards led by the Widowmaker?’ He laughed. ‘I don’t mind swinging an axe for you, Valaric, but not when there’s no point.

  You’ll get us killed for nothing, and then this prick Twelvefingers, he’ll decimate the city. He’ll not baulk at murdering women and children, this one. You’ll have the

  streets swimming red with his bloody ravens.’




  ‘You get your men ready for the call, Jonnic, and then we’ll see. There might be two thousand of them now but there won’t be so many when the Vathen are done.’




  Jonnic shook his head. ‘They smashed the Vathen already, Valaric. You’re too late.’




  ‘No. I’ve seen their army and that was just the start.’ Valaric got up. ‘My money would be on the Vathen, if I had any. Doesn’t really matter though, does it?

  Whoever wins, you don’t suppose they’re just going to wave and go home? That’s not what they do. And this time it’ll be worse, because if it’s the forkbeards,

  we’ll just let them shove sticks up our arses and then ask for more. Like we already do.’




  Jonnic watched him go. That’s not what they do. He was right about that. Valaric had had a family once. Wasn’t the forkbeards that had killed them either. Just a winter that

  had been sharp and harsh, a wasting disease among the animals, and the whole village had simply frozen and starved to death, every last one of them. There were whispers of an Aulian shadewalker but

  Valaric blamed the demon-beards. If he hadn’t been off fighting them, he’d have been in his home. He could have saved them or else died with them, one or the other.
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