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King of Assassins


The assassin dropped the simple invisibility at a run and was on us too soon for any to react. A mount archer turned, catching the movement in the corner of his vision and the killer was on him so quick as to confuse the eye. He went up the archer’s mount, blade flashing out in a bloody arc as he passed. Next one of Voniss’s ladies fell, her throat opened in a precision strike. The assassin came on, single-minded, for his target. Twentieth iteration: Swordmouth’s Leap, coming down with twin blades poised to strike at Voniss.


Finding me instead.
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For my very patient friend, Matt Broom –
thank you for letting me talk at you




A Killing


He had come in to Maniyadoc through the night soil drain. Filth coated his clothes and skin but it was worth it; no guard worth his salt would bother watching a night soil drain. From there he climbed into a shovelling room, a curious one, far taller than it was wide, and he could not understand why that would be. He did not think about it too much. He had seen many odd things among the blessed of the Tired Lands, many things that made no sense, things done simply because they could be, so he did not question it. From the shovelling room he passed through a door. A servant found him quickly enough, drawn by the stink of his filthy clothes. The man’s diligence was rewarded with a quick death and filthy clothes were exchanged for the servant’s clean ones.


He moved into the castle.


Down corridors where his footsteps were absorbed by thick carpet.


It was difficult for him not to stare. Not to wander wide-eyed and amazed at what he saw here, at what King Rufra had wrought. There were no slaves. There was no one who looked sick or underfed and the forgetting plague had barely touched this land. In places along the corridors water ran from the walls to collect in bowls and people drank from them, as if it were nothing – and he supposed it was nothing to them. The more he walked, and the further up the castle he went the more certain he felt that he must be heading in the wrong direction. When he had been given the contract he had given little thought to finding his target. But Maniyadoc was no longhouse or small keep; it was a true castle and large beyond his imagining. He stopped, thought, considered the target and where they were likely to be and knew what he should do. “Not up, Gadger,” he whispered to himself. “Of course not up.”


Down.


Down into the depths. Down into the dark places. Down into the hidden places. That was where he would find his target.


And so he headed down.


Steps, so many steps. More steps than he had ever imagined one building could have. The air became colder, the subtle weight of damp on his clothes grew and he became sure this was right. This was where his quarry would be.


He found himself in a gallery, a low-roofed and dark room held up by hundreds of columns, each one with cracked and chipped stone eyes staring at him. The end of the room hidden by a darkness the torches could not penetrate and he felt sure he had found the place. It simply felt right and when she had trained him, she had said, “Listen to what you feel and it will not often send you wrong.”


Knives sliding from sheaths.


He moved more quietly now, slipping off his shoes to aid his silence. Feeling the cold stone against his feet. He hugged the columns, finding darkness and sticking to it.


Did he see something? A flash of white in the corner of his eye?


What did she always say?


Be still, boy. Be still and listen before you act.


So he stilled and he listened.


Nothing.


He moved again. A shiver ran through him as cold and damp air wormed through his ill-fitting disguise.


Laughter.


Was it? Not certain. It sounded very far away, though it could have been someone very near laughing quietly. Or simply an echo from somewhere else in the castle? Surely it was an echo.


A flash of black and white. A skittering. A shuffle of soft shoes on hard stone.


Someone?


No.


A trick of the light. A confluence of shadows. Nothing else. No one knew he was here. No one had seen him. No one had followed him. He was good, the best of hers or she would not have sent him.


A subtle movement: a breath of air from the wrong direction.


A laugh.


This time the shiver that ran through him was not from the cold. Not from the damp. Someone was here. He took a deep breath.


I have nothing to fear.


I am a sword.


Some servant or guard, that was all. He could deal with them. Even if it was the target, he was whole and hearty and young, more than a match for any cripple – no matter how storied he was. He moved again, avoiding the light and he was sure he felt a movement in return, as if some other timed their moves to his. Was it his imagination?


Darkness punctuated by columns of unseeing eyes. Anyone would be unsettled by this place.


A chill runs through it.


A chill runs through him.


A dash. A whispering echo. And a corpse. A walking corpse. Skeletal face; flashes of arm and leg bone as it limps forward. It holds blades and approaches with a strange, inhuman and exaggerated grace.


No.


Breathe.


Not a corpse. A person.


A jester, that is all, a fool with knives in its hands and a fool who would have to die to ease his way. Death he could do. It was what he was for. It was what he did.


He attacked, blades drawn. A running thrust, a move to gut an unarmoured opponent.


But his opponent is not there. The jester has vanished and the air is filled with the strangest scent: of honey and herbs, at once beguiling and sickening, like corpse flowers in the thick woods of home.


A cut felt. Pain. The rattle of metal hitting stone as his knife falls from his hands. Blood fountains from where there had been fingers. He doesn’t scream, is too shocked to scream. The jester stands far across the room from him and he can see their blades are bloodied. But how?


“Where is the other half of your sorrowing?” The jester’s voice lacks any inflection; it speaks like a priest of the dead gods.


“What?” The pain building, searing, powerful. He will not cry.


“Who is he, Master?” This voice is not the jester’s. It comes from the darkness.


“Someone who wanted to hurt us, Feorwic.” The jester turns back to him. “Who did you come for?” Its voice is almost gentle now, beguiling.


“An assassin never gives up his secrets.” That had been drilled into him by her at training. The jester laughs.


“Everyone gives up their secrets eventually,” the jester said. And then the figure moves, a blur, a shadow across his vision, and arms are locked around his neck. He can smell the rancid smell of the panstick the jester wears to cover his face and it chokes him, like when he tries to eat rotten meat.


“Who are you here for?” is asked again, whispered into his ear and for the first time ever he thinks he understands evil. There is only darkness in that voice, no escape, no pity or mercy.


“An assassin never …”


And pain.


Pain like he has never known, the junctures of bone and joints being twisted in ways they were never meant to twist. The sharp edge of the blade digging through his skin and something else, something darker and older and more terrifying. Something that moves along the veins of his body and pours through his blood in a tide of razors. There was nothing like this in the school. It is nothing like the drownings, the brands, the beatings or the hunger. It is worse than anything he has ever imagined.


The voice again. “Who were you here for?”


“No …”


A fire along his nerves. Like biting lizards chewing on the insides of his skin.


“It can only get worse for you, boy.” A voice like slime in his ears. “Who were you here for?”


And he cannot keep the words in. The pain is so large, so huge and overwhelming that the words have no room in his mind. They are forced out through the spittle and gasps that occupy his mouth.


“Merela Karn. I came for the traitor, Merela Karn.”


And the knife bites a little deeper and he relaxes, because the fear of death is not as powerful as the relief he feels at the sudden cessation of pain. As he fades away, life seeping into the ground, he hears voices speaking over him.


“You should not play with them, Master, it is cruel.”


“No, it is not, Feorwic.” The jester speaks gently, calmly, warmly. “They tell the truth more quickly when they are scared. It is a kindness really. And you are to call me Girton, not master. You know this.”


Out of the darkness steps a child, a young girl, dressed like a jester and with a dagger in her hand. She stares at him as his life leaves his body. “Yes, Master,” she says and the jester puts a hand on her shoulder. It is strange that a boy who has been raised in the harsh school of the Open Circle should immediately recognise that such a small movement is filled with love. There is a space then, a silence. He tries to imagine what it would have been like to feel another touch him for any reason other than to cause him pain. And as he dies, as all pain flees, he wonders who he is, this Girton, this jester whose voice seems full of care. His last sight is of her, the child, as the jester picks her up and they walk away.


He would have liked to have been loved the way she so clearly is.


He would have liked that.




Chapter 1


“Why do you paint your face and wear a silly hood?”


“Because I am Death’s Jester, child.”


“No, you are Girton.”


“I am Death’s Jester and Girton,” I said, taking down the hood.


Anareth screwed up her nose in confusion and I watched her gather up all the importance that a seven-year-old daughter of the king possessed.


“I think you are greedy. You should be either Girton or Death’s Jester. What if other people run out of people to be?”


“Well …”


“You should think on it, Girton Death’s Jester, before I have to make a royal command.”


With that she turned on her heel and stomped away, her blonde hair swinging like a pendulum while I tried not to laugh. Anareth was Rufra’s second child, named for his wife who had died soon after giving birth to her. She was a golden child, sweet-natured and clever, and her father doted on her – as all did in his court. Not only because she was clever and funny, but because we saw her mother in the girl, and her mother was missed by all.


We had camped in a clearing by a pool, and as I turned to follow her I caught sight of the reflection of the man I had become in the water. Not much to look at, not really. Short for a man of the Tired Lands as they fed me badly in the slave pens when I was a child. My body leaned subtly to the right, caused by years of favouring my club foot, which still pained me. I was not well-built either, like the Riders and the soldiers whom I was constantly among. Though this was not to say I was not strong but my strength was the acrobat’s strength, thin and wiry. “You are built for speed, like a lady’s racing dog.” That is how Aydor described me. I did not like dogs, but Aydor often forgot that.


Of course, I could not let anyone see my body, no matter how finely muscled it may be. The scars of the Landsman’s Leash covered it and it marked me for what I was, magic user; pariah. Even to show it among friends would see me taken to the Landsmen and bled into the ground. The Tired Lands had little pity for sorcerers and I had hoped, once, that my friend Rufra, on becoming king, may soften toward magic. But his hatred was as strong as any other’s, and so my secret remained just that, secret, and another stone went into the barrier that had gradually grown between us.


The reflection of my clothes, Death’s Jester’s black motley, created a hole in the water before me. I raised an arm, seeing the white material beneath the black, meant to give the illusion of bone. The bell on my hood rang gently as I pushed it back. My hair, long, brown and worn in a plait that reached to my waist, looked like a serpent moving lazily across my chest. A skull stared out of the water and back at me, bone-white face, black around the orbit of my eyes, around the jaw, under my cheekbones and over my neck and ears. I was more familiar with this face than I was my own, I only ever glimpsed that in the mornings in poor-quality mirrors and bad light while I put on the mask of Death’s Jester.


Voniss, Rufra’s new wife, said that everything about me – despite my shortness, which she loved to point out – spoke of confidence. That was why I was trusted and liked by Rufra’s soldiers, despite my strangeness and that they called me the King’s Cripple behind my back. Such words stung still, though I knew they were meant with a degree of affection. I could not see the confidence she spoke of in the figure in the water. I only saw the reflection of my master, Merela Karn, the greatest assassin I had ever known. I would only ever be her apprentice, never her replacement or equal. But I had found a place in life, and though it may not be what I had expected, or wanted, it was home and I was comfortable – or as comfortable as I was ever likely to be.


A scream filled the wooded clearing and I turned, hand going to the blade at my hip and immediately I felt foolish. The scream was only Anareth being taunted by her brother. He had taken her doll and was dancing it about just out of her reach. Doyl, the nurseman, stood by, wanting to help the little girl but wary of crossing the heir to Maniyadoc and I could not blame him, sometimes I thought Dark Ungar was in the boy.


“Vinwulf!” I shouted. “You are fifteen and should be above teasing children.” He stared at me, full of adolescent rebellion, then dropped the doll and walked away.


Vinwulf was Rufra’s son, named for the memory of the man who had raised, and in the end given his life for, the king. Sadly, there was nothing of Nywulf – a man I had respected if not loved – in the boy, no matter how much Rufra may have hoped the name may have brought some of the old man’s qualities with it.


Rufra and Areth’s first child had died young, victim to assassins, and when Vinwulf came along he had been coddled and spoilt in a way I had never agreed with. Though King Rufra was a good man, a great man in many ways, he remained blind to the faults of his children and would hear no criticism of them, no matter how much he was meant to trust who it came from.


Rufra and I had argued over today; where we were, what we travelled to do. The high kingship had become vacant after the forgetting plague had ravished the land and destroyed the family of High King Darsese. Rufra travelled to the capital of the Tired Lands to make his bid for the high kingship and bring his new ways to everyone. Maniyadoc was the largest province of the Tired Lands, but was not even a fifth of the area the high king ruled over – though I struggled to understand why Rufra could not be happy with what he had. The capital, Ceadoc, was a dangerous place for an adult, never mind a child, but he would not leave his children behind.


“Master?”


I turned. It was still strange to hear myself called master, despite that Feorwic had been with me for nearly two years now. She was small, like I had been, and of an age with Anareth. Her hair was almost pure white – though she had the rounded face and darker skin of the mountain people.


“Yes, Feorwic?”


“The Merela wants you.”


“Then I will go to her. You guard Anareth.” Feorwic nodded solemnly. “Maybe you and she could practise your skipping, eh?” She nodded again, trying to stay serious, and then ran off after her friend, shouting her name at the top of her voice while I went to find my master.


She sat under a tree, her crutches laid by her side and her legs sticking straight out. Her hair, which had once been jet-black, was now more grey than any other colour, though her dark skin did not seem to wrinkle the way skin did on most her age.


“Girton,” she said, pointing to a patch of grass by her. She knew that, even after all these years, I would not sit without her permission.


“Yes, Master?” I lowered myself to the ground, then jumped up with a yelp. A stick, with sharp thorns facing up, had been placed exactly where I sat.


“Long years in Maniyadoc have made you soft where you should be sharp.”


“Arses are meant to be soft, Master,” I said, rubbing my wounded backside. “You could have just told me.”


She shrugged.


“It is better to teach by example.” There was a twinkle of amusement in her eye as she picked up the thorny branch and tossed it away. “Ceadoc is not Maniyadoc. It will be rife with assassins, or those that call themselves such.”


“Which is why you should have stayed back at the castle, Master.” When I had been young, I had believed assassins were everywhere, though the truth had been that we were a dying breed. There was my master and I, and maybe three or four other sorrowings at most. But my fame, the assassin who became Heartblade to a king, had in turn led to a resurgence of the Open Circle and the art of the assassin. These new assassins were a cruder thing than I had been – a blunt instrument instead of a surgical knife – but, as I well knew, a warhammer kills as well as a blade.


“You should have stayed, Girton. If you had stayed Rufra would have left his children behind and you could have looked after them.” Before I could snap at her she raised a hand to still my temper. “I do not mean you are no use but as a nurseman, before you say that.”


“I was not going to say that, Master.”


I was.


“Only that the business at Ceadoc will be all politicking – bloody politicking, aye, but still nothing you wish to be involved with. Rufra is a fool to take his children there.”


“I told him that. He does not listen.”


“Neither do you.”


“He cannot be without me.”


“He has Aydor and Celot, not to mention Dinay. Sometimes protecting a king is about protecting him from himself, and those children are his weakness.”


“I am here to protect—”


“They are your weakness also.”


“I can protect them. Anareth is never out of Feorwic’s sight.”


“It is Feorwic I want to speak to you of.” Something cold settled on me.


“Feorwic is—”


“Delightful, Girton, in many ways, and has been since you found her wandering, but she will never make an assassin.”


I could feel the anger within, a dark tide as intricately tied up with the magic in my veins as the scars on my body were with my skin. I had learnt to control it, slowly and with my master’s help. Nine years ago we had finally stopped cutting the Landsman’s Leash into my flesh but the magic still fought to be free. Sometimes it was almost overwhelming.


“Her family were acrobats before they were killed, I am sure of it. She tumbles as well as I ever did, Master.” Dry words. My master nodded, staring at the floor.


“And she is filled with the same joy in life you were,” when my master looked up there was the echo of tears in her eyes. “I speak badly, Girton. I only think about you as a child and what our profession has put you through as an adult. Maybe I should not say she will never be an assassin. You care deeply for her, maybe I should ask you whether she should ever be one?”


I could not reply to that. Suddenly I was a small boy again, holding a blade for the first time, scared of the shining edge and the damage I thought it would do to me.


“Maybe you are right.”


My master put out her arm for me to help her up. When she walked half her weight was held on the crutches she tucked under her shoulders. A girl called Neliu had cut the hamstring in her right leg and, I thought then, stolen everything she was from her. But my master had never given up and, though she would never be the fighter she had been, she was still dangerous in her own way.


“When do we meet the queen, Girton?”


“She is due today.” A darkness spread across my master’s face at the thought of Rufra’s new wife.


“You would think that a man who was raised in fear of his life from Queen Adran would recognise another like her when he saw her.” She said it under her breath.


“She is from Festival. It was about alliance, not love. He is not blind to her.” I did not share my master’s opinion of Rufra’s queen, Voniss. She was ambitious, yes, but not cruel, and she delighted in her stepdaughter Anareth’s company. I could see nothing in her of Adran, the cold and cruel woman who had ruled Maniyadoc and would have burned Rufra alive for her own crimes had my master not outsmarted her. But they had known each other – and better than she would admit – well before I ever laid eyes on Adran or my master. Maybe this gave her some insight I was lacking but I found the threat hard to see, and my master’s past was not something she would ever speak of.


“There are other women in Festival, Girton, they could have sealed an alliance. Now Voniss is bearing his child her grip on Rufra will be stronger than ever.” She lifted a crutch and let herself fall toward me, catching her weight at the last minute and throwing herself forward in the lurching walk she used when she wanted to move quickly. Sometimes she used one crutch, sometimes two, and I had never worked out why. It seemed to change with her mood. “And the danger to Vinwulf and Anareth may not just be from the outside, Girton.”


“Age is making you paranoid, Master.” Did she look disappointed in me? Maybe. “Voniss would never harm Rufra’s children. She is ambitious, not stupid.” In truth I liked Voniss, she was no Areth but she was sharp-witted and – though I do not think she loved him – she was loyal to Festival and so to Rufra.


“There’ll be plenty at Ceadoc ready to harm Rufra’s children. Maybe Voniss would not move directly, but she would not stand in front of an arrow for them either.”


“I would hope not, Master, or I would be out of a job.” The crutch flashed out and hit me in the shin. “Ow.”


“Flippancy is not attractive, boy.” She gave me a grin. “We should find Rufra, I am sure he will find something to darken your mood.” But I did not have to meet the king for that, just thinking of him was enough.


The years had changed Rufra. There were still flashes of the boy I had known, and none could argue that the changes he had wrought in Maniyadoc had not been for the best, but it had been hard on him. The wounds he had taken to his side at the second battle of Goldenson Copse had never truly healed, and though we were of a similar age, both having seen over thirty-five yearsbirth storms, he looked far older. He had grown into a serious, worried man. If my master could not understand his attraction to Voniss I could, she was a brightness and, together with the jester Gusteffa, was one of the few things that still amused him.


Note that I am no longer among them.


I found him seated beneath an apple tree, leaning to one side to ease the pain in his side. He was big in a way he had never been before. Not that I would ever have described him as lithe, but he had been strong and fit as a youth, now time and pain had taken their toll. The more he hurt the less he exercised, often choosing a royal cart over his mount. It showed, he had thickened around the waist and grown a beard to hide his jowls. I had never thought of him as vain, but he was touchy about his looks, had been known to send Riders away to the furthest reaches of his kingdom if they mentioned his size.


More and more often when we spoke he ended up sending me away too, as if I were nothing but a servant.


“Death’s Jester,” he said.


“My king.” I bowed low, touching the floor with one hand, and Gusteffa cackled as she chewed on an apple with her one remaining tooth. I don’t know when I had stopped using his name. It was one of those changes that had happened slowly and subtly – this move from friendship to something other.


“Aydor comes from Festival with my wife. I would like you to ride to meet them.”


“But my place is here, by your side, guarding you and your family.”


“Voniss is family too, lest you forget. And I have plenty of guards.”


“But none are—”


“They are all perfectly capable, Jester.”


“They are not—”


“Didn’t you tell me the true assassins are almost gone?” I bit on the inside of my mouth. It annoyed me that he was so careless about what I was, and he knew it.


“Almost gone is not completely gone.”


“And as king I choose to risk sending you away to keep my wife and unborn child safe.” He let out a sigh, bowed his head and the hard figure before me wavered. “Please, Girton, we head to Ceadoc where I will vie for the crown of the high king. Voniss rides with Aydor and a phalanx of my best Riders, but I don’t doubt it has crossed the mind of someone that to take her hostage may give them some advantage. I trust them to be safe with you like I trust no one else.”


And in a moment my denials, readied and loaded like crossbow quarrels, died on my lips. I saw the boy within, the worried, desperate boy who had been through so much, and I saw the man who had watched his land prosper while it seemed a curse had fallen upon him. I nodded.


“Of course, Rufra. I will go to them.”


“Good,” he said. A smile brushed his lips. “You will meet them near the castle of Dannic ap Survin.”


“Is that wise? He does not support your bid for the crown and has no great love for you.”


“No,” said Rufra. He did not look at me. Instead he stared at Gusteffa as she rolled her apple core along her arms, over her shoulders and down into her other hand and then back again, her movements hypnotic, the smile painted on her face a rictus. “His son would support me though. And he is of an age to vote.”


I waited for something more. Some actual confirmation of what he meant by that, but it did not come. Would not. He was King Rufra, the Tired Lands’ most honourable king, the one whom they called “the Just”. Such a man would never order an assassination.


But he could always benefit from one.




Chapter 2


Dannic ap Survin lives in a ruin that juts from the land right on the edge of a souring. The building is like a broken tree writ massive. Once it must have been majestic, but now it is not. It is as dead as the land around it and ap Survin and his people move through it like worms through a corpse. What roofing remains is black-dotted with missing tiles. The lower parts of the building are protected from the elements by swathes of canvas, they may have been bright once but time has weathered them grey. The stink of the souring is brutal and I wonder how anyone manages here, how they can get used to the smell of sulphur and corruption rising up from the dead yellow land. Then again, are maggots bothered by the stink of decay? I suspect not.


The derelict nature of the building is a gift to me: a myriad ways in. It would be easier, and better, to find a way in as a visitor. A village of ten tumbledown shacks is clustered around the bottom of the keep and I am sure I could find work there, a jester is always welcome. But by tomorrow I must be with Voniss so I do not have the luxury of time, nor am I in the mood to entertain.


The ap Survin guards are a motley lot, slovenly and barely capable of holding the clubs and spears they wield. I could be a whirlwind here; none would stand against me if I cut my way through this place. A dancer on the edge of the blade, my steps set out in red. But that is not what Rufra wants: a nice quiet death; a gentle passing from this world into the arms of Xus the god of death; the sort of death no one will suspect. So I will not be seen and I will leave no evidence of my passing.


It is harder when none may know.


My great mount, also named Xus, is stabled in a wood an hour’s walk away and any who check for me will find the scars of a campfire and the remains of a meal, a hollow in the grass will show where I slept – not that anyone will look. I am good at what I do, even if I no longer do it often. Swathed in black my movements are as imperceptible as the shadows which move across the land from dawn to dusk. The stones of the broken keep are steps and the corrugations of its walls provide me shelter from prying eyes as I spider up the walls. And if I draw a little magic to me to cloud any eye that may wander my way, then what of it? I tell myself I have harnessed this beast and made it serve me. I no longer hear its voice, I am it and it is me and we cannot be separated, our relationship is as complex and beautiful as the network of scars on my skin.


Up the wall, across broken tiles, hearing snippets of conversation. What to eat, who is sleeping with who, which guards can be trusted, which priests are easiest to talk to. None of it is of interest to me apart from as a way of easily pinpointing people: where they are, who remains awake at this late hour. Magic could do that too – the glow of life around me – but I use it sparingly.


I have never been here before but have met Dannic ap Survin and heard him talk, he was dull and stuck to many of the common beliefs – like the higher you are in a building the more important you are. That is probably why he stayed here rather than moving away from the souring. Such tall buildings are rare and maybe the prestige of a high building is worth the stink to him.


In through a window, flowing like smoke.


Stop.


Wait.


Listen.


Nothing.


Wait.


Listen.


Breathing.


The slow, regular breathing of a man asleep coming from a room just ahead of me. No guards, no servants. Just us. Pad down the corridor, slip in through the door, find the sleeping man.


I see you, Dannic ap Survin.


Are you a bad man? Your people do not seem unhappy, or badly treated, so you are probably not. But you are a man in the way of a higher good and I am here in service to it.


I lay my hand on the pillow by his head. His breath smells of hay and mint. He shuffles slightly in his sleep, lets a single syllable escape his lips. The name of a lover? A child? Or simply the knowledge that something is wrong and a darkness has entered his room: a darkness he has no defence against.


A tendril of black leaves my fingernail, a shiver of excitement runs through me. There is a momentary widening of my eyes. He does not wake, does not feel the magic move into his head, spread through the pulsing jelly of his brain and find what it is that keeps him alive, keeps his lungs going and his heart beating.


As easily as I would snuff out a candle I snuff out a life.


Not now, not this second. I leave a memory of magic that will tell his body to shut down when I am long gone from there.


He looks peaceful lying there, unaware that Xus the unseen now waits in a corner of his room. That his fate is already sealed.


You were not a bad man, Dannic ap Survin.


I am not sure I can say the same of myself.




Chapter 3


“Is Dannic dead yet then, Girton?”


“I’m sorry?”


“Oh, come on, why else would he send you?” Aydor paused, as if to pick his words. “I mean, he’s not worried about Voniss’s safety, not with a warrior of such renown as I in charge of her.” He glanced over his shoulder as if to make sure she was out of earshot, then hooked his shield with the sigil of the bear on it over his saddle. “Unless, of course, he was frightened she may leap into my bed. It has been known, you know, women find the girth of my belly irresistible. But I would fight her off, for I am loyal to my king and ow!” A stone pinged off his helm and he turned to see Voniss, grinning like an imp.


“I am pregnant, not deaf, Aydor ap Mennix. Your voice is as big as your stomach.” For a moment he looked wounded.


“Mighty,” he said. “I think she meant, ‘Your voice is as mighty as your stomach.’ And it is mighty, Girton. When do we stop for lunch?”


“We have only just had breakfast, Aydor.”


He leaned in close. This time he spoke so quietly even I could barely hear him. “He is dead though?”


“King Rufra does not order assassinations, Aydor.” I did not look at him, only stared at the flat, wide grassland framed by Xus’s antlers.


“And I do not order perry, Girton, it simply appears in my hand when I am thirsty.”


“Well, that is your curse, eh?”


“Aye, my life given to Dark Ungar simply because I am a man with a great thirst.” He seemed to pick up on my discomfort and realise what he had said. Aydor was one of the few who knew about the magic which ran through my veins. He had never told me as much, it was something that had gradually dawned on me over the years of our friendship. He dragged himself into an upright position. “I could eat a whole pig,” he said. “Maybe two.”


“There’ll be pigs aplenty at Ceadoc, Aydor.” He sat even straighter in his saddle.


“I’ve lost my appetite now.” He squinted into the distance. “You’ve never been to Ceadoc, have you?”


“No, he made me stay at Maniyadoc last time, took Celot instead.”


“I don’t know why he suddenly got it into his head to be high king. Maniyadoc should be enough, we have it good there. Ceadoc is a cesspool and the high king has no real power. If he wants power he’d be better taking his army into the field. No one could stand against him.”


“He wants to avoid a war. What the war of the three kings did to Maniyadoc still haunts him.” I looked away, looked back. “I’m not looking forward to this, Aydor. I do not understand why Rufra is interested or how it will work.” Xus let out a hiss and I stroked his neck, feeling the muscles beneath the fur.


“No one knows how it works, Girton. Usually the high kingship goes to a relative, but all of Darsese’s close family died in the plague.”


“Surely there is a cousin with a claim?” Aydor laughed, pulling on the rein of his mount to stop the beast snapping at Xus.


“Cousins? Loads of them, but that’s the problem. Darsese is related to practically every family in the Tired Lands, Rufra and Marrel ap Marrel included.”


“Surely this has happened before? There being no succession?” Aydor had a surprisingly thorough knowledge of Tired Lands history, though he liked to pretend he was stupid in front of others. To avoid being asked to work, he said.


“Happened a few times actually, lot of double-crossing at Ceadoc. Occasionally they get a bit over-enthusiastic and no one survives.”


“And how was it solved then?”


“The usual way.”


“Usual?”


“You know, war. But I thought you’d prefer to avoid that as much as Rufra.” I did not speak for a while and Aydor stared at the horizon, squinting as if he thought he could see something. His eyesight was poor in the middle distance but surprisingly good for things very far away. “It’s a good idea Rufra and Marrel have had,” he said, “to vote on the new king and back each other on the result. They have the biggest and best armies, few will stand against them.”


“But can Marrel be trusted?” Aydor stared at me. “I mean he seems like a good man, but …”


“He is a good man, Girton, and like Rufra he has a new wife who makes him happy. Long cold nights on wet battlefields are the last thing on his mind. And besides, he’s old-fashioned, like someone from one of your dances. His word can be trusted.”


“Well, at least a vote should be quick.”


Aydor laughed again and produced an apple from somewhere in his armour.


“Quick? Nothing at Castle Ceadoc is quick. Oh, the vote is simple enough, when it happens, but there’ll be all manner of feasting and standing about doing nothing for the sake of propriety and so those who are undecided can be persuaded to change sides. By which I mean bribed.”


“All Rufra ever talks of is who is and isn’t on his side.”


“There’ll be kilts too, Girton, loads of kilt-wearing. I know how you enjoy putting on a kilt.”


“Even having to fold a kilt to fit and make idle talk with Tired Lands aristocrats is better than standing in a shield wall.”


Aydor paused in chewing his apple.


“I’m not so sure, Girton. At least you know where you are in a battle. Ceadoc is the Sepulchre of the Gods where the priests keep their power, the seat of the Landsmen. It is where the Children of Arnst set up after Rufra threw them out of Maniyadoc too, and then there is Gamelon—”


“Gamelon?”


“Seneschal of the high king, a hereditary position and the man has known nothing but cruelty and intrigue since he was born. Ceadoc is a bear pit, Girton. Your friendship with Rufra may have soured over the years.” He saw me wince. “Sorry, but it is true and you know it. Even if you will not admit why.”


“He is just—”


“King, and he must make decisions that are hard.”


“I know that.”


“Maybe you should act like it?”


“Maybe he should try and understand what I—”


He raised a hand to silence me.


“Sorry, I should not have meddled, but my point is this, if ever there was a place Rufra may need your skills it is Ceadoc, and he knows it. And—”


“So I am simply a useful tool?”


“Dead gods, you two are so alike you cannot see it! You really are, stubborn as bull mounts the two of you. Rufra wants you there because you make the chance of a peaceful transition better.”


“You mean he knows I’ll kill his enemies for him.”


“I mean he knows you will keep him, and those he loves, safe.” He looked away, staring at the horizon and giving me time for the resentment within to calm itself. He was used to this, juggling Rufra and I. “It’ll be war anyway, Girton, mark my words. Maybe not great armies …” His voice faded away and he turned to glare at the horizon again. “… but there’ll be plenty of killing at Ceadoc. I’m glad you’re with us.” He clapped me on the shoulder but I could not meet his good cheer because I knew he was right. Rufra had shown no real interest in being high king until he had visited Ceadoc three years ago. Then he had become obsessed, making plans, lists of those who would be allies and those who would be against him. Rufra had repeatedly told me how infirm the high king, Darsese, was and I knew what he meant but would not say, could hear the intention in his voice, but I felt the weight of history on me. To kill a high king was not something I would do unless he told me to directly.


And he would never do that.


But now Darsese was dead, his family too, all lost to the forgetting plague that had swept through the Tired Lands killing blessed, living and thankful alike. Only Maniyadoc had remained untouched and where Rufra had been seen by many as an outcast, a man who scorned the dead gods and their ways, now he was seen as blessed by them. The Children of Arnst, a religion started in Rufra’s war camp before he banished them, had experienced a surge in popularity. Why else would his lands have been spared if he was not favoured? His star would never be higher than it was now – though many still loved the old ways, and the Landsmen, under Fureth, hated him for eating into their power and casting them from Maniyadoc.


“How does he stand, Girton?” I was snatched from my reverie by Voniss. She was a famed beauty, red hair held aloft in elaborate constructions of painted hard bread – an extravagant display of wealth – and pale skin touched with earthy colours to honour the land. She was clothed in the bright colours and rags of Festival, and was a child of their lords, bringing all their power with her to Rufra’s side.


“Stand? What do you mean? Is Aydor more drunk than I thought?” She smiled, though she was heavily pregnant and clearly uncomfortable on the saddle of her mount.


“How does Rufra stand with the blessed, will he win the vote?”


“Aydor, thinks so.” She nodded and I was sure I did not tell her anything new. Voniss was very rarely surprised. “It is very close though. Gorin ap Sullis is yet to decide, but he is conservative by nature. I have heard that Dannic ap Survin is gravely ill and Rufra is sure his son, Olek ap Survin, will vote for him. There is also a blessed coming down from the hills, Baln ap Borlad. I know nothing of him. If we can convince him to our side then Rufra’s victory will be even safer.”


“Do the same men still stand against him, or have new alliances formed while I was with my family?”


“His uncle, of course, stands against him, but the trader Leckan ap Syridd has dropped his bonemount and given it to Marrel ap Marrel of the Ragged Wetlands. He remains Rufra’s greatest threat. And there is always Fureth of course.”


“The trunk of the Landsmen does love to meddle,” she said.


“Aye, but he has little support among the blessed, they do not trust Fureth.”


“But Fureth does not need political support. He has the Landsmen.”


“Aye.” We rode on in silence a little before I spoke again. “Rufra believes Fureth will throw his weight behind Marrel, eventually, but it will still not be enough for Marrel to win as the Landsmen have no vote, though it gives him a bigger army, which should worry us all.”


“Marrel has no wish or taste for war,” said Voniss. “He has hosted Festival enough for me to know him. He is a traditional man but a good man, at heart. He bids for power through alliances and bonhomie, not force of arms. He will come in behind Rufra if he wins, just as he promised.”


“You sound like you think he would make a good high king.”


“He would. Marrel is a stable hand.”


“And Rufra is not?” I said.


She chose not to answer.


“What of the priesthood, Girton? Their vote is important, many will follow them.”


Something cold ran in my blood at the thought of the priesthood – more specifically at the thought of the high priest of the Tired Lands, Neander. Daydreams of Neander’s blood on my blade had long been one of the things that filled my spare moments, but Rufra had forbidden me from taking the man’s life – despite that Neander had been the architect of so much misery, not only for myself, but for all those who lived in Maniyadoc and the Long Tides. Rufra had cultivated the man as an ally, ignoring my advice that to do so was madness.


“Well, there is Danfoth and the Children of Arnst: Rufra could have counted on them to support him once, but Danfoth has been at Ceadoc for five years now and he sees no emissaries. I have heard he is close to the Landsmen, but he also owes Rufra and wishes for a temple on his land, so who knows how he will decide. Rufra believes Neander will vote for him and with him he brings the entire priesthood but I think he is being blind. Neander is a snake.”


Voniss nodded. “All this to win power that is of no use.” She waved a tiny biting lizard away with an elegant hand.


“He thinks he can make it of use.”


“And stamp his new ways on the whole of the Tired Lands?” she said. “No, the bear has it right, war will follow Rufra’s victory in Ceadoc if he tries to force his changes across the land. No more thankful? The whole idea a man or woman can change their station in life? If he tries to push that on the entire Tired Lands we won’t have seen a cataclysm like it since the Black Sorcerer. However, he has not said he plans to force his laws on others. Maybe he sees a way to start something more subtle, or maybe he sees something he has not revealed yet.”


“Not even to you?”


“He tells me very little, Girton.”


“You do not sound like you are too keen on Rufra becoming high king.”


“Are you?”


Xus rocked beneath me and I stared at the sky, cloudless and blue as the small flowers that lined the roads. The sun so bright and hot it made me squint and wish I had chosen to ride without armour beneath my motley.


“How did your diplomacy go, Voniss?” I said.


“Well enough, but we expected nothing else. The Festival Lords will host Rufra’s bonemount even though he will stay in Ceadoc Castle. It will send a powerful message.”


“Many don’t trust Festival.”


“But they want its wealth.”


“Indeed.”


She let her mount fall back to join her retinue and guards and I trotted on with Xus. All around me the land was bare. This was not through sourings – there was no stink on the wind – simply that the year had been hot and the crops had died in the ground. Partly because of the heat and partly because the forgetting plague had left too few people to harvest what did grow before it suddenly burnt itself out. I knew little of the plague, only that few survived it. When it swept through the Tired Lands Rufra had stopped travel in and out of Maniyadoc, guarding river crossings and passes, revealing a hardness of heart I did not recognise and thought he was better than. When the plague had passed, and I heard how many had died in the lands outside Maniyadoc, it was hard to fault his choices, though I still felt like there should have been some other way.


When even the slightest breeze appeared great clouds of dust gathered and that, together with the lack of birthstorm and the stifling heat that had come with the yearslife months, was what many had blamed the plague on. I did not believe it. The Landsmen, green-armoured and dark-hearted, had taken their crusade against anyone they believed held magic to a higher level after being driven from Maniyadoc. They had emptied the Tired Lands of its wise women and hedge healers. Blood gibbets surrounded every souring and, though it was true the sourings had shrunk considerably, the people had been left without recourse to those who kept them well. When plague came there was nothing to heal it but prayer made to dead gods – and, as all know, dead gods only ever grant small mercies.


People said Xus the unseen ruled now. The black priests of Arnst walked the land, talking of a god I did not know or recognise: a fierce god and an angry god, whereas the Xus I knew was nothing of the sort. I knew him as a lonely figure, one who went about the work of death unwillingly, saddened by what he must do and lonely because he alone survived the wars that killed the other gods.


But talk of gods was nonsense. Maniyadoc was free of plague not only because Rufra closed his borders but because he, knowingly or not, protected the wise women of his lands. He had banished the Landsmen as punishment for siding with the pretender, Tomas ap Glyndier, at the battle of Goldenson Copse, and he kept a standing army big enough to stop them causing him too much trouble.


And of course, many believed that Xus himself protected Rufra. After all, it seemed his enemies often died without him ever having to lead an army on to the field.


“Girton!” I turned to find Aydor at my shoulder, holding his shield with the grinning bear on it as if it weighed nothing. “Stop daydreaming and put your eyes to good use.” He pointed at the horizon, “What do you see?”


I sheltered my eyes, staring at the line where the dark land met the pale blue sky.


“Riders.”


“Aye, and they seem in a hurry.”


Voniss joined us.


“Messengers, do you think?”


“If so, it’s a Torelc-cursed important message, there’s twenty riders at least,” I said.


“Well,” said Aydor with a grin, “that bodes nothing well.” He rolled his huge shoulders. “Form up!” he shouted. “Cavalry, form up!” Riders trotted forward, some in Rufra’s black on red and some in the colours of Festival, red on black in a checked pattern. “Girton, I’ll leave you ten mount archers. You protect the queen if it comes to it.” I nodded as Aydor tightened the strap of his wide helm with its twisting snake on top of it. “Shouldn’t do though,” he said. “We should be able to see this lot off easily enough.”


Once I would have been insulted to have someone discount me so offhandedly, but time had worn down my spikier edges and age had brought with it the gift of knowing my own strengths. I had fought in a cavalry charge once and found myself completely out of my depth, and I had fought in a state as close to panic as I had ever been in a fight, and only the quick reactions of my mount had saved me from death. Aydor was welcome to lead his charge and I would stay back here with Voniss and watch as he dealt with whoever it was that had decided to move against Rufra’s queen. Such an attempt was not a surprise, to kill or capture Voniss and her unborn child would not only hurt Rufra but it may even drive a wedge between him and Festival. Although, of course, we would not let it happen.


I watched as Aydor and his cavalry shrank in my vision, making full speed to meet those who rode at us. Voniss’s ladies formed up around her, all from Festival and all armed with stabswords. Around them formed a ring of Rufra’s mount archers, the most feared warriors in the Tired Lands. Many had tried to emulate them, but none had the skill of Rufra’s men and women.


The riders on the horizon altered their direction, veering away from the oncoming cavalry. Aydor and his troop’s mounts ran through the long grass and it appeared as if they floated over the dry ground, dark bodies over yellow grass. A great plume of swirling smoky dust followed like they had stirred up Coil the Yellower’s fury and the hedging lord pursued them.


From this distance it looked oddly peaceful, more like a painting than the coming descent into death and violence. I shuddered, some seldom used sense ran a blade through my veins. It was similar to the discomfort I felt in a souring, where the dead ground stole away my connection to the magic held in the land and everything that lived within it.


Something was wrong, but what?


What was the first thing you did in an ambush?


My master, drawing lines in the dirt with sticks.


You drew away the biggest threat. And if the biggest threat was our cavalry that meant … infantry.


No, we were mounted, so not infantry: archers.


I looked to my left. The leader of the mount archers wore Festival colours, young, a girl who could not be far out of her twenties. Bodyguard to the queen was a position of honour, not always one given to the greatest warriors – the queen was generally with the king and his guard.


“Shields,” I said quietly. “Ready your shields.”


“I obey the queen—” began the girl, but the queen cut her off.


“Do as he says, Margis, he speaks with my voice here.” The girl nodded and called out, “Ready shields!” Her men and women reacted quickly enough, even Voniss’s ladies produced small round shields that I had thought were only for saddle decoration. Aydor’s cavalry were being drawn further and further away. He was not a fool, but he was an overly enthusiastic warrior. He would soon realise he was being played with and return. If there was going to be an ambush, it would have to happen quickly.


“Shields up!” Margis may have been unhappy to take orders from a jester, but she was alert. Shields came up into a tent of hardwood and I ducked in Xus’s saddle so I could look under their edges. Archers – not many, ten or fifteen – had been hidden in the long grass. They held the standard longbows of the Tired Lands and let loose a high volley which fell to rattle uselessly off the shields, sounding like the rain we all longed for.


“Wheel left,” shouted Margis and our mounts moved round so we headed toward the archers at a brisk trot. The mounts needed little training for this, preferring to ride together in a herd. Xus let out a low growl. “Prepare to break,” shouted Margis. I watched the archers as they turned from us to run. “Have them!” shouted Margis and our shield tent vanished. Four mount archers stayed with us and the rest rode for the archers. I knew this was sound tactics – we were mounted, if infantry hid in the grass we could run – but something felt wrong. The land around me pulsed. I could feel nothing further, no sense of the people around me, only this overwhelming throbbing.


And I knew we had been played as simply as a musical instrument.


The assassin dropped the simple invisibility at a run and was on us too soon for any to react. A mount archer turned, catching the movement in the corner of his vision and the killer was on him so quick as to confuse the eye. He went up the archer’s mount, blade flashing out in a bloody arc as he passed. Next one of Voniss’s ladies fell, her throat opened in a precision strike. The assassin came on, single-minded, for his target. Twentieth iteration: Swordmouth’s Leap, coming down with twin blades poised to strike at Voniss.


Finding me instead.


The moment the first rider died I leapt from my saddle.


Forget Voniss is pregnant.


Forget the child.


Save her life.


Knocking her from her mount’s saddle, trusting in her years of riding to save her from too great an injury or being trampled. Don’t think about that. My shield coming up and the blood of Voniss’s lady rattling against it like Birthstorm hail. Impact: hard. Blades punching through the shield, a scream of pain, my own, as one blade punctures my forearm. The assassin lets loose their blades – I don’t see it, but it is what I would do as they are wedged in the shield – and carries on, running over the shield as I fall backwards. See a foot. Grab it. Feel the jerk on my arm as I pull the assassin to a halt, stopping them going after Voniss. I fall. A shuddering impact against the ground. No time to catch my breath. Back up to my feet. Blade out, my left arm useless due to the weight of the shield pinned to it. The assassin spins, body swathed in black material, their only weapon a small eating knife. A moment where they take everything in. Know they have failed, and the assassin turns on their heel and runs, twisting and spinning as arrows hiss over my shoulders and around me, reaching out for the killer, but they will not find a target. The assassin has already disappeared.


“The simple invisibility,” I say to myself. “This was no amateur, no poorly trained child.”


It had been someone like me.


And despite the danger, despite the way this could upset everything at Ceadoc, I could not stop a small shiver of excitement running through me. I had thought I was the last.


But they were like me.


A scream shook me from my reverie. A woman’s scream, a shout of agony and fear.


“The baby! It comes, the baby comes!”




Interlude


This is a dream.


This is where it starts.


It is a hot day. The sun is as warm on Merela’s skin as her heart is in her breast. The lizards trill and flit and move with the same intemperate, shivering excitement that flutters in her stomach. The sky is as blue as her finest kilts.


And yet, in the way of dreams, there are impossibilities here: a cloud in the clear sky; a cloud that does and doesn’t exist; a cloud that is black and grey and silver and cold.


It is a cloud of foreknowledge.


She is waiting for him, her golden boy. As golden and warm as the sun, as bright and perfect as the swords and blades her father brings across the Taut Sea. She is waiting in the wood, waiting to dance for him, to dance the old dances he loves, the ones she has spent her life perfecting. She is waiting for him in a clearing which nature has created for them, especially for them, a bed of warm grass and thickly scented flowers, and the scars and casual cruelty of this foreign place can be forgotten in gentleness and laughter and kisses.


She is waiting for the storm, for the cloud to break.


When she sees him she grows, stands on her tiptoes, hands behind her back, smile on her face and the strange feeling and taste of the lip colour, made of sheep fat and crushed petals, on her tongue. Here he is, Vesin ap Garfin, on time as always – but something is wrong.


He carries the storm with him.


He carries the cold rain in the slump of his shoulders. He carries the roll of thunder in his averted eyes. He carries the howl of wind in a voice that does not greet her.


Her heart skips a beat.


Her stomach sinks.


Behind Vesin are his older brothers, Gart and Bolin, all swagger walk and hard face. Fists around sword hilts, brows like caves for their small cruel eyes. They are these foreign lands made flesh.


They push Vesin forwards. His golden curls hang limp. His eyes are red-rimmed and damp with tears, his mouth is unable to lift itself into his summer smile. Pain is coming, pain for everyone.


The swelling of unseen clouds. The atmospheric pressure of agony.


“Tell the bitch, Vesin.”


Her stomach flips like an acrobat. Clouds cover the sun.


“Tell me what, Vesin?”


Gart, the older, pushes Vesin on the shoulder.


“Tell the bitch.”


“I …” but no more words come from him. Even though she knows what those words will be, dreads them. Is almost unable to believe he could think them, never mind say them.


“Dead gods,” says Bolin, “he’s done with you, right? Had his way, got up your skirts and now he’s done. Right, Vesin?”


Don’t do this.


“Vesin?” she says. He nods, can’t speak, can’t talk. Doesn’t want to say it.


“Sorry,” he says.


“But, Vesin—”


“He’s done with you now,” says Gart. “Take your foreign ways back to your lands where they belong.” He grabs his brother by the scruff of the neck, pulling him around, pushing him away from her.


And the words are in her mouth. She wants to stop them because now, in the way of dreams, she can feel the power and danger in them. Feel how they are as lethal as any weapon and she sees the long trail of pain and death that loosing those words will set her upon.


Wake me.


Girton.


Wake me.


But this is a dream, a mummers’ play of times past, and it can no more be altered or stopped than a charging mount. She says the words. She says them in a voice so small she wonders if her past self heard her dream self beg them not to be said.


“I carry your child, Vesin.”


The brothers stop. Vesin turns and she sees it. She sees it with relief and with thanks. Joy. A moment of joy crossing his face and it is as bright and blue and wonderful as a yearslife sky before the storms block out the sun.


“Truly?” he says, as if she would ever lie to him.


Wake me.


“Truly,” she says. And he leaves his brothers, walks toward her. Takes her soft hands in his soft hands.


Behind Vesin, Bolin shakes his head.


“Come on, Vesin, her bastard is no concern of yours. We’ll sort that out.”


But he is not going to leave – go – she can see it in his eyes – just go – he is as certain as she is that this is right. And, because they are young and they are in love and they are – stupid – full of the belief that they are in the right, Vesin turns.


“We will marry. Her father is rich, we need the money, Bolin.”


Bolin steps forward.


“It’s not about money, Vesin. Look at her, look at her skin, the colour. That is shame, do you understand? We’re an old Maniyadoc family, pure. She brings shame on the ap Garfin line.”


Wake me.


“I’m third in line, no one will—”


“Bolin,” says Gart to his brother, “look at him. He’s like a dog with its own vomit. He’ll keep going back to her. You know he will.”


“We’ll go away,” – no – Vesin steps forward. “No one needs me, Gart. We’ll go away.”


Gart steps forward. Puts a hand on his brother’s shoulder.


“Vesin, she’s right. We don’t have much coin. And if you run off with his daughter, then her father, the merchant, well, he’ll want recompense off our father, won’t he?”


“I’ll leave a note,” she says. “My father will just—”


“Shut up, bitch.” He doesn’t even look at her. “And you’ll marry her, Vesin, make her halfhedge child one of us. It’ll always be out there somewhere, out there with a claim.”


“Gart …” She can hear it, the fear. She can hear the fear in Vesin’s voice when he says his brother’s name.


Girton, wake me.


“We can’t have that, Vesin. Do you understand?”


“Father will …”


“… agree, Vesin. Father already agrees.” He pulls back so he can look into his younger brother’s eyes. “Do you understand?”


Don’t say it.


“She is having my child.” He steps away from his brother.


Don’t say it.


“I won’t leave her.” His hand goes to his sword.


Don’t say it.


“I love her.”


His blade comes out, slow, like cloth in water, drifting through the air into the first position. Her hands come up to her face as she is confronted by the violence her family carry and trade in, the violence she has always been hidden from. And Gart, does he look sad or amused? She can’t tell. He becomes a monster, a hedgelord, all anger and teeth. Vesin lunges, a perfect strike, just like they teach them in the dirty ground outside the longhouse.


Wake me.


She is screaming.


Wake me.


Gart is fast. Before the lunge is anywhere near him, he moves, dipping to one side, quick as current while Vesin still moves in slow motion. Gart’s stabsword slides out of its sheath and he steps forward, under the guard, and guts his brother in one strike. Vesin doesn’t scream, or if he does she can’t hear it over her own terror. Gart is quick, the blade pulsing back and forth, stab stab stab, and Vesin falls.


“You were right, Vesin,” he says. “You are third in line and no one cares about you.” Bolin is holding her tightly. In the way of dreams he never moved, he is simply there.


“What about her, Gart, shall we have some fun with her?”


“One of us dirtying himself with a foreigner is bad enough, Bolin. No. I’ll cut the child from her and be done with it.”


And the blade bites into her stomach.


This is where it starts, the pain.


In a dream.




Chapter 4


They named Voniss’s child Aydon and held a celebration for his safe birth.


But I was not there.


The smell of grass is a strong one. It is not something many think about. It fills my mind because I do not want to think about anything else. The smell is strong and cloying, especially when it is caught by a tent, lucent blades crushed by the boards beneath my knees, fermented by the heat of yearslife and concentrated by the enclosing canvas and rags until it becomes almost unbearable. It is stronger than sweat, stronger than armour, stronger than mount dung and piss.


But it is not stronger than death. What is?


In the stories of the days of balance, for every death there is a birth. And maybe Rufra had brought us closer to those fabled days for it had been that way in the case of Aydon. He had come into the world, squalling and strong despite being born early as the cavalry of war rode around him.


And back in Rufra’s camp, Feorwic, my sweet and smiling apprentice, had lost her life protecting her friend. I had always thought it would be my life that would be spent in protection of Rufra’s family. I had never considered it could be hers.


I sat in a dark tent before the table that held her body: So small, so slight. Had you not been able to smell death you may have thought the black and red flag on the table covered a small feast, not a small life. Twice I had reached out to remove the flag and bare her face, but I could not bring myself to do it. Outside I heard the clash of cymbals as Benliu, priest of Torelc, danced to drive away hedgings and the misfortune they may bring young Aydon and I wondered where he had been when Feorwic gave her life.


“It is not your fault, Girton.”


My master, despite her crutches, had come in so silently I had not noticed. Now that I knew she was there I could feel her behind me, her skin emanating warmth soaked up from the blazing sun.


“But it is my fault, Master. You told me I should not have brought her, that she would never make an assassin.”


A pause, a footstep, the creak of board under the point of a crutch and she stood near enough to me that I could feel her breathing.


“And I was wrong in that, Girton. When the moment came she proved me entirely wrong. She would have made a fine assassin. She had the spine for it. The will.”


“Tell me what happened, Master.”


“Again?”


“Yes.”


“Girton, her killer is dead, rehashing events will not—”


“Tell me.”


“Very well.” She let out a sigh and I heard a chair creak as she lowered her weight into it. “Feorwic was playing with Anareth and Vinwulf.”


“They were not guarded?”


“Celot guarded them, but you know what he is like. A royal gives him a command and he obeys without thinking.”


“Who commanded him?”


“Girton, there is no mystery here. Yesterday a concerted move was made against Rufra and it failed.”


I placed a hand on the edge of the flag, felt the slick material against my fingertips.


“Who commanded him?”


“Anareth commanded Celot. She sent him to pick flowers.”


“It is fortuitous.”


“They are children. The assassin could have been waiting all day for his opportunity.” She waited but I did not reply and so she carried on. “When Celot was gone he came, dressed as one of Rufra’s guard. A guard’s body was found by the stream, hidden in the reeds.”


“Where is the assassin’s corpse?”


“In another tent. You can see it if you wish.”


I nodded.


“I will, later. Carry on, Master.”


“He approached with his blade out and Feorwic challenged him.” I could see it in my mind’s eye: little Feorwic, her small knife in her hand, her face full of indignation. A child, but still brave when in a position many adults would quail from. “He raised his blade to her, attacked. She dodged, even managed to cut his leg before he stabbed her, caught her mid-spin. I think she was trying for the maiden’s pass. Anareth screamed, which brought Celot running. By the time he was there the attacker was dead. Young Vinwulf had used Feorwic’s distraction to cut him down.”


“And you find nothing suspicious in this?”


“No, Girton. I do not.”


“A real assassin comes for Voniss, but they send an amateur who can be bested by children for Rufra’s heirs?”


“There are few real assassins, so tell me, who would you have sent one after? The children, or the woman guarded by a small army and you?”


I remained quiet. She was right. I wanted to hurt someone. I could feel it within, that need. A dark tide that wanted to tear at the earth, to rend and burn. I wanted there to be a culprit near, someone I could blame for Feorwic’s death and, in a way, there was. As if reading my mind, my master spoke again.


“It is not your fault, Girton. Do not feel guilty for what is beyond your control or knowing.” I reached out and removed the flag from Feorwic’s face, but she was gone. What lay before me was only flesh, it had no life and no humour. Where the warmth of her laugh should be within me was a cold place. I pulled the flag further back. “They will give her to Xus tonight,” said my master.


“No,” I said, turning her body to see the wound on her back. “I do not want her to feed the pigs. I will bury her like they do in the far lands. I will put her by a tree. She always loved the trees, she dreamed of seeing a forest one day. I told her I would take her to one.”


“People will think you odd.”


“Master, I am dressed as a dancing skeleton.”


A quiet laugh from behind me and I heard her stand.


I studied the small body, the wound in Feorwic’s back bothered me but I did not know why. Given the events described it made a sort of sense, caught mid-twist by a thrust from a sword. It was possible the wound had been made that way. It was an awkward strike, but maybe it was not the wound that bothered me. Maybe my master was right and it was simply guilt. Suddenly, I could bear to look at her no longer. Something inside swelled and if I looked at her a moment longer it would burst, a dark sea, sweeping from me to wash away the pain. Without replacing her covering I turned, finding my master stood before me, barring my way.


“I will miss her,” I said, and my voice began to break. My master stepped forward, taking me in her arms like she had done when I was a child.


“I know, Girton, I will too. I know.”


“I want to see where it happened.”


“You should go and spend some time with Aydor.”


“I am not in the mood for Aydor.” I pulled myself away.


“You never are, until you are with him.”


“He is an idiot.”


“He is your friend and today you could do with a friend.” I bowed my head.


“Imagine you had told me that twenty years ago, Master, that Aydor was my friend. I would have thought you mad.”


“Well.” She brought her hands up, making two “L” shapes which framed her face in the gesture of surprise. “I am talking to a man dressed as a skeleton.”


It is strange how a moment’s touch and kind words can fill an emptiness, though it is only ever temporary.


“I would still see where Feorwic died. And I would talk to Celot, Vinwulf and Anareth.”


“Very well. Go to the copse where the river bends.” She pointed out through the back of the tent, but I did not follow her finger as it would have meant looking at Feorwic’s corpse again. “Celot and Vinwulf will be no problem, but Anareth, well …”


“She is hurt?”


“Not in body, no. But she has not spoken since the attack and clings to Voniss as if her life depends on it.”


“I will speak to her still, we have always got on.”


“Give her time, Girton.”


I nodded and left the tent, heading to the copse where Feorwic had died. A peculiar numbness had settled over me, the type I had not felt since my master stopped cutting the Landsman’s Leash into my flesh nine years ago. The heat of the day did not touch me and the singing of the flying lizards sounded like nothing but unpleasant noise. Even the cheery gurgle of the river brought me no joy. I could see why the children had been left to play here. The River Dallad was wide and looped back to almost touch its own banks. In a few years this copse would be an island but for now it made a place where the children could easily be protected. The only way in by land was a thin path that was easily guarded.


Blood on the ground by my boots. I knelt to study it. I had hoped to find the action written in footprints and broken grass, but it was far too late now. Anareth’s scream had brought half the camp running and no blade of grass stood upright. The cloying scent of crushed grass filled my nostrils again, making me feel nauseous.


“She died there, Girton.” I turned to find Aydor, huge and armoured, not smiling. His long hair fell to stick to the small enamel plates of armour shirt, his gap-toothed mouth worked on food behind his long beard. “She fought well, by all counts. Cut him twice before he got her.” He saw me wince at his words. “Sorry, Girton,” he looked truly contrite, “sometimes I do not think. Too long a soldier. I’ll miss her, Girton.”


“I know.” More than once I had caught Aydor ruining Feorwic’s training by running around with her on his shoulders while he huffed and growled, pretending to be a mount. The thought made me smile. “Where did the attacker die?”


Aydor pointed to the middle of the small clearing.


“Feorwic distracted him. As he struck her. Vinwulf cut him down with a strike to the throat. Say what you want about the little monster but he can fight.”


“Aye, and Anareth?”


“She ran for the wood by the banks. When Celot returned Vinwulf was going after her in case others came.”


“How is Celot?” It may seem odd that it worried me. Celot had been Aydor’s Heartblade, once, long ago, but Aydor had told him to protect Rufra and now he did. Celot was a feared warrior – one of the best I had ever seen – though in his mind he was little more than a child.


“Distraught of course.” Aydor kicked at the ground. “Rufra told him to ‘look after’ the children. If he had said ‘guard’ the children Celot would never have left them. I think mother kicked that into him, ‘Guard means never leave, you idiot!’ I can still hear her screaming it now.” He grimaced. “But ‘look after’? To him, that puts them in charge so he does what they say. They are royals, he is their servant. Celot’s world is very simple.” He shrugged. “The king was furious with him, though it is Rufra who is at fault.”


“Good luck getting Rufra to see that.” Aydor nodded. “I will speak to Celot, make sure he knows I do not blame him.”


“Thank you, Girton, it will help. But it is for Rufra that I am here. The naming of Aydon is finally over.”


“And you have an heir named for you.” I tried to smile for him but could not manage it.


“Aye, it should be you though. You were not led away by an obvious ruse, and it was you who saved the queen.”


“That will never happen,” I said. Aydor looked away. “Besides, it was you, not I, that acted as midwife while all about us panicked.”


His face crumpled up and he looked comically horrified. “You know, Girton, I would rather face down a cavalry charge on my own with nothing but a stick than see another babe born. Thank the dead gods I am not a woman.”


“Well, you would be an uncommonly ugly one. Your parents would think they had crossed Dark Ungar to deserve you.” He let out a laugh, a great, thick laugh that could not help but raise my spirits a little.


“I would call myself Adrin Milkcurdler and hire myself out to the cheesewrights.”


“You would make a fortune.” He grinned and I let out a sigh as I tried to stand, a sudden shot of pain running through me from my club foot. Aydor put out a hand.


“Come, let me help you, mage-bent. The king awaits.”


We trudged through Rufra’s small camp and all around us were signs of celebration. I glimpsed the priest of Torelc, god of time, in his night-blue clothes as he sat and drank with a group of mount archers. My early experiences of priests, with Neander and Darvin, one treacherous the other insane, had taught me not to trust them, but Benliu was a gentle soul. I think he had been surprised to find himself at a king’s court as Torelc’s priests were not generally popular. Their god was blamed with causing the wars of balance that left us godless, apart from Xus, the god of death. After Darvin’s treachery – which nearly cost Rufra the crown sixteen years ago – the king had made Danfoth his priest, but that relationship had quickly soured. There was something very dark in what Danfoth brought to religion. Atrocities had occurred and, though Rufra could never prove it, he and I were sure that Danfoth and his cult – the Children of Arnst – were behind them. At some point his religion had passed from a worship of Xus to a belief it was their duty to hasten the living toward him. What made this even more uncomfortable was that I remained, to them, the Chosen of Xus. I was a figure of veneration, having gained this lofty position by my part in unmasking the murderer of Arnst, the original leader of the cult, and defeating him in single combat. Though, like in all the best jester’s stories, I had cut off the head of one serpent only for more to spring up in its place, and, although few knew it, I had not even beheaded the right serpent.


Eventually, Rufra cast Danfoth out of his court and he took his followers with him to Ceadoc, where he found a welcome in the high king’s palace. It was, in truth, not an acquaintance I was looking forward to renewing, though I knew Rufra would have me use my influence to try and win Danfoth’s support.


Personally, I would sooner put a knife in the man.


After the Children of Arnst had gone, Rufra had been unwilling to honour the dead gods’ priesthood and so invited a priest of Torelc, the most despised of the dead gods, to Maniyadoc. I had little to do with Benliu but Aydor assured me he was “a man who could hold his drink”, which to Aydor’s thinking was high praise – and I had found Aydor to be a surprisingly good judge of character.


“Girton, you can make your own way to Rufra’s caravan. I should join Benliu and receive some spiritual instruction,” Aydor said.


“You mean drink.”


“Of course.”


“Before you go, what sort of mood is he in?”


“Benliu? A drinking one I hope …”


“You know what I mean.” The smile fell from Aydor’s face.


“You would think, that just having had his queen saved and a new son brought into the world, he would be in a joyous mood.”


“But he is not,” I said.


“No, Girton, he is not.”


I nodded. I could not find any fault in what I had done to save Voniss.


But I had no doubt Rufra would.




Chapter 5


“Girton!”


I turned to find Boros striding toward me. The expression on his horribly scarred face as unreadable as ever, but light sparkled in his eyes and he grabbed me by the arm in the traditional greeting of warriors.


“Boros, why are you here? I thought you were enjoying yourself as blessed of the ap Loflaar lands.”


He shrugged, the many enamelled plates of his armour chiming happily.


“To tell the truth my father had the place running so efficiently I am not needed, even though he is dead. The staff know what they are doing. All are provided for and I spend most of my time overseeing petty squabbles about lost pigs.”


“You are bored,” I said with a smile that felt forced, but Boros did not see it and grinned back at me. A terrifying sight.


“That is the essence of it. And with Rufra heading to Ceadoc to become high king, well, I thought, surely there will be some excitement there.”


“It will be politics, Boros. Old men sitting and talking.”


“Tired Lands politics is never so simple.” His hand fell to the hilt of his longsword. “And you’ve already had some excitement, eh?” I nodded and rubbed at my arm. The bandage was tight and the magic running through me already healing the wound. “I wonder what honour Rufra will bestow on you for saving his queen and child?”


“He does not tend to honour me any more.”


“Well, if you will insist on keeping to the shadows. But the high kingship is why I am here, the great and the good of the Tired Lands will gather and no doubt Rufra will need a good sword arm at his side.” Something dark crossed his eyes when he said “great and good”, and I knew that he did not tell me everything.


“You think your brother may attend.” It was not a question and he did not reply, only glanced away. “He is dead, Boros. We beat him at Gwyre sixteen years ago and his own will have turned on him for it. They will have treated him just as cruelly as he treated others. No doubt Dark Ungar has chained him to the land and he starves and weeps as he pays for the things he did. You have been avenged.”


“I will believe it only when I see a corpse, Girton. You do not know him like I do.”


“Like you did. He is bleached bones now, Boros.” I put a hand on his arm and he took a deep breath to calm the mania that burned within him for his brother, the man who had stolen his looks with a blow from a mace.


“Aye, maybe,” he said.


“Have you seen Rufra yet?” I asked. “He will be glad you see you.”


“Not yet. I will let you see him first.”


I nodded then left. The pair of guards at Rufra’s two-storey caravan parted to let me through. Inside it was stiflingly hot. A fire burned in a metal brazier despite the fact the yearsbirth sun was hot enough to burn skin. Rufra loved the heat, he said it was the only thing that kept away the pain of the wound in his side.


He sat on a stark wooden throne, little more than a raised chair, and by his feet Gusteffa the jester lounged. Really, I should have stood by him at all times as I was his Heartblade and that was my place, but he preferred the company of his lesser jester and a constantly revolving set of guards. He watched me, blue eyes burning with some inner fire, but I was no longer privy to what fuelled it.


“The queen nearly died, Girton,” he said. That was it, no preamble, no welcome.


“But she did not, and now you have a strong son.”


He leaned forward.


“You knocked a heavily pregnant woman from a mount. She could have fallen badly, been trampled.”


“But she was not.”


“And that was luck, Girton, nothing more, and dead gods know you should never rely on my luck.” There was the crux of it. Rufra really believed himself cursed, though his realm had prospered, he had not: a wound that would not heal, two children and a wife dead, the loss of so many that he called friends.


“Voniss has ridden all her life, she knows how to fall from a mount safely.”


“My aunt Cearis had ridden all her life, was the best cavalry leader I ever had, and she died falling from a mount.” He did not raise his voice but I knew him well enough to hear anger there – anger and a little desperation.


“It was knock Voniss down or leave her to certain death at the blades of the assassin.”


He looked away from me, staring down at Gusteffa.


“I want to know who sent them, Girton.” He mumbled the words. “I task you with this. Take whatever you want, whatever troops you need. Comb the grasslands for this assassin.”


“That will be a waste of time as they will be long gone. If you want to find the culprit, look to Ceadoc.”


He leant back in his chair, wincing as pain shot through him, and I saw the smallest movement of his hand toward his side before he stopped it. Never show weakness, it was ingrained in him now. It had made him hard and cold.


“Ceadoc,” he said, making the castle’s name into a sigh. “I must talk to you of Ceadoc, Girton.”


“I know.” I sounded petulant and knew it. “You wish me to protect your family and find who sent these assassins? I could balance a plate on my head as well.”


Rufra stared at me and a cold silence fell on the room. Had I gone too far? Once he would have laughed at that. Now he only blinked.


“You are a man of many talents,” he said slowly. “But I would make some requests of you, and I would lay down some rules.”


“Rules?”


“I am a king, it is generally what kings do.” He sat straighter and I thought I saw a flash of humour in his eyes, though it was gone as quickly as it appeared. “Neander will be at Ceadoc.”


“I know.” A fizzing through my blood, a sudden need to be holding a blade.


“I know you blame him for the death of your first love, but that was twenty years ago now. You are not to touch him.” I started to speak but he raised a hand. “Without him, the entire priesthood will turn against me. With him, he will make sure they support me.”


“And what did you have to offer him for this?”


“That does not concern you.” We locked gazes, but it was a war I could not win unless I was willing to walk away, and I was not. I still hoped, almost every day, that I would see my friend emerge from beneath the shell of royalty he closed around himself. And sometimes I did fleetingly: caught happy moments, saw him laugh, but these moments had become more and more sparing over the years. “And I want you to approach the Children of Arnst, Girton. They will not see my emissaries since I banished them, but they will see you. They still call you Chosen.”


“And what can I offer them?”


“A temple, on the site of the old battlecamp, in the place where Arnst died.”


“That is a mistake, Rufra. You were right to cast them out. Don’t do this, don’t let a bunch of murderers create a place of pilgrimage for a rapist on your lands. That is not what you fought for.”


“How do you know what I fought for, assassin?”


“I know because I fought with you. We were friends.” He stared at me, his mouth opening and closing, his body shaking with emotion. I hoped beyond hope he would say something funny, something clever that would warm me.


“I also want you to dance when we reach Ceadoc,” he said, “for the assembled blessed.”


“Me?” He had not asked me to dance as Death’s Jester for many years.


“Gusteffa says if I have Death’s Jester with me, and if I do not let you dance it will be seen as an insult to the blessed who are yet to make up their minds. I cannot have that. I need them on my side. And none of your games either.”


“Games, my king?”


“Messages, mottoes, choosing stories that will insult those gathered. Dance something safe. Gusteffa will help you decide.” The little jester grinned at me. I wanted to snap at her but this was not her fault. I held my anger in check.

OEBPS/images/9780356508597.jpg
“R) BA RKER





