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      Balfruss clapped his hands together and the charlatans were lifted into the air and thrown backwards. They slammed into the wall and hung off the ground as he stalked towards them. Their clothing was pressed flat against their bodies and they struggled to breathe as he leaned towards them.

      “I can command storms, summon fire and unmake stone. Animals have nothing interesting to say and no one can see the future, because it has not been written,” growled Balfruss. “It’s dangerous to meddle with things you don’t understand.”

      “Enough,” said the King, moving to stand beside Balfruss. “Let them down.”

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              
COPYRIGHT

            

          

           

          Published by Orbit

           

          
            978-0-3565-0479-7

          

          
            
              
               

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

            

          

          
            
              
               

              Copyright © 2015 by Stephen Aryan

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The moral right of the author has been asserted.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              Excerpt from Age of Iron by Angus Watson

            

          

          
            
              
              Copyright © 2014 by Angus Watson

            

          

          
            
              
               

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

            

          

          
            
              
               

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

            

          

           

          
            ORBIT
          

          Little, Brown Book Group 

          Carmelite House

          50 Victoria Embankment 

          London, EC4Y 0DZ

           

          
            
              www.littlebrown.co.uk
            
          

          
            
              www.hachette.co.uk
            
          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      For Liz, still 

    

  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1
          

          

        

      

      Another light snow shower fell from the bleak grey sky. Winter should have been over, yet ice crunched underfoot and the mud was hard as stone. Frost clung to almost everything, and a thick, choking fog lay low on the ground. Only those desperate or greedy travelled in such conditions.

      Two nights of sleeping outdoors had leached all the warmth from Vargus’s bones. The tips of his fingers were numb and he couldn’t feel his toes any more. He hoped they were still attached when he took off his boots; he’d seen it happen to others in the cold. Whole toes had come off and turned black without them noticing, rolling around like marbles in the bottom of their boots.

      Vargus led his horse by the reins. It would be suicide for them both to ride in this fog.

      Up ahead something orange flickered amid the grey and white. The promise of a fire gave Vargus a boost of energy and he stamped his feet harder than necessary. Although the fog muffled the sound, it would carry to the sentry up ahead on his left.

      The bowman must have been sitting in the same position for hours as the grey blanket over his head was almost completely white.

      As Vargus drew closer his horse snorted, picking up the scent of other animals, men and cooking meat. Vargus pretended he hadn’t seen the man and tried very hard not to stare at his longbow. After stringing the bow with one quick flex the sentry readied an arrow, but in order to loose it he would have to stand up.

      “That’s far enough.”

      That came from another sentry on Vargus’s right who stepped out from between the skeletons of two shattered trees. He was a burly man dressed in dirty furs and mismatched leathers. Although chipped and worn the long sword he carried looked sharp.

      “You a King’s man?”

      Vargus snorted. “No, not me.”

      “What do you want?”

      He shrugged. “A spot by your fire is all I’m after.”

      Despite the fog the sound of their voices must have carried as two others came towards them from the camp. The newcomers were much like the others, desperate men with scarred faces and mean eyes.

      “You got any coin?” asked one of the newcomers, a bald and bearded man in old-fashioned leather armour.

      Vargus shook his head. “Not much, but I got this.” Moving slowly he pulled two wine skins down from his saddle. “Shael rice wine.”

      The first sentry approached. Vargus could still feel the other pointing an arrow at his back. With almost military precision the man went through his saddlebags, but his eyes nervously flicked towards Vargus from time to time. A deserter then, afraid someone had been sent after him.

      “What we got, Lin?” called Baldy.

      “A bit of food. Some silver. Not much else,” the sentry answered.

      “Let him pass.”

      Lin didn’t step back. “Are you sure, boss?”

      The others were still on edge. They were right to be nervous if they were who Vargus suspected. The boss came forward and keenly looked Vargus up and down. He knew what the boss was seeing. A man past fifty summers, battle scarred and grizzled with liver spots on the back of his big hands. A man with plenty of grey mixed in with the black stubble on his face and head.

      “You going to give us any trouble with that?” asked Baldy, pointing at the bastard sword jutting up from Vargus’s right shoulder.

      “I don’t want no trouble. Just a spot by the fire and I’ll share the wine.”

      “Good enough for me. I’m Korr. These are my boys.”

      “Vargus.”

      He gestured for Vargus to follow him and the others eased hands away from weapons. “Cold enough for you?”

      “Reminds me of a winter, must be twenty years ago, up north. Can’t remember where.”

      “Travelled much?”

      Vargus grunted. “All over. Too much.”

      “So, where’s home?” asked Korr. The questions were asked casually, but Vargus had no doubt about it being an interrogation.

      “Right now, here.”

      They passed through a line of trees where seven horses were tethered. Vargus tied his horse up with the others and walked into camp. It was a good sheltered spot, surrounded by trees on three sides and a hill with a wide cave mouth on the other. A large roaring fire crackled in the middle of camp and two men were busy cooking beside it. One was cutting up a hare and dropping pieces into a bubbling pot, while the other prodded some blackened potatoes next to the blaze. All of the men were armed and they carried an assortment of weapons that looked well used.

      As Vargus approached the fire a massive figure stood up and came around from the other side. It was over six and a half feet tall, dressed in a bear skin and wide as two normal men. The man’s face was severely deformed with a protruding forehead, small brown eyes that were almost black, and a jutting bottom jaw with jagged teeth.

      “Easy Rak,” said Korr. The giant relaxed the grip on his sword and Vargus let out a sigh of relief. “He brought us something to drink.”

      Rak’s mouth widened, revealing a whole row of crooked yellow teeth. It took Vargus a few seconds to realise the big man was smiling. Rak moved back to the far side of the fire and sat down again. Only then did Vargus move his hand away from the dagger on his belt.

      He settled close to the fire next to Korr and for a time no one spoke, which suited him fine. He closed his eyes and soaked up some of the warmth, wiggling his toes inside his boots. The heat began to take the chill from his hands and his fingers started to tingle.

      “Bit dangerous to be travelling alone,” said Korr, trying to sound friendly.

      “Suppose so. But I can take care of myself.”

      “Where you headed?”

      Vargus took a moment before answering. “Somewhere I’ll get paid and fed. Times are hard and I’ve only got what I’m carrying.”

      Since he’d mentioned his belongings he opened the first skin and took a short pull. The rice wine burned the back of his throat, leaving a pleasant aftertaste. After a few seconds the warmth in his stomach began to spread.

      Korr took the offered wineskin but passed it to the next man, who snatched it from his hand.

      “Rak. It’s your turn on lookout,” said Lin. The giant ignored him and watched as the wine moved around the fire. When it reached him he took a long gulp and then another before walking into the trees. The archer came back and another took his place as sentry. Two men standing watch for a group of seven in such extreme weather was unusual. They weren’t just being careful, they were scared.

      “You ever been in the King’s army?” asked Lin.

      Vargus met his gaze then looked elsewhere. “Maybe.”

      “I reckon that’s why you travelled all over, dragged from place to place. One bloody battlefield after another. Home was just a tent and a fire. Different sky, different enemy.”

      “Sounds like you know the life. Are you a King’s man?”

      “Not any more,” Lin said with a hint of bitterness.

      It didn’t take them long to drain the first wineskin so Vargus opened the second and passed it around the fire. Everyone took a drink again except Korr.

      “Bad gut,” he said when Vargus raised an eyebrow. “Even a drop would give me the shits.”

      “More for us,” said one man with a gap-toothed grin.

      When the stew was ready one of the men broke up the potatoes and added them to the pot. The first two portions went to the sentries and Vargus was served last. His bowl was smaller than the others, but he didn’t complain. He saw a few chunks of potato and even one bit of meat. Apart from a couple of wild onions and garlic the stew was pretty bland, but it was hot and filling. The food, combined with the wine and the fire, helped warm him all the way through. An itchy tingling starting to creep back into his toes. It felt as if they were all still attached.

      When they’d all finished mopping up the stew with some flat bread, and the second wineskin was empty, a comfortable silence settled on the camp. It seemed a shame to spoil it.

      “So why’re you out here?” asked Vargus.

      “Just travelling. Looking for work, like you,” said Korr.

      “You heard any news from the villages around here?”

      One of the men shifted as if getting comfortable, but Vargus saw his hand move to the hilt of his axe. Their fear was palpable.

      Korr shook his head. “Not been in any villages. We keep to ourselves.” The lie would have been obvious to a blind and deaf man.

      “I heard about a group of bandits causing trouble in some of the villages around here. First it was just a bit of thieving and starting a couple of fights. Then it got worse when they saw a bit of gold.” Vargus shook his head sadly. “Last week one of them lost control. Killed four men, including the innkeeper.”

      “I wouldn’t know,” said Korr. He was sweating now and it had nothing to do with the blaze. On the other side of the fire a snoozing man was elbowed awake and he sat up with a snort. The others were gripping their weapons with sweaty hands, waiting for the signal.

      “One of them beat the innkeeper’s wife half to death when she wouldn’t give him the money.”

      “What’s it matter to you?” someone asked.

      Vargus shrugged. “Doesn’t matter to me. But the woman has two children and they saw who done it. Told the village Elder all about it.”

      “We’re far from the cities out here. Something like that isn’t big enough to bring the King’s men. They only come around these parts to collect taxes twice a year,” said Lin with confidence.

      “Then why do you all look like you’re about to shit yourselves?” asked Vargus.

      An uncomfortable silence settled around the camp, broken only by the sound of Vargus scratching his stubbly cheek.

      “Is the King sending men after us?” asked Korr, forgoing any pretence of their involvement.

      “It isn’t the King you should worry about. I heard the village Elders banded together, decided to do something themselves. They hired the Gath.”

      “Oh shit.”

      “He ain’t real! He’s just a myth.”

      “Lord of Light shelter me,” one of the men prayed. “Lady of Light protect me.”

      “Those are just stories,” scoffed Lin. “My father told me about him when I was a boy, more than thirty years ago.”

      “Then you’ve got nothing to worry about,” Vargus grinned.

      But it was clear they were still scared, more than before now that he’d stirred things up. Their belief in the Gath was so strong he could almost taste it in the air. For a while he said nothing and each man was lost in his own thoughts. Fear of dying gripped them all, tight as iron shackles.

      Silence covered the camp like a fresh layer of snow and he let it sit a while, soaking up the atmosphere, enjoying the calm before it was shattered.

      One of the men reached for a wineskin then remembered they were empty.

      “What do we do, Korr?” asked one of the men. The others were scanning the trees as if they expected someone to rush into camp.

      “Shut up, I’m thinking.”

      Before Korr came up with a plan Vargus stabbed him in the ribs. It took everyone a few seconds to realise what had happened. It was only when he pulled the dagger free with a shower of gore that they reacted.

      Vargus stood up and drew the bastard sword from over his shoulder. The others tried to stand, but none of them could manage it. One man fell backwards, another tripped over his feet, landing on his face. Lin managed to make it upright, but then stumbled around as if drunk.

      Vargus kicked Lin out of the way, switched to a two-handed grip and stabbed the first man on the ground through the back of the neck. He didn’t have time to scream. The archer was trying to draw his short sword, but couldn’t manage it. He looked up as Vargus approached and a dark patch spread across the front of his breeches. The edge of Vargus’s sword opened the archer’s throat and a quick stab put two feet of steel into Lin’s gut. He fell back, squealing like a pig being slaughtered. Vargus knew his cries would bring the others.

      The second cook was on his feet, but Vargus sliced off the man’s right arm before he could throw his axe. Warm arterial blood jetted across Vargus’s face. He grinned and wiped it away as the man fell back, howling in agony. Vargus let him thrash about for a while before putting his sword through the man’s face, pinning his head to the ground. The snow around the corpse turned red, then it began to steam and melt.

      The greasy-haired sentry stumbled into camp with a dagger held low. He swayed a few steps one way and then the other; the tamweed Vargus had added to the wine was taking effect. Bypassing Vargus he tripped over his own feet and landed face first on the fire. The sentry was screaming and the muscles in his arms and legs lacked the strength to lift him up. His cries turned into a gurgle and then trailed off as the smoke turned greasy and black. Vargus heard fat bubbling in the blaze and the smell reminded him of roast pork.

      As he anticipated, Rak wasn’t as badly affected as the others. His bulk didn’t make him immune to the tamweed in the wine, but the side effects would take longer to show. Vargus was just glad that Rak had drunk quite a lot before going on duty. The giant managed to walk into camp in a straight line, but his eyes were slightly unfocused. Down at one side he carried a six-foot pitted blade.

      Instead of waiting for the big man to go on the offensive, Vargus charged. Raising his sword above his head he screamed a challenge, but dropped to his knees at the last second and swept it in a downward arc. The Seveldrom steel cut through the flesh of Rak’s left thigh, but the big man stumbled back before Vargus could follow up. With a bellow of rage Rak lashed out, his massive boot catching Vargus on the hip. It spun him around, his sword went flying and he landed on hands and knees in the snow.

      Vargus scrambled around on all fours until his fingers found the hilt of his sword. He could hear Rak’s blade whistling through the air towards him and barely managed to roll away before it came down where his head had been. Back on his feet he needed both hands to deflect a lethal cut which jarred his arms. Before he could riposte something crunched into his face. Vargus stumbled back, spitting blood and swinging his sword wildly to keep Rak at bay.

      The big man came on. With the others already dead and his senses impaired, part of him must have known he was on borrowed time. Vargus ducked and dodged, turned the long blade aside and made use of the space around him. When Rak overreached he lashed out quickly, scoring a deep gash along the giant’s ribs, but it didn’t slow him down. Vargus inflicted a dozen wounds before Rak finally noticed that the red stuff splashed on the snow belonged to him.

      With a grunt of pain he fell back and stumbled to one knee. His laboured breathing was very loud in the still air. It seemed to be the only sound for miles in every direction.

      “Korr was right,” he said in a voice that was surprisingly soft. “He said you’d come for us.”

      Vargus nodded. Taking no chances he rushed forward. Rak tried to raise his sword but even his prodigious strength was finally at an end. His arm twitched and that was all. No mercy was asked for and none was given. Using both hands Vargus thrust the point of his sword deep into Rak’s throat. He pulled it clear and stepped back as blood spurted from the gaping wound. The giant fell onto his face and was dead.

      By the fire Lin was still alive, gasping and coughing up blood. The wound in his stomach was bad and likely to make him suffer for days before it eventually killed him. Just as Vargus intended.

      He ignored Lin’s pleas as he retrieved the gold and stolen goods from the cave. Hardly a fortune, but it was a lot of money to the villagers.

      He tied the horses’ reins together and even collected up all the weapons, bundling them together in an old blanket. The bodies he left to the scavengers.

      It seemed a shame to waste the stew. Nevertheless Vargus stuck two fingers down his throat and vomited into the snow until his stomach was empty. Using fresh snow he cleaned off the bezoar and stored it in his saddlebags. It had turned slightly brown from absorbing the poison in the wine Vargus had drunk, but he didn’t want to take any chances so made himself sick again. He filled his waterskin with melting snow and sipped it to ease his raw throat.

      Vargus’s bottom lip had finally stopped bleeding, but when he spat a lump of tooth landed on the snow in a clot of blood. He took a moment to check his teeth and found one of his upper canines was broken in half.

      “Shit.”

      With both hands he scooped more snow onto the fire until it was extinguished. He left the blackened corpse of the man where it had fallen amid wet logs and soggy ash. A partly cooked meal for the carrion eaters.

      “Kill me. Just kill me!” screamed Lin. “Why am I still alive?” He gasped and coughed up a wadge of blood onto the snow.

      With nothing left to do in camp Vargus finally addressed him. “Because you’re not just a killer, Torlin Ke Tarro. You were a King’s man. You came home because you were sick of war. Nothing wrong with that, plenty of men turn a corner and go on in a different way. But you became what you used to hunt.”

      Vargus squatted down beside the dying man, holding him in place with his stare.

      Lin’s pain was momentarily forgotten. “How do you know me? Not even Korr knew my name is Tarro.”

      Vargus ignored the question. “You know the land around here, the villages and towns, and you know the law. You knew how to cause just enough trouble without it bringing the King’s men. You killed and stole from your own people.”

      “They ain’t my people.”

      Vargus smacked his hands together and stood. “Time for arguing is over, boy. Beg your ancestors for kindness on the Long Road to Nor.”

      “My ancestors? What road?”

      Vargus spat into the snow with contempt. “Pray to your Lantern God and his fucking whore then, or whatever you say these days. The next person you speak to won’t be on this side of the Veil.”

      Ignoring Lin’s pleas he led the horses away from camp and didn’t look back. Soon afterwards the chill crept back in his fingers but he wasn’t too worried. The aches and pains from sleeping outdoors were already starting to recede. The fight had given him a small boost, although it wouldn’t sustain him for very long. The legend of the Gath was dead, which meant time for a change. He’d been delaying the inevitable for too long.

       

      Carla, the village Elder, was standing behind the bar when Vargus entered the Duck and Crown. She was a solid woman who’d seen at least fifty summers and took no nonsense from anyone, be they King or goat herder. With a face only her mother could love it was amazing she’d given birth to four healthy children who now had children of their own. Beyond raising a healthy family the village had prospered these last twenty years under her guidance.

      Without being asked she set a mug of ale on the bar as he sat down. The tavern was deserted, which wasn’t surprising with everything that had happened. On days like this people tended to spend more time with their loved ones.

      “Done?”

      Vargus drained the mug in several long gulps and then nodded. He set the bag of gold on the bar and watched as Carla counted it, but didn’t take offence. The bandits could have spent some of it and he didn’t know how much had been stolen. When she was finished Carla tucked it away and poured him another drink. After a moment’s pause she tapped herself a mug. They drank in comfortable silence until both mugs were dry.

      “How is everyone?” asked Vargus.

      “Shook up. Murder’s one thing we’ve seen before, in anger or out of greed, but this was something else. The boy might get over it, being so young, but not the girl. That one will be marked for life.”

      “And their mother?”

      Carla grunted. “Alive. Not sure if that’s a blessing or a curse. When she’s back on her feet she’ll run this place with her brother. She’ll do all right.”

      “I brought in a stash of weapons and their horses too. You’ll see she gets money for it?”

      “I will. And I’ll make sure Tibs gives her a fair price for the animals.”

      The silence in the room took on a peculiar edge, making the hairs stand up on the back of his neck.

      “You hear the news coming in?” asked Carla. There was an unusual tone to her voice, but Vargus couldn’t place it. All he knew was it made him nervous.

      “Some,” he said, treading carefully and looking for the trap door. He knew it was there, somewhere in the dark, and he was probably walking straight towards it.

      “Like what?” asked Carla.

      “A farmer on the road in told me the King’s called on everyone that can fight. Said that war was coming here to Seveldrom, but he didn’t know why.”

      “The west has been sewn together by King Raeza’s son, Taikon.”

      Vargus raised an eyebrow. “How’d he manage that?”

      “Religion, mostly. You know what it’s like in Zecorria and Morrinow, people praying all the time. One story has our King pissing on an idol of the Lord of Light and wiping his arse with a painting of the Blessed Mother.”

      “That’s a lie.”

      Carla grunted. “So are all the other stories about him killing priests and burning down temples. Sounds to me like someone was just itching for a war. A chance to get rid of all us heathens,” she said, gesturing at the idol of the Maker on a shelf behind her. Most in Seveldrom prayed to the Maker, but those that didn’t were left alone, not killed or shunned for being different. Religion and law stayed separate, but it was different for the Morrin and Zecorrans.

      “What about the others in the west? They aren’t mad on religion, and no one can make the Vorga do anything they don’t want to.”

      Carla shrugged. “All people are saying is that something bad happened down in Shael. A massacre, bodies piled tall as trees, cities turned to rubble because they wouldn’t fight. After that it sounds like the others fell in line.”

      “So what happened to King Raeza then? Is he dead?”

      “Looks like. People are saying Taikon killed his father, took the Zecorran throne and now he’s got himself a magician called the Warlock. There’s a dozen stories about that one,” said Carla, wiping the bar with a cloth even though it was already clean. “I heard he can summon things from beyond the Veil.”

      “I didn’t think you were one to believe gossip,” scoffed Vargus.

      Carla gave him a look that made men piss themselves, but it just slid off him. She shook her head, smiling for a moment and then it was gone.

      “I don’t, but I know how to listen and separate the shit from the real gold. Whatever the truth about this Warlock, and the union in the west, I know it means trouble. And lots of it.”

      “War then.”

      Carla nodded. “Maybe they think our King really is a heretic or maybe it’s because they enjoy killing, like the Vorga. Most reckon they’ll be here come spring. Trade routes to the west have dried up in the last few days. Merchants trying to sneak through were caught and hung. Whole trees full of the greedy buggers line the north and southern pass. The crows and magpies are fat as summer solstice pheasants from all their feasting.”

      “What will you do?”

      Carla puffed out her cheeks. “Look after the village, same as always. Fight, if the war comes this far east. Although if it comes here, we’ve already lost. What about you? I suppose you’ll be going to fight?”

      There was that odd tone to her voice again. He just nodded, not trusting himself to speak. One wrong word and he’d plummet into the dark.

      “People like you around here. And not just for sorting out the bandits,” said Carla scrubbing the same spot on the bar over and over. “You know I lost my Jintor five winters back from the damp lung. The house is quiet without him, especially now that the children are all grown up. Fourth grandchild will be along any day, but there’s still a lot that needs doing. Looking after the village, working with the other Elders, easily enough work for two.”

      In all the years he’d known her it was the most Vargus had ever heard her say about her needs. The strain was starting to show on her face.

      He settled her frantic hand by wrapping it in both of his. Her skin was rough from years of hard labour, but it was also warm and full of life. For the first time since he’d arrived she looked him in the eye. Her sharp blue eyes were uncertain.

      “I can’t,” Vargus said gently. “It’s not who I am.”

      Carla pulled her hand free and Vargus looked away first, not sure if he was sparing her or himself.

      “What about the legend of the Gath?”

      He dismissed it with a wave. “It was already fading, and me with it. There aren’t many that believe, fewer still that are afraid. It’s my own fault, I guess. I kept it too small for too long. It would only keep me for a few more years at best. This war is my best way.”

      Carla was the only one in the village who knew some of the truth about him. She didn’t claim to understand, but she’d listened and accepted it because of who he was and what he could do. It seemed churlish to hide anything from her at this point. He waited, but to his surprise she didn’t ask for the rest.

      “So you’ll fight?”

      “I will,” declared Vargus. “I’ll travel to Charas to fight and bleed and kill. For the King, for the land and for those who can’t defend themselves. I’ll swear an oath, by the iron in my blood, to fight in the war until it’s done. One way or the other.”

      Carla was quiet for a time. Eventually she shook her head and he thought he saw a tear in her eye, but maybe it was just his imagination.

      “If anyone else said something like that, I’d tell them they were a bloody fool. But they’re not just words with you, are they?”

      “No. It’s my vow. Once made it can’t be broken. If I stay here, I’ll be dead in a few years. At least this way, I have a chance.”

      Reaching under the counter Carla produced a dusty red bottle that was half empty. Taking down two small glasses she poured them each a generous measure of a syrupy blue spirit.

      “Then I wish you luck,” said Carla, raising her glass.

      “I’ll drink to that, and I hope if I ever come back, I’ll still be welcome.”

      “Of course.”

      They tapped glasses and downed the spirit in one gulp. It burned all the way down Vargus’s throat before lighting a pleasant fire in his belly. They talked a while longer, but the important words had been said and his course decided.

      In the morning, Vargus would leave the village that had been his home for the last forty years, and go to war.
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      It felt good to be home. The air was damp and it smelled clean and familiar. Beyond the thick city walls, Balfruss could see endless fields of green, yellow and brown, hemmed in on all sides by dry stone walls. There was so much colour here. It had taken him years of being abroad to realise.

      In the far east the changing of the seasons made little difference to the weather. The wind blew a little colder, the sun was a little warmer, but the land didn’t change colour as it did here in Seveldrom. After being away for so long Balfruss no longer kept track of time in days or weeks. There was little point when he wasn’t racing home to the loving arms of a wife and family. Before his thoughts became even more melancholy he focused on the city.

      From his position at the top of the palace, Charas, the capital of Seveldrom was spread out before him. The city was a fortress with crenelated walls more than a hundred feet high. At the heart of Charas were ancient buildings steeped in history that were centuries old. Towering over them all was the cathedral devoted to the Great Maker. Its vast spire was slightly askew and its metal roof turning green in places, but it was still a remarkable sight. Stained-glass windows depicting former kings, queens and warriors twinkled in the sunlight in a myriad of bright colours.

      Despite the cathedral’s prominence it was hard to ignore the domed temple of the Blessed Mother and the shining spire devoted to the church of the Holy Light. Both were clamouring for attention in the New City, a recent addition from five centuries previous. The New City spread out on all sides from the Old, more than tripling the population. The outer wall was as high as the inner, protecting its people from the worst of the weather and potential threats, although there’d not been a siege for centuries.

      Peering down at the streets from such a great height, Balfruss could see a riot of colour, from painted shop signs and striped vendor awnings in the markets, to flowers in the Queen’s memorial park. Coloured glass filled the windows on the top floor in most houses in the Old City, a leftover fashion from the days when everyone had sung hymns to the Maker. In the New City it had never caught on, although the newer temples copied the stained glass with varied success.

      Compared to other cities he’d visited, the architecture in Charas was simple, but there was a certain beauty in the uniform two- and three-storey buildings of the Old City. All the straight lines, blue slate roofs and lack of ascetic decoration spoke to him of strength and reliability, attributes commonly associated with the Seve people. It galled Balfruss when he heard jokes about Seves being a race of cow-breeding dullards.

      It was hard to believe he’d been away for five years. If Balfruss were to look in a mirror he knew his reflection would show a man who looked much older than his thirty-seven years. Already there were spots of white in his hair and beard, and the purple shadows under his eyes had become a permanent fixture, as if he’d been born with them. There was also the unfortunate fact that he felt the wind more keenly on the back of his head. At least his beard kept his neck warm when it was cold.

      “Glad to be home, Lan?” said Vannok Lore, coming up the stairs.

      It was good to see that some things hadn’t changed in his time away. Vannok was exactly as before, a massive man dressed in moulded leather armour with a sword at his side.

      Having grown up together they had no secrets between them. No one else called him Lan, the name he’d been given at birth before his eleventh naming day. It was a leftover custom from a time when six out of every ten children died from the red pox before their tenth birthday. There hadn’t been a new case in four hundred years, but the tradition continued.

      Despite their years apart, when Balfruss had been studying at the Red Tower, they could still read the other with ease.

      “I never thought I’d say it, Vann, but I’m happy to be home.” Balfruss took a deep breath and then another. “Do you smell it? The green.”

      Vannok sniffed the air. “Was it so different in the east?”

      “The desert is dry, spicy and hot. You can feel the air inside when you breathe. There are plants and trees, but nothing like this,” he said, gesturing at the land. “I missed the colour, and Maker forgive me, the cold. The rain and the wind too.”

      Vannok laughed. “You weren’t tempted to stay?”

      “No. It wasn’t home.”

      “Are you going to stay home this time?”

      Balfruss smiled up at his tall friend. “Ask me again when it’s done.”

      “We should go. The King will be arriving shortly to greet you and the others.”

      Balfruss followed him down several flights of worn stairs and along wide corridors towards the throne room.

      “Have the others been here long?”

      “Three were local,” said Vannok over his shoulder, “but a couple arrived in the last day. Some have travelled a long way to help us.”

      “How many are there?”

      “Eight, including you.”

      Balfruss was so shocked he stumbled and Vannok caught him by the elbow before he fell. “Eight? Eight Battlemages?”

      It was Vannok’s turn to smile. “Just wait.”

      Nowadays Battlemages were rare, but at one time they had been reasonably common. Seekers had combed every town and village for children born with the ability, but that was before the Grey Council had abandoned their posts at the Red Tower fifteen years ago. The tower still took in those who turned up at its doors, but every year only a small number of students were trained by a shrinking group of ageing volunteers. Most of the staff had drifted away once they realised the Grey Council were not coming back. Those trained after the Council left were shown just enough to stop them from killing themselves, or anyone else, before they were sent home.

      When he and Vannok entered the throne room the other Battlemages were already waiting for the King. Balfruss immediately recognised two of them and the ache in his chest returned. As soon as they saw him they approached with warm smiles and open arms. Both were dressed in loose yellow robes, but that was where the similarity between the two ended. Darius was dark skinned with a rangy build, black hair and dark eyes, while his wife Eloise was pale and blonde. The only commonality was the mark of Ayilah, a red glyph tattooed on their faces, running in a vertical line from hairline to jaw across the right eye. It signified their status as a wielder of magic in the desert kingdoms.

      “What are you doing here? I only left you a few weeks ago,” said Balfruss.

      “My wife is not one to be argued with,” said Darius, shaking both of Balfruss’s hands with an iron grip. Balfruss wanted to embrace his friend, but knew Darius’s customs frowned on public displays of affection. “She told me what was happening. After all that you did for my country, how could I not come?”

      Balfruss offered his hand to Eloise, but instead she kissed him on both cheeks and hugged him tightly. “Stop scowling, Darius,” she said without looking around. “We’re in my country now. It’s not unseemly to show affection in public.”

      Vannok cleared his throat and Balfruss took the hint.

      “Sorry, Vann. Let me introduce you.”

      “It’ll have to wait.” The King was entering the throne room, followed closely by his advisors.

      Balfruss had never met the King before, but he could see why some called him the Grey Bear. Every hair on his bare arms and head was the colour of old ashes. Although nearly in his sixty-fifth year he was still a solid man in good physical shape. Stood behind him on one side were his three adult children, two broad and bearded sons and their slender and elegant sister. On the other side were two grizzled warriors who he guessed were Generals. One of them had to be Graegor, the mad one-eyed bastard they called the Foul, although never to his face. Much to Balfruss’s surprise Vannok took his place beside the other Generals and they greeted him as an equal. It seemed as if some things had changed in his time away.

      The King sat down, but it was clear he wasn’t comfortable staring down at people from on high. The throne itself was basic, made only of wood with a gold lacquered crown painted on the headrest. The throne, like the other plain furnishings in the room, reflected what Balfruss knew about King Matthias’s approach to the trappings of his station. He understood their necessity, but preferred that the money be spent on his people rather than garish decoration for pomp and ceremony. The noticeable lack of colour also spoke of the Queen’s prolonged absence. It had been more than twenty years since her death.

      Balfruss approached the bench and the other Battlemages made room for him to sit down.

      “Thank you all for coming,” said the King. “I didn’t expect such generosity from my friends in the east,” he said, gesturing at Darius and Eloise who approached and bowed to the throne. As the King offered more lengthy thanks to King Usermeses IV, Balfruss glanced at those beside him.

      The golden-skinned man must have come from the south-western kingdom of Shael, recently invaded and conquered by the Mad King. It looked as if the journey had almost killed the Battlemage from Shael. His face was haggard, his clothes dusty and torn, and even sitting down he leaned heavily on a tall staff. A pale headscarf sat about his neck, covering the bottom half of his face, and his shaven head was covered with fresh bruises, scars and scabs. As if he knew he was being watched, violet eyes turned to calmly regard Balfruss. He smiled and the man inclined his head.

      The others were an odd group, two dressed in brightly coloured clothing like jesters, and a thick-shouldered man who looked more like a blacksmith. The smith was uneasy, constantly fidgeting and clenching his fists.

      The last Battlemage was a small man with jet-black skin and a wide face who Balfruss recognised as one of the First People, the tribes who lived on the coast, north of Seveldrom.

      King Matthias drew his welcome to a close, and from the broad smile on Darius’s face, Balfruss knew it had been the right length to satisfy desert customs. After giving their names his friends resumed their seats and the King’s expression turned grim.

      “The King of Zecorria is dead,” said the King, his voice echoing around the room. “His son, Taikon, now sits on the throne and he’s declared war on Seveldrom under false pretences. He’s accused me of committing heinous religious crimes and with this he was able to form a pact with Morrinow. The other nations in the west were coerced or crushed to form an alliance. An army unlike any we’ve seen before marches towards my border. Our intelligence suggests that with them comes a man known as the Warlock, a powerful Battlemage with several apprentices. I have asked you here today because of him. We’ll speak again shortly, but for now, please introduce yourselves.”

      Taking the initiative two brightly dressed men stepped forward to greet the King. Balfruss noticed both were sweating despite the room being pleasantly cool. It was also unusual to approach the throne without being asked. A couple of royal guards drew their swords and stepped forward but the King waved them back.

      “Greetings your Majesty,” said one of the men with a florid bow. “I am the Great Samkin. Thank you for your seeing us. We hope to serve you well.”

      The King pursed his lips and one eyebrow quirked slightly. Balfruss started to laugh, but Vannok gave him a vicious glare and he turned it into a cough. Darius was frowning and seemed on the cusp of action, but his rigid traditions would not allow him to interfere.

      There was a long pause before the King spoke again. “And how many years did you train at the Red Tower?”

      “Seven,” squeaked one of the men, nervously wiping sweat from his eyes.

      “And what did you learn?”

      “I can control storms, unmake stone, summon fire and see the future,” said one of the men, his robe covered with sun and moon symbols that had been sewn on.

      “I can talk to animals,” blurted the other.

      Balfruss laughed and this time he couldn’t contain it. A few of the others were smiling, except Darius and the smith.

      “Perhaps a demonstration?” enquired the King.

      “I’m very tired from my journey,” said Samkin, ignoring the laughter echoing around the room. “But my strength will soon return.”

      As Samkin tried to step back all eyes fell on Balfruss, who was still laughing. Despite the frowns he struggled to regain his composure.

      “My apologies, your Majesty,” said Balfruss, standing up and bowing deeply to the throne, “but these two men are charlatans. I assume that if pressed, they planned to trick you with sleight of hand. They don’t have the ability to touch the Source.”

      “You can tell just by looking at them?”

      “Yes, your Majesty. I can feel a kinship with my brethren,” he said, gesturing at those beside him. “There is a pulse. An echo between us.”

      “He’s lying,” said one of the jesters. His bravado was spoiled by the tremor in his voice.

      “A demonstration then,” said Balfruss. He waited until the King gave permission before walking forward. Balfruss positioned himself opposite the two men who suddenly looked very pale. “As I’m sure you know, one of the first lessons is the physical manifestation of your will. Combine your strength and push me across the room.”

      “We don’t want to hurt you.”

      Balfruss showed his teeth. “Try.”

      Both men began by waving their arms and then one made strange whooping noises. The other chanted disjointed words, but nothing happened.

      “Is that it?”

      The two men looked at each other and then nodded.

      Balfruss clapped his hands together and the charlatans were lifted into the air and thrown backwards. They slammed into the wall and hung off the ground as he stalked towards them. Their clothing was pressed flat against their bodies and they struggled to breathe as he leaned towards them.

      “I can command storms, summon fire and unmake stone. Animals have nothing interesting to say and no one can see the future, because it has not been written,” growled Balfruss. “It’s dangerous to meddle with things you don’t understand.”

      “Enough,” said the King, moving to stand beside Balfruss. “Let them down.”

      Balfruss released the two men and they dropped to the floor in heaps. One was on the verge of tears and the other unable to look him or the King in the eye.

      “What are your names?” asked the King.

      “Sam.”

      “Paedr.”

      “Where are you from?”

      “It’s a tiny village, Sire, right on the border with the west. Hasn’t got no name.” The speech of both men had suddenly become less formal.

      “We came here ’cos everyone left. Emptied out their homes and come east.”

      “We knew the war was coming,” said Paedr, “and needed work. Didn’t mean to upset no one. Pretending to be a Battlemage seemed like the best way to get fed. We went two weeks without, besides what we could forage.”

      “We didn’t want to starve,” said Sam, glancing briefly at the King. “We’re sorry we lied, Sire.”

      “And what did you do before coming here?” asked the King.

      “Worked the land for a local farmer. But Paedr’s good with numbers. Kept the books straight for everyone when taxes was due. Not many in our village can write or do their numbers.”

      The King gestured at his daughter, who stepped forward.

      “I think they will be able to help Jonkravish,” said Talandra. This was the first time Balfruss had seen the Princess and it was obvious she took after her mother. She was tall with a willowy build, whereas her brothers were big men with broad shoulders like their father. Her hair was long and blonde, held back in a simple plait, whereas their dark hair was cut short. Unusually she was dressed in trousers and a long shirt that concealed much of her shape, but no one would mistake her for a man.

      “Who’s Jonkravish?” asked Sam.

      “Our quartermaster,” said Talandra, turning towards the two men. She gestured to someone at the back of the room, who stepped forward out of the shadows.

      “This is Jonkravish,” said Talandra, nodding towards the Morrin. Like all of his people the quartermaster had a slightly wedge-shaped face, pointed ears, horns and yellow eyes. The two charlatans were visibly unsettled by him and were unable to meet his unwavering stare.

      “He will give you a bed, meals and a job.”

      “We’re not getting the lash? Or killed?” said Sam.

      Talandra’s smile was warm and generous. “No, but your jobs will not be easy. He is not an easy man to please.”

      “We can do it,” said Paedr, a second ahead of Sam.

      Balfruss approached the two charlatans as they turned to leave.

      “I’m sorry, Sir,” said Sam. “We didn’t mean no upset.”

      “I am sorry,” said Balfruss, offering his hand. “I lost my temper and I shouldn’t have.”

      They looked at his hand as if it were a poisonous snake, but eventually both shook it before following the quartermaster out of the room.

      “Perhaps you could introduce the others,” suggested the King as he resumed his seat on the throne. “And yourself.”

      “I am Balfruss, Majesty. I know you’ve already met Darius, and his wife Eloise, but he’s also my Blood Brother.” The King and his Generals looked nonplussed, but Talandra nodded, familiar with the title and honour bestowed on him. As a reward for his efforts in the desert kingdoms the King had allowed Darius to make Balfruss family, even though they were not related. It made Balfruss part of one of the most powerful families in the desert, and part of their line of inheritance.

      “The others I don’t know by name,” apologised Balfruss, “but I recognise a Kálfe of the First People.”

      The little tribesman stepped forward with a nod towards Balfruss. His flat face was ritually scarred and his forearms were covered with faded red and blue tattoos that were almost black with age. Bone ornaments pierced his ears, and a necklace of reflective yellow stones was his only piece of jewellery. His feet were bare but after a lifetime without shoes the skin looked as tough as old leather. He wore a vest and a loose pair of breeches cut off at the knee to be polite, but normally his people went naked except for a scrap of cloth to cover their genitals.

      “I am Ecko Snapping Turtle,” he said, touching two fingers to his heart and then his forehead. “I came to help because you have always been good to my people. We still speak of your great king, Kiele, and we remember him in our prayers. He was the one who watched over us when we first came to your shores. I come from my people to honour him. I hope your Great Maker will watch over me while I am on his soil.”

      “Thank you, Ecko,” said the King.

      The big plain-faced man stepped forward as Ecko sat down. Balfruss was surprised to see how tall he was, managing to tower over Vann, the biggest in the room. “I’m Finn Smith,” he rumbled and that seemed to be all of it. His face was boyish, but Balfruss saw a terrible sadness in his blue eyes. “I was trained after the Grey Council left. Do you want me to show you?”

      The King glanced at Balfruss who shook his head very slightly. He could feel more than an echo of power coming from Finn, and he knew the others felt it too. Finn’s ability was wild and untamed. An immense force barely held in check by a thread of control. His training would have been rushed and it was possible Finn could prove to be as dangerous as the enemy.

      “There’s no need. Welcome Master Smith,” said the King.

      The last Battlemage, the weary man from Shael, stepped forward and bowed deeply to the throne.

      “I’m surprised and pleased to see you,” said the King. “The news we’ve received from your country has been limited but very worrying. Can you tell us what’s been happening?”

      The golden-skinned man shook his head and then looked at Balfruss. His purple eyes bored into Balfruss’s skull and for a moment he felt dizzy. A rushing sound filled his ears and somewhere in the distance he could hear the murmur of voices. Balfruss stumbled, but caught himself before he fell over.

      “Are you all right?” someone asked, but Balfruss was listening to the other voice in his head, the one that wasn’t his own. In his mind’s eye he saw golden-skinned people, a distant land of tall trees, and cities dotted with elegant spires.

      “His name is Sandan Thule,” said Balfruss, as he came out of his reverie. “And the news from his homeland is grave.”

      The King raised an eyebrow, but said nothing. Before Balfruss could explain, the voice came again more quickly, and with it more horrific visions. A tide of blood flowed along streets and the screams of agony were so high pitched they barely seemed human. Balfruss cried out and fell to his knees as he was exposed to images worse than any nightmare. Somewhere in the distance someone was talking, asking him if he was all right, but they seemed so far away. Slowly the tide of memories receded and the intense emotions that came with them eased. After wiping his face Balfruss managed to stand up with help from Thule but his knees still felt weak.

      “I’m sorry. It was the only way,” came the echo of Thule’s voice in his mind.

      “Are you all right?” asked the King.

      “I will be,” replied Balfruss, swallowing the lump in his throat. “I’ve seen what’s happened to his people. The Mad King, Taikon, had already united the other nations in the west when his army came to Shael,” said Balfruss, relaying the words for Thule. “When diplomacy and bribery failed, he invaded Shael. They fought, but it only delayed the inevitable. There were too many. They tried to smuggle out the Queen and a few others, but all of them were caught, tortured and imprisoned. When the people heard about the Queen there was an uprising. A few escaped in the process, but not many.”

      “How did he escape?”

      As Balfruss turned to face the throne Thule pulled down the scarf covering the bottom half of his face. “He didn’t.”

      A fresh purple scar ran across Thule’s throat from where it had been cut. The wound was jagged, which was the only thing that had saved his life. It had stopped bleeding, but was still swollen.

      “He was beaten, tortured and then they slit his throat,” Balfruss explained. “It was badly done, so he lost his voice, but not his life. He woke in a mass grave on top of the bodies of his countrymen. This was only a few days ago.”

      The King came towards Thule with Talandra on one side and Graegor, the grizzled one-eyed General on the other. If Thule was intimidated he didn’t show it and stood his ground.

      “There are no words,” said the King, clasping Thule by the forearms.

      “He asks that you do not give up on them,” said Balfruss. “A resistance is forming, but it will not be enough to free Shael unless the alliance in the west is broken. He is here to help you win this war because it’s the best way to free his people.”

      “I will do all that I can to help your people. On my life, on my honour, I swear it,” said the King. “By the throne of Seveldrom and the iron in my blood, I swear it.”

      Such promises were not made lightly, and once given so publicly the King was bound by ritual and custom to see it through. Even if he died before fulfilling it, his successor was duty bound to uphold the promise. Thule bowed his head and gratefully returned to his seat.

      “I’m sure you’re all tired from your journey. I offer you my hospitality and suggest you all get some rest while you still can. The war is almost here and when it arrives, it could be a long time before any of us have a full night’s sleep again.”

      They all stood as the King left the room, followed closely by his children and Generals. The one-eyed General paused on his way out and looked across at Balfruss. For a moment Balfruss thought the General was going to approach, but something made him change his mind as he hurried away after the other warriors.

      The joy of being reunited with his friends faded quickly as the stark reality of what they were facing loomed in Balfruss’s mind. A war against an army of unprecedented size, led by a Mad King, a rogue Battlemage and his apprentices. Balfruss had come home to Seveldrom because his King had asked for aid, but now there were many reasons to fight and they were all standing in the room with him. They were his only family and he would do anything to protect them.

      Despite the threat, surrounded by more Battlemages than he’d seen in many years, Balfruss felt excitement mixed with his fear at the thought of what they could accomplish by working together. They could change the world.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3
          

          

        

      

      As Vargus walked through the Charas city barracks a few men nodded or waved in his direction. After three weeks among the Seveldrom army he was already well known. As a veteran the younger warriors often asked him for advice then keenly listened when it was grudgingly given. Those who wanted to live past the first day of the war paid attention. Novices and men new to the sword from other trades also took comfort from his presence. It gave them hope that it was possible for a common man to survive, even fighting on the front lines.

      A mature warrior with no rank was rare, but it happened on occasion. Vargus wore no medals, spoke plainly, and swore when it was appropriate. He drank with farriers and farmhands, warriors and merchants, and sometimes turned up for training resembling a three-day corpse after too many ales. He was also known to inspect the front window of a brothel from time to time. As far as everyone knew he was an ordinary warrior, the same as them.

      What some found most surprising was that after so much soldiering he wasn’t angry or bitter towards those in charge. When an order was given he followed it. In turn, officers liked him for his discipline and the example he set for others. More than one had bought him a drink and asked for a story.

      Three weeks of hard training had stripped the last of the fat from his waist and every muscle in his body ached in a way that made him feel alive. Blood pounded throughout his body, a rhythm of life that he embraced with all avenues of pleasure that were available. The noise of so many warriors preparing for war was as sweet as any music he’d ever heard. The clash of weapons and stink of so much leather being treated made his skin tingle. The tanneries were hard at work as craftsmen turned the famous Sorenson cows into the hardest leather armour known to man.

      In the distance came the repetitive hammering of smiths at work, turning out the last of the weapons. No man was without a sword or axe, but weapons were always lost or broken in battle. The King knew his business and was doing his best to make sure that everything was ready in time.

      “Vargus,” shouted Carnow. He was one of many southerners that had marched north under the banner of Graegor, the grizzled General. Everyone knew that it was Graegor’s tactics that had helped the King win several battles in the last thirty years.

      Carnow was rangy and red faced from a life spent living outdoors. Like other southerners he was dressed in a mix of green and browns to blend in, and had been trained since childhood with a blade and bow. He was more at home in a forest than a city, where his view of the stars was blocked by towers of stone.

      “Carnow.”

      “Drinks at the Fox and Glove tonight?”

      “Sounds good.”

      “Where are you headed?”

      Vargus scratched at his stubbly cheek before answering. “Bwillam’s asked me to look over another couple of units in training.”

      “What did you do to get that job?”

      Vargus shrugged. “Just pointed out to a few of the lads what they should be doing. Bwillam took notice and told me to have a talk with some of the others.”

      Carnow raised an eyebrow. “And?”

      “And I get paid a bit extra.”

      “How much extra?” asked Carnow with a scowl. “’Cos I’ve three girls and a wife back home that need feeding. You’re piss poor with a bow compared to me, so if there’s more pay for teaching, I could do with it.”

      “I’ll tell Bwillam you were asking. See if there’s anything he can do.”

      “That’s good of you. New tooth?”

      “Fitted this morning. Steel,” said Vargus showing it off with a big smile. It wasn’t the first he’d been forced to replace over the years, and he doubted it would be the last. “Cost me enough, but it’s better than having to eat gruel for the rest of my days.”

      “Shit on that. First drink’s on me tonight if you tell me about Marrow Hill. I heard from one of the lads that you were there. Graegor won’t speak about it,” said Carnow looking puzzled. “It’s like he’s embarrassed or something.”

      “I’ll tell you what I remember.”

      “See you tonight,” said Carnow, heading towards the Old City.

      A few minutes later, as Vargus passed a temple of the Blessed Mother, he felt as if he were being watched. Not far away he saw a girl, who was maybe fourteen, stood in an alleyway beside the temple. Her face was thin, and faint blue stains from venthe addiction marked the corners of her mouth. She wore a dress that was almost transparent, revealing slender curves that were still developing. She beckoned him over, but he shook his head and kept walking. Another warrior passing the other way took her up on the offer. They moved further into the shadows beside the temple, a place devoted to purity.

      In Morrinow most people were devout and the punishment for speaking out in public against the Blessed Mother was severe. Having sex next to a temple was punishable by flogging for the woman and something more permanent for the man involving a small cleaver. There, priests wore chainmail and carried maces to enforce doctrine. Here, a chubby matron in white silk ignored the grunting warrior while rattling a collection plate at him.

      A short distance along the street was a dilapidated shrine devoted to Khai’yegha. The wooden doors were warped, the paint peeling and the carved eye was all but invisible. The roof gaped in several places, birds roosted in the rafters and a terrible air of regret hung over everything. A shadow flickered at the corner of his vision and then it was gone. The only living things inside the temple were vermin. With a sad shake of his head Vargus walked away.

      Outside the southern gates the grasslands were covered with a sea of tents and campfires. The army surrounded the capital, a nation in its own right on the move. The vast camp was a hive of activity with people preparing in a hundred different ways for the coming war.

      Some men were roaring drunk, even though it was early in the day. Warbling music from pipe and drum drifted by on the wind, and not far away a group of warriors danced with each other, howling and laughing, even when they fell over. A lot of the warriors had time to spare and they sought pleasure or oblivion, because all of them knew this could be their last opportunity to enjoy themselves.

      All over the camp dozens of people working for the quartermaster were busy at work, cataloguing food, weapons, armour and medical supplies. Those enjoying themselves pretended not to notice the black-capped field surgeons walking through camp. The crows would be in demand when the fighting began, with men screaming and begging them for attention, but like their namesake they were an omen best ignored until necessary.

      Further south on the plateau, units of cavalry practised against dummies and friendly units, running drills and mock battles over and over, until it became second nature.

      Smiths, grooms and farriers worked tirelessly to make sure the horses were in the best health, while general army staff made sure everyone else was well fed and equipped.

      The rhythmic clang of steel on steel drew Vargus’s attention. Lines of men dressed in leather and chainmail practised under the watchful eye of a drill sergeant. After only a few seconds Vargus could tell they were not used to thinking as a unit. Their moves looked rehearsed, learned through repetition, not instinct.

      Not far away he saw pairs of men fighting viciously and with far less style. Their movements were not for show, and their only purpose was to maim or murder. Sword against axe, mace against iron spear, lance against morningstar. A fight against someone armed the same as you was fine in practice, but on the battlefield there was no time to swap partners until you found someone you liked.

      A little further out units of men came together with a loud crash of shields. These men wore no armour and only carried wooden swords daubed with red paint. A balding drill sergeant called Kefi, barely half Vargus’s height, watched them with a critical eye. He pointed sharply at those men covered with a lot of red paint. They were declared dead and dropped to the ground for the remainder of the fight. After a few minutes of watching the mock battle it was clear why Bwillam had asked him to speak with this group. The fight was very one sided, but the winning unit only succeeded because they were generally larger and heavier.

      When the final man fell the other unit cheered at their victory. Kefi moved to stand beside Vargus, limping slightly on his right side.

      Vargus acknowledged his presence with a nod but kept his eyes on the men, picking out those who seemed the most capable. “Your assessment?” asked Kefi.

      “Sloppy. They have discipline, but aren’t taking this seriously. They’re not thinking as a squad. They don’t realise the odds they’re facing, or what’s at stake.”

      “Then I will leave them in your capable hands,” said Kefi with a curt nod. “Good luck,” he added, offering a wry smile as he departed.

      The men gathered around Vargus and more than a few were surprised to see him. He knew a few of them by sight, but the rest were total strangers. Honesty seemed like the best approach.

      “Do you want to live through this war?” he asked and silence greeted him. “Do you actually want to see the end and go home?”

      “That’s a stupid question,” said a big man with a silver ring in each ear and a shaven head.

      “Prove it.”

      Vargus unsheathed his sword and put it down on the ground. Vargus beckoned and the big man stepped forward.

      “Try and kill me.”

      The big man frowned. “What are you going to use?”

      Vargus showed him an empty hand. “This is all I need.”

      Without a warning he rushed the big man, screaming at the top of his lungs. The big man’s reflexes were good. He managed to draw his sword and make a wild swing, but Vargus easily avoided it by stepping to one side. He riposted by ramming a fist into the man’s stomach. The air whooshed from his lungs and the big man fell back, gasping for breath. After helping him into a sitting position, Vargus waited until his breathing returned to normal.

      By the time Vargus had retrieved his sword all of the men were paying attention.

      “I won’t lie and try to pass off grape-flavoured piss as wine. Some of you are going to die screaming for your mother. Maybe all of you. I was watching your training and I can see why most of you will die.” Vargus pointed at a short man with red hair and big ears. “What’s your name?”

      “Orran.”

      He pointed at Orran’s neighbour, a blond ranger from the south. “That man is your brother. You couldn’t look more different, except maybe if one of you was a Vorga.” A few in the crowd chuckled, easing the tension a little. The threat of violence faded, but their attention didn’t waver. “He’s your brother. When the fighting starts and he’s beside you on that field, stood in that line, you should know everything about him. Not just his name and how many children he’s fathered, or whether he likes big tits or small. You should know every thought in his head.”

      “How am I supposed to do that?” asked Orran. Every face in the crowd was equally confused.

      Vargus shrugged. “It’s different for everyone. You’ve seen the others. Some drink until they pass out. Some talk for hours until the sun comes up. Some go somewhere quiet together, if that’s your thing. I really don’t care. Spend some time together and do whatever it takes to know each other. Because tomorrow, or the next day, the sun will come up and we’ll march to war. And the day after that we’ll be fighting for our lives and homes.”

      All around him other units had stopped fighting and a large group of men gathered to listen. This was for all of them. It was a thin reed of hope to hold on to, and given the odds they were facing, they desperately needed it. It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing. If they actually listened then the benefits would be huge. As much as they needed to hear it, he needed them to believe it if he was going to survive.

      “When the enemy charges, the noise will rise up and hit you like a giant wave. It’ll be hard to believe something could be so loud. Before you can count your fingers they’ll be breathing on you, screaming and trying to cut you to pieces. With so many of them, and less of us, all you can do is stare at the man in front. Look at how he fights, work out how to beat him, and get it done, any way you can.

      “The problem is, you don’t get to face just one of them, like in practice. There’ll be a clump, or pairs, and you’ll be outnumbered and about ready to piss yourself. I’ve seen it happen. I ain’t ashamed to say I done it myself when I thought I was gonna die. Times like that, it doesn’t seem like winning is possible.”

      The words settled over the men, spreading throughout the crowd. Every pair of eyes was locked onto him, but Vargus wasn’t seeing them any more. He was looking into the past, where grey-skinned men crashed into him and the others on the front line.

      He came back to the present with a start and saw only young men, eager for any knowledge that might save their lives when events didn’t go as planned and it all went wrong.

      “Except, you’re not out there on your own,” he said, pointing at Orran and then the ranger. “He’s there with you. And so is he, and him, and him,” he said, pointing at a skinny man with blackened teeth, a chubby man with long sideburns and several other men in turn. “They’re all your brothers. Every single one. They might not be kin by blood, and I’m not a priest so this isn’t a fucking sermon, but you’re all the same. He’s relying on you to watch out for him, and you know he’ll do the same for you, no matter what. That is what makes him your brother.”

      Orran and his neighbour looked closely at each other and he saw others doing the same. “If he sees a blade coming at your head, he’ll get in the way and he’ll stop it. He will risk his life to save yours, because he knows what you’ve got to lose. He knows why you’re fighting, and he wants to make sure you get home. He won’t even think about it; he’ll just do it.

      “Focus on the man in front and deal with him. But keep an eye out to the sides, and make sure you look after your family. Because without them, you’re already dead.”

      Vargus approached the big man he’d knocked down and offered a hand. He thought he would refuse, but with so many watching, the big man couldn’t ignore him. Vargus pulled him to his feet and shook the man’s hand.

      “I’m Vargus.”

      “Hargo Ke Waugh.”

      “We’re family, Hargo,” said Vargus with a smile. “And I’ll be with you, stood on your left, when the war starts. On my oath, on my life, I swear I’ll do everything I can to see that you survive the war.”

      Hargo looked as if he wanted to speak, to thank him or make a similar promise, but in the end he just nodded. He offered a smile, enough for Vargus to know he wasn’t sore about being knocked down in front of the others.

      “Training is done for today,” said Vargus, addressing those nearest him. “Go and do whatever you need to. But tomorrow when I come back, I expect you to know your brothers, and fight as if you want to live. I don’t need to scare you with stories about what will happen if they reach the villages. So you think about that, and what I’ve said.”

      As Vargus walked away he felt the eyes of many on him, but didn’t look around. The hum of conversation rose as he strode towards the city, his skin tingling with promise.

      The next few days would either see the men become brothers in arms who would die for one another, or there would be slaughter on a scale never seen before in history.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4
          

          

        

      

      Walking through the streets of Charas brought back so many memories. Even though he’d never lived in the city for more than a few months at a time, Balfruss had been visiting all his life. It was the closest thing he had to a home.

      While living abroad he’d sometimes dream of walking through the city, staring up at the stained-glass windows, the cathedral spires and uniform buildings. Damp grass would crunch under his bare feet as he wandered through the Queen’s park, his nose full of rich aromas from all the herbs and colourful flowers.

      The dream was always the same. He’d pause to watch bees aimlessly drift among the flowers and only then would he notice the cottage. Curiosity drew Balfruss towards it until he was standing at the front door of his childhood home. Although modest, the cottage was in good repair, the thatch tidy, the walls freshly painted and the small flowerbeds at the front were well tended. Herbs hung from nails beside the door, drying in the heat, filling the air with the scent of basil and mint. Through the window he could see soft cushions, comfortable-looking furniture and a welcoming home.

      The cottage, along with his mother, was gone. The dream always left him with a terrible sense of longing. He’d not had the dream in months, but similar emotions came to the surface as he approached Vannok’s home. The front door opened before Balfruss could knock, his friend filling the doorway.

      “Come in, come in,” said Vannok, gesturing. “Don’t let the heat get out.”

      As he stepped inside Balfruss noticed Vann wasn’t wearing his armour or carrying any weapons, and yet he still seemed too big for the room.

      “Close the door!” someone yelled from another room as Vann shoved it shut behind him.

      “I knew she’d say that,” Vann muttered, before gesturing at one of the chairs beside the fire. Vann poked at the blaze then added another log. Despite it being early spring the nights were still chilly.

      “Something to drink?”

      “Whatever you’re having is fine,” said Balfruss, not wanting to impose.

      “But you’re our guest,” said Theresa, coming into the room, with a baby in one arm and a bottle of wine in the other. It had been several years since he’d last seen her, and yet Theresa looked exactly the same, a slender, beautiful woman who turned heads wherever she went. Standing beside Vann made everyone look short, but Theresa came up to his shoulder, making her tall for a woman in Seveldrom.

      A little boy charged into the room squealing with glee, ducked between his mother’s skirts, then tried to wriggle his way under the table. Vann’s face split into a huge grin as he scooped his son off the floor and held him up towards the ceiling. The boy screamed and started to laugh as Vann threw him into the air.

      “Fly, daddy, fly!”

      Balfruss took the offered bottle of wine from Theresa, kissed her proffered cheek and gently pinched the baby’s chubby little leg.

      “How are you, Terry?”

      “I’m well, although this one has been keeping us up a bit,” she said, nodding towards the baby dozing on her hip.

      “Who’s this?”

      “This is Jordie,” said Theresa, turning the baby around and giving Balfruss a brief glimpse of blue eyes and a shock of blond hair before Jordie shyly turned his face away.

      “The last time I saw you, Tannos was the baby,” said Balfruss, glancing over to see Vann holding his son upside down by one ankle. The boy was still laughing. “And now look at him.”

      Theresa rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Open the wine, I know I need a drink.”

      Balfruss tried to help Theresa prepare the meal, but she insisted he stay out of the kitchen. Once, many years ago, he’d been determined to return the favour for the countless meals they had made for him. Unfortunately it had not been a great success and the look Theresa gave him made it clear her memory was just as good as his.

      For the next hour he found himself entertaining Tannos while Vann looked after the baby. The boy seemed to have an endless supply of energy, and after chasing him around the room and hoisting him into the air over and over, the muscles in his upper arms started to ache. Instead he suggested another game, and by channelling a small amount of power, he created a globe of light filled with a moving spiral of colours. It managed to hold Tannos’s attention until Theresa called them to the table, by which time he was exhausted.

      It had been a long time since Balfruss had tasted such a rich and tasty beef stew. In the far east beef was rare and expensive, making it a delicacy reserved for the wealthy. For the last five years he’d been eating a steady diet of goat and lamb. There were a number of benefits to coming home.

      He wolfed down every scrap of meat and all of the vegetables, then mopped up the gravy with bread until his plate was spotless. Vann ate at a more sedate pace, with Jordie balanced on one hip, but he seemed happy to share his meal with his son and didn’t begrudge Balfruss when he finished the last of the stew.

      Once they’d been fed the boys started to get sleepy, but before Theresa put them to bed Balfruss saw her exchange a pointed look with Vann.

      “Is everything all right?” asked Balfruss.

      Theresa raised an eyebrow. “You haven’t asked him?”

      “I didn’t have a chance, love.” Vann passed Jordie to his wife and pulled the dozing Tannos onto his lap, addressing Balfruss. “He’s been acting peculiar. Not all the time, just now and then. He tells me he hears people talking when there’s no one around. He says he has these feelings, but he doesn’t yet have the words. I wondered if it’s just a child’s imagination or if he’s sensing…”

      “The Source?” asked Balfruss and his friend nodded.

      “Can you test him?”

      “I can, but even if he does have the potential, he’s too young for the Red Tower. Most children don’t manifest their abilities until they’re eight or nine.”

      “Oh Gods,” said Theresa, cradling Jordie to her breast. “Who would send their child away at eight?” As soon as the words were out of her mouth she clearly regretted them. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s all right. I loved being at the Red Tower. I’m glad I went.” All of which was true, but he’d cried every night for the first two weeks. During that time it felt as if he were being punished, and that it wasn’t the special place he’d been promised. He’d been so heartsick for home his chest had ached for days. In time the feeling receded, especially when he realised what being a Battlemage meant. A life free from the drudgery and routine he saw every day in his village. A life that would allow him to travel the world, make a lot of money and meet lots of exotic women.

      In time his priorities shifted as he outgrew pubescent fancies and it became a chance to quench his thirst for knowledge at the same time as protecting others.

      “You’ll need to wake him up for this,” said Balfruss, kneeling on the floor until he was level with Tannos’s face. Vann gently coaxed him awake but the boy was tired and just wanted to go back to sleep.

      “Will it hurt?” asked Theresa.

      “No. If he has the ability, he’ll be able to sense an echo of what I’m doing.”

      While keeping his eyes on the boy’s face for any reaction, Balfruss drew power from the Source, slowly at first, trickling it into his being. Tannos didn’t seem to notice, so he increased the amount of power, drawing more and more heavily until it flooded into him. The boy yawned and tried to curl up on his dad’s lap, totally unaware of how much power Balfruss was holding with his will.

      “He doesn’t have the ability,” said Balfruss, and Theresa let out a long slow breath, obviously relieved. Vann’s expression remained unreadable, so it wasn’t clear if he felt relief or disappointment.

      Balfruss said goodnight to both of the boys, and while Theresa put them to bed, he and Vann got comfortable in front of the fire with a bottle of port.

      “How are your parents?” asked Balfruss.

      “My father died two years ago, mother is still well. She dotes on both the boys.”

      “I’m sorry about your father. He was always kind to me when we were young.”

      Vann shrugged. “That’s because he liked you. We never really had much in common. He thought joining the army was the stupidest decision I ever made, and he never hid his disdain. He wanted me to follow in his footsteps and become a stone mason.”

      Balfruss cast his mind back. “What was it he always used to say?”

      “People need a roof over their heads every day. They don’t always need a sword.”

      Balfruss laughed but it quickly faded as his thoughts turned to his mother and absent father. Annoying as he was, at least Vann’s father had been there for him while growing up. He’d made sure his family never went hungry and had been more of a father to Balfruss than his own. The last time he remembered seeing his real father, Balfruss would have been about the same age as Tannos. All he knew was that he’d been a soldier for the King. His mother had told him little else and after a while he’d stopped asking as it obviously upset her.

      “My father was a difficult man,” said Vann, draining his glass and refilling it.

      “The only time I ever disappointed your father was when he caught me with a girl in the barn.”

      “I remember that,” said Vann with an evil grin. “He was livid. I thought he was going to march you both in front of a priest of the Maker and insist he marry you.”

      Even though it was over twenty years ago Balfruss could still see Beth’s face, bright blue eyes and long blonde hair. As children they’d talked about getting married, having children and growing old together in the village. He would work in the quarry and she in the bakery like her mother. They were just childish fancies shared on warm, lazy summer days that seemed to stretch on forever. Balfruss had been happy to play along, but he’d never shared with Beth his dreams of becoming an explorer and finding places no one had ever visited before, digging up ancient treasures and statues encrusted with diamonds. Bringing home huge amounts of gold so that his mother didn’t have to work so hard all of the time.

      “Sometimes I wonder where Beth is, how her life turned out.”

      “She’s here in Charas,” said Theresa, coming back into the room.

      “It’s true,” said Vann, moving to the floor so his wife could sit in the chair. She kissed Vann on the cheek and gently ran her fingers through his shaggy hair. “I saw her the first time about a year ago, and a few times since. Apparently I look exactly the same as when we were children.”

      “How is she?” asked Balfruss, swallowing the unexpected lump in his throat.

      “Doing well. She runs a tailor shop with a partner and she married a cooper.”

      “They’re expecting their first baby in the winter,” said Theresa. Vann raised an eyebrow. “It was obvious.”

      Part of Balfruss wondered what his life would have been like if the priest had married them that day. It was an idle thought, and yet even as it occurred he could map the path of their lives. While a home and family sounded nice, in time he would have ended up resenting Beth and their children for shackling him to the village and a life of routine. A life without adventure and surprises. An ordinary life.

      Even if he had not been born with magical ability, Balfruss knew he would have outgrown the village of his birth. Some of his childhood friends had no desire to leave and were happy with simple lives, following in the footsteps of their parents, and even grandparents for some. He’d always needed more to feel a sense of achievement, a sense of peace. At times he envied them and wished he could be satisfied with less. Perhaps in time he might come to that place, but he wasn’t there yet.

       

      Balfruss gave them both one final wave. Theresa closed the door and joined her husband beside the fire.

      “Did you have a chance to talk to him about his father?”

      Vann shook his head. “I couldn’t find the right moment. I felt bad enough asking him to look at Tannos.”

      “He’s going to find out, Vann.”

      “I know, but right now he has enough on his mind. It will wait a little while.”

      Theresa had her doubts but held her tongue. Secrets this big never stayed buried for long.
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