

[image: ]





BY BRIAN RUCKLEY

 



 




The Godless World  
Winterbirth 
Bloodheir 
Fall of Thanes




 
 
 

 
Fall of Thanes

 

 
BRIAN RUCKLEY

 
 
Hachette Digital

www.littlebrown.co.uk






 
Published by Hachette Digital 2010


 
Copyright © 2009 by Brian Ruckley


 



 
The moral right of the author has been asserted.


 



 
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, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 



 
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.



 



 
A CIP catalogue record for this book 
is available from the British Library.


 



eISBN : 978 0 7481 1488 7


 



 
This ebook produced by JOUVE, FRANCE


 



 
Hachette Digital 
An imprint of 
Little, Brown Book Group 
100 Victoria Embankment 
London EC4Y 0DY


 



 
An Hachette UK Company





For you,
 and all the other readers who have followed the story
 to its conclusion




Acknowledgements

 



 



 



 



Thanks to

 



Tim Holman and all the others at Orbit who have helped to make this trilogy happen, and helped to get it into the hands of readers once it did happen.

 



Tina, my agent.

 



My parents, whose support and encouragement I will never tire of acknowledging.

 



And Fleur.




[image: 001]

[image: 002]

[image: 003]




What Has Gone Before

 



 



 



 



Orisian oc Lannis-Haig is now Thane of his Blood, but he is a Thane exiled from his lands, for the Glas Valley where he and his family dwelled lies under the brutal control of the Bloods of the Black Road.

 



Orisian has escaped from the pursuing forces of the Black Road to Kolkyre, the capital of the Kilkry Blood, long a close friend and ally to his own. With him have come Yvane and Hammarn,  na’kyrim from the north, Ess’yr and Varryn, Kyrinin of the Fox clan, his shieldman Rothe and his sister Anyara.

 



Others have also converged upon Kolkyre, however, and Orisian finds himself the object of unwelcome attention from Mordyn Jerain, the Shadowhand, Chancellor to the Haig Blood, and Aewult, Bloodheir to the High Thane, Gryvan oc Haig. Their intent is to ensure the primacy of Haig in the efforts to turn back the Black Road. Frustrated by the machinations of these supposed allies, Orisian dispatches Taim Narran, his Blood’s most accomplished warrior, with their meagre remaining forces northwards, hoping to delay or turn back the Black Road’s advance. Orisian himself, concerned that a greater threat than even the armies of the Black Road is being overlooked, travels to Highfast, where a number of na’kyrim maintain a library.

 



The threat that so troubles Orisian is Aeglyss, a na’kyrim who has been crucified by the White Owl Kyrinin, but rather than dying,  descends from their Breaking Stone imbued with a rare and powerful ability to make use of the powers some na’kyrim can draw from the Shared. Aeglyss first asserts control over the White Owl clan, and then the Black Road army itself. He is the first na’kyrim  in centuries with the ability to bind another wholly and unreservedly to his will, and chooses to exercise this power over Wain nan Horin-Gyre, sister of the Thane Kanin, to Kanin’s increasingly desperate dismay.

In the course of his ascent, Aeglyss wins the allegiance of Shraeve, a Battle Inkallim. He completes his rise to power when Shraeve champions him in single combat against the senior war leader of the Battle Inkall, Fiallic. With Aeglyss’ subtle intervention, Shraeve is victorious, assumes command of the Battle Inkall’s army and immediately pledges it to Aeglyss.

 



At Highfast, Orisian discovers that many of the na’kyrim there can feel the alarming changes taking place in the Shared, and the stirring of the Anain. He also finds Eshenna, who tells him that Aeglyss is searching for a na’kyrim called K’rina, his foster mother in his childhood. Believing he can be of more use in such a task than trying to lead an army in the war, Orisian leaves Highfast with a small company of warriors led by Torcaill, crosses the Karkyre Peaks and descends into the Veiled Woods, where Eshenna is certain K’rina can be found. They do indeed discover the na’kyrim, but she has been mysteriously and disturbingly transformed by the Anain, and in the course of capturing her, Rothe, Orisian’s shieldman and in some ways his closest surviving friend, is slain in battle with White Owl Kyrinin.

Orisian and the other survivors are driven by pursuing White Owls back over the Karkyre Peaks. In their absence, Aeglyss invades Highfast by possessing the body of Tyn, a na’kyrim  known as the Dreamer. When the other na’kyrim there refuse to offer him any aid, Aeglyss destroys their library and kills many of them. He also discovers Mordyn Jerain, the Shadowhand, who  lies injured after being attacked while he travelled there in pursuit of Orisian. The Shadowhand is carried away by Aeglyss’ forces, and brought to Kan Avor in the Glas Valley, where the  na’kyrim now resides. Aeglyss reluctantly resolves that the Shadowhand would be more valuable to him than Wain nan Horin-Gyre. He releases Wain from her binding, but has Shraeve kill her rather than let her go free. He then binds Mordyn Jerain, and sends him south to return to the Vaymouth, the capital of the Haig Bloods.

 



Taim Narran, leading the remaining forces of the Lannis Blood, is caught up in a great battle near Glasbridge. There, due to the pride and inexperience of Aewult nan Haig, the Black Road wins a major victory, and the armies of the True Bloods fall back in disarray to Kolkyre, where Aewult nan Haig accuses Taim Narran of treachery and imprisons him. He also takes hostage Anyara, Orisian’s sister. She reluctantly remains in Kolkyre when Orisian sets out for Highfast, and there witnesses the assassination of Lheanor, the Kilkry Thane, by a member of the Hunt Inkall. As a result, Lheanor’s son Roaric, a tempestuous young man, rises to the Thaneship of the Kilkry Blood. Aewult sends Anyara south to Vaymouth and the court of the Thane of Thanes.

 



The Black Road army descends upon Kolkyre and there, with the aid of Aeglyss’ immense power, inflicts a further crippling defeat upon Aewult’s forces. Escaping in the chaos, Taim Narran flees before the disaster now engulfing the lands of the Kilkry Blood. On the road to Ive, a small town south of Kolkyre, he is reunited with Orisian.




1

Ruins

Loss alone is but the wounding of a heart; it is memory that makes it our ruin.

A proverb of the Aygll Kingship


 



 



Pay no heed to grief. It is only weakness leaving your heart.


A saying of the Battle Inkall




I 

The movement of birds. That was what told Orisian oc Lannis-Haig that they were coming. Wood pigeons, half a dozen, took flight from the leafless treetops, their wingtips cracking like a rattle of drums. He saw them arrowing away over the canopy, and knew that in their flight they told a tale of what lay beneath. Somewhere there, down amidst the dank greys and browns of the tree trunks and undergrowth, the enemy were coming: men, and likely women, he meant to see dead before the pale, sinking sun touched the horizon.

The woodlands were not large, not compared to the great tracts of forest Orisian had seen on the flanks of the Car Criagar or beyond the Karkyre Peaks. He shied away from that latter  thought. His mind refused to approach too closely any memory of the Veiled Woods, and of what had happened there. If once he turned over that rock, what he uncovered might break him.

These woods were tame, as docile as any horse broken to the saddle and bit. Their oaks grew straight and tall above thickets of coppiced hazel. They lay amidst vast swathes of farmland and pasture on the gentle slopes west of Ive, and were just as much shaped by human hand as were those surrounding fields. Charcoal burners and timber merchants had laid out nets of pathways and clearings and campsites through them. Now, Orisian knew, one of those trails was being followed not by woodsmen but by the wolves of the Black Road.

He glanced at the warrior Torcaill, who was crouched alongside him amongst the rocks at the top of the slope.

‘You saw?’

‘Yes, sire. It won’t be long. Will you come away now? Back behind the crest, at least?’

‘No,’ murmured Orisian. ‘I’ll see what’s done in my name.’

He looked up, briefly, towards the west. There were clouds there: great dark masses that would muffle the sun before it set. More snow to come. The last fall had been almost a week ago, and light enough that no trace of it now remained.

‘Let me bring up your horse, at least, sire,’ Torcaill said.

‘So I can flee more easily? No. Leave it where it is.’

The warrior frowned, his displeasure unconcealed.

‘Go to your men,’ Orisian told him. ‘Make sure they’re mounted and ready. If Taim needs you, it’ll be soon.’

Torcaill went, scrambling back over the rocks. He had two dozen men waiting just out of sight. Orisian knew they would already be fully prepared. They were as eager as anyone to spill Black Road blood, and needed no encouragement from Torcaill to ready themselves for the task, but he found the warrior’s concern for his safety unsettling. Troubling.

Only Ess’yr and Varryn remained with him. The two  Kyrinin were nestled down in the shadow of a boulder, paying no heed to the events unfolding around them. Ess’yr was smoothing the flights of her arrows one after another, a picture of perfect, absorbed attention. Her brother sat staring fixedly at the patch of grass between his feet. Neither had spoken since they settled into their place of concealment. They seldom did now, and perhaps that was why Orisian found their company easier than most. He craved silence, sought it as a friend and ally.

Three figures emerged from the woods: hunters from Ive, who today were bait in the trap. They trotted along the faint path that led up the slope. They were almost casual in their demeanour, but their backward glances hinted at tension. Orisian narrowed his eyes, trying to unpick the thick tapestry of the woodland edge, searching for the pursuit that - if all was happening as intended - should be close behind. He could detect no sign of it yet.

He noted that Ess’yr had set her quiver down. She wiped her right hand down the flank of her hide jacket, from the faint rise of her breast to her hip, and with her left took up her bow. She would willingly use it to kill on his behalf, Orisian knew. Varryn he was less sure of. The Kyrinin warrior had become the most reluctant of allies ever since they left the Veiled Woods; ever since Orisian had refused to free Ess’yr of any obligation to him, or send her away.

Rothe’s absence stabbed at him afresh then, the anguish as pointed and wounding as ever. Each time he remembered that he could not turn his head and see the big, bluff shieldman there, an arm’s length away, the thought strangled the breath in his throat and pinched at his eyes. It always brought the insistent memory, contemptuous of his every effort to dispel it, of his hand over the wound in Rothe’s neck. Of the thick blood pulsing out between his fingers.

He blinked twice, knowing that the image would never be so  easily dismissed. The sounds of slaughter saved him. Cries were rising from the woods. He heard people crashing through the thickets, blades clattering against one another. The noise rescued him, for now, from the grasp of his memories.

The three Kilkry-Haig huntsmen had turned and were heading back to join the fight. Ess’yr stood up, shaking her hair away from her face with a feline flick of her head. Orisian could see movement in the gloom beneath the closest trees: figures struggling back and forth. Taim Narran’s mixed company of Lannis and Kilkry men had closed with its prey. Black Road bands were ranging widely across the territory of the Kilkry Blood, raiding, scouting, seeking pillage or simple bloodshed. This was the second such group to come within reach of Ive in the last week; the second they had lured into ambush.

Men spilled out from amongst the trees, stumbling and struggling and hacking. Orisian rose. The shield was heavy on his left arm. He drew his sword, rhythmically tightening and easing his fingers about its hilt. It felt much more familiar in his grasp than once it had. Familiar but not yet natural, not good. Never good, perhaps.

‘Friend or foe?’

Ess’yr stood perfectly still, bowstring drawn back almost to touch her lips.

‘What?’ Orisian asked.

‘Is that one friend or foe?’ she asked.

Orisian looked down the slope. One man had broken free from the battle and was labouring up towards them. His head was low, his attention consumed by the task of keeping his footing on the wet, slick grass. He wore a jerkin of hide and fur, carried a lumber axe in one hand. He had thick, dark hair. A heavy beard.

‘Foe, I think,’ Orisian said quietly, and before the sound of his words had died the arrow was gone, cutting through the cold air. He watched it, skimming out and down, struck by its elegant  precision and the soft whisper of its flight, as it went unerringly to its warm home.

 



They entered Ive without ceremony, the last light of the day at their backs. What relief there was at their return was muted. They had killed twenty or more Black Roaders, and brought another back with them as prisoner, but such small victories brought little and brief comfort. There were, everyone knew, thousands more to take the place of those enemies felled today.

Torcaill and Taim rode on either side of Orisian. Varryn and Ess’yr walked a few paces behind them. When they had first arrived here with Orisian, the Kyrinin had been met everywhere they went in Ive by hostility and suspicion. They attracted little attention now. The town’s inhabitants recognised them as members of Orisian’s retinue, and accepted them - if reluctantly - as such. Orisian’s Blood had long been allied to their own, and its Thane could keep what company he saw fit, no matter how strange and ill-advised such company might be.

As they made their way through Ive’s darkening streets, they found their path blocked by a great mass of cattle, jostling and barging along beneath the switches of cowherds. In the failing light, the beasts all but merged into a single roiling creature, lowing and steaming as it rumbled into the town’s heart, its flanks turned yellow by firelight spilling from windows. Men shouted at the cowherds to clear the roadway. Orisian rode on regardless, ploughing through the fringes of the herd. His company of warriors strung out behind him. Many of the Kilkry men amongst them drifted off down side streets, making for the homes they had been summoned from that morning, or to take their turn at sentry duty on the town’s outskirts.

The cattle and their herders were only the latest of many to come seeking sanctuary in Ive, hoping for refuge from the chaos sweeping across the Kilkry Blood. Every time another family arrived, they brought tales of horror and disaster: wild Tarbain  tribesmen burning and looting villages; companies of Inkallim appearing suddenly out of the night, intent upon slaughter. Donnish, the coastal town a day or two’s ride west of Ive, had already fallen, abandoned by the tattered remnants of the Haig armies all but destroyed by the Black Road’s remorseless advance. Further north, Kolkyre, where Roaric the Kilkry Thane languished, was cut off by a besieging host, and accessible only by sea. His Blood was on its knees.

Still, it was not yet as utterly ruined as was Orisian’s own Blood. The sixty or so Lannis warriors at his back as he dismounted in the courtyard of Ive’s Guard barracks were all that remained to him of his inheritance as Thane. He bore the title but in truth was master of nothing more than whatever strength rode with him. What respect was shown to him - and there was a good deal of it, from both his own followers and the people of Ive - felt, as often as not, undeserved and unearned.

Weariness took him as he entered the barracks. It was crowded inside, full of Guardsmen and townsfolk alike. And outsiders, too: those who had fled here with nothing but what they could carry, reliant upon the town’s Guard for shelter or sustenance; warriors who had found their way here after defeat, and now slept on the floorboards of these draughty halls, dreaming perhaps of the chance to redeem themselves.

Orisian ignored them all. He met no one’s eyes as he made his way to the stairs. When they recognised him, people here sometimes came begging for favours or aid. He helped them when he could - though that was seldom - but he was too exhausted for such exchanges tonight.

‘I’ll eat in my room,’ he murmured to Taim, and climbed away from the hubbub.

He ate without enthusiasm. The food that was brought to him was good, the best the town had to offer, but he seldom had much of an appetite now. It was as if his mind and body could accommodate only so many hungers, and that for food was  crowded out by less corporeal longings: for his sister’s safety, for the undoing of so much that had been done to those he knew and loved. For some reason to be given for all the deaths.

After pushing aside the half-finished meal, Orisian closed his eyes and allowed his head to sink down onto his chest. He let time pass, consciously clearing his thoughts. It was a struggle, for he had barely more mastery over them than over the Blood he was supposed to lead, but he managed it. He dozed, until something - he did not know whether it was a sound from outside, or perhaps the determined, ungovernable stirring of his own mind - roused him.

He went sluggishly towards the window. He halted an arm’s length back from it, keeping to the dark. He did not want to be seen if he could help it, and he was close enough to look down upon the little orchard, bounded by high stone walls, that lay behind the barracks. The ancient, crooked apple trees clenched up like wizened hands, half-lit by lamps burning in the kitchens. Almost beyond the reach of that light, in the heart of the grove, Ess’yr and Varryn had made shelters from stakes and hides.

Orisian could see the two Kyrinin now, moving amongst the trees. They drifted through the winter’s dark, unhurried. They were gathering sticks for a fire. Orisian held himself quite still. Even his breathing grew shallow and soft. He did not know if they could see him from down there amongst the shadows, but they might. Their eyes were more than human, after all.

Ess’yr squatted down on her haunches to build the fire. Her hair slipped forward to hide her face. Orisian watched her hands instead. They were pale, indistinct shapes, but still their movements had grace and ease. Done with her preparations, she reached for some small bag or pouch and scattered something from it on a flat stone at the fireside. Food, Orisian knew. He had seen this many times since that first night with her in the forests far north of here. She left morsels for the restless dead.

He found himself wishing Ess’yr would look up, and turn her  face towards him. He both wanted her to know that he was watching her, and feared it. Perhaps she already knew. Perhaps she knew that he was constantly aware of her presence; that wherever they were, whoever he was talking to, if she was near there was always a portion of his attention claimed by her.

He could hear voices, softened and blurred, from the rooms below, and, more distant, the lowing of cattle, penned up in some yard or barn. Sparks flared amongst the sleeping apple trees. Once, twice, Ess’yr struck glimmers of fire from a flint. One must have taken, for she delicately raised the little bundle of kindling in her cupped hands and blew upon it. In moments, a tiny flame was born. Orisian could see her face then; see a faint line of firelight reflected on her hair. He smiled.

There were footsteps in the passageway outside. Taim Narran was calling for him. Orisian turned away from the window, feeling as he did so suddenly and terribly sad.

‘You wanted to be informed, sire, if the prisoner was saying anything of interest,’ Taim said when Orisian opened the door.

‘Wait a moment while I get a cloak,’ Orisian murmured.

‘I can tell you what he’s saying. If you would prefer to stay here. There is no need . . .’

‘Do you think it’s too cold for me outside?’ Orisian asked gently as he settled the cloak about his shoulders. ‘Or that I should not see what happens to prisoners in Ive?’

His Captain made no reply.

‘It’s all right, Taim. Whatever was fragile in me was broken long ago. Lead the way.’




II 

The room clenched about him like a tight, hot fist. The heat of half a dozen small braziers was gathered by the rock walls, concentrated, blasted back to make the air thick and suffocating.  Within a couple of paces Orisian could feel sweat on his forehead. The orange-red heart of each brazier almost seemed to pulse, so intense was the light and heat being hammered out into the cramped space.

The prisoner was tied to the far wall. His arms were stretched up and apart, bound to iron rings set in the stonework. He had slumped down and his own weight had tautened the muscles in his arms and shoulders. He was naked to the waist, his skin overlaid with a film of sweat. Fresh burns pockmarked his chest, red and brown and raw. The man who had inflicted them was standing to one side, stocky, black-bearded. Orisian vaguely recognised him: he had seen him around the barracks once or twice before. One of the town’s Guard. He wore massive leather gloves, and was watching the hilt of a knife sunk into the brazier. He did not even look up when Orisian and the others entered. There was no room in his attention for anything save that knife, buried in the fire, collecting into its metal the savage heat.

One of the several Kilkry warriors gathered there grasped the prisoner’s hair and lifted his head up. His nose was broken and bent. The blood from it might be what crusted the man’s lips, or his mouth might be shattered as well. Orisian winced momentarily at the sight of him. His own jaw and cheek gave a single aching beat, remembering the ruin visited upon them by the haft of a Kyrinin spear. A thread of mixed saliva and blood hung from the man’s chin. Some remembered instinct made Orisian want to turn away. It was the stirring of the person he no longer quite was. It lacked conviction. He chose to look.

‘Speak,’ someone hissed at the broken Black Roader. ‘Let’s hear your poison again.’

Orisian glanced at Taim. His Captain’s face was fixed and grim. Was there the slightest disapproving tightening around his eyes? A faint disgusted curl at the edge of his mouth?  Orisian could not be sure. Perhaps he wanted to see those things there, and allowed that desire to imagine them for him. He wanted to find in Taim some disgust and revulsion that he could borrow for himself; to be as horrified by this sight as he would have been just a few weeks ago.

The man’s voice was stronger than Orisian would have expected. Uneven but clear despite the distortion of his heavy northern accent.

‘You’re finished. Your time’s done. It’s his time now. The Black Road’s time. The Kall. He’ll cast you all down into ruin and wreck, and lead us to the mastery of the world, and open the path for the Gods to return.’

‘Who will?’ the interrogator demanded, shaking the man’s head so violently he pulled a fistful of hair from his scalp. He took hold again and twisted the prisoner’s face toward Orisian.

Orisian watched those battered lips stretching into a snarling smile.

‘The halfbreed. The Fisherwoman’s heir. Fate works through him.’

‘His name?’ Orisian asked quietly.

‘Not to be named. The na’kyrim. In Kan Avor. That is enough.’

‘Aeglyss?’ Orisian demanded, but the prisoner only grinned at him through blood. There was a madness in his eyes. A sort of mad joy, Orisian thought, a delight at the descent of the world into savagery.

‘Keep him alive,’ Orisian said, and left the choking heat of that deep chamber without another word. He climbed up the steps and out into the bitter night air. Tiny flecks of snow were darting down out of the darkness, dancing in the cauldron of the courtyard. He felt them falling on his cheeks and lips: points of numbing cold.

‘It’s as you thought,’ Taim said behind him. ‘As your na’kyrim  have been saying. Whether in his own right, or as someone else’s tool, the halfbreed’s worked his way to the heart of things.’

Orisian looked up into the black sky, blinking against the grainy snow.

‘They’re not my na’kyrim,’ he said.

 



In Eshenna’s half-human eyes, Orisian saw very human things: exhaustion and a haunted, hunted unease. When first he met this na’kyrim in Highfast, he had found her determined, firm. That vigour was gone, or at least buried by the debris of what she had seen since then.

‘Where’s Yvane?’ Orisian asked her.

‘With K’rina.’ She spoke that name with obvious reluctance. Another of the petty, cruel tricks the world was working upon its inhabitants in these troubled times: it had been Eshenna who insisted most determinedly that K’rina might be a weapon in the struggle against Aeglyss, yet the cost of finding her, and her condition when they did, had shaken Eshenna to her core. She had not been as well prepared as she imagined for what lay outside the walls of Highfast.

Orisian pitied her, but it was a detached kind of pity. Few had been ready for what had happened since Winterbirth. Many suffered. More than most, Eshenna had at least made some kind of choice in the path her life had taken in recent weeks.

That path had led here, to a simple, bare house just outside Ive’s Guard compound. Erval, the town’s Captain - and a good man as far as Orisian could tell, though as deeply unsettled as anyone by the course of recent events - had made it available to Eshenna and Yvane without hesitation or demur. Judging by its dilapidated and damp state, Orisian suspected it had been empty for some time. Still, it served the purpose asked of it now: a place for the na’kyrim to shelter away from prying eyes, small enough that it could easily be watched over by the men Taim Narran had set to the task. Whether the more important role of those guards was to ensure no misguided townspeople caused trouble for Yvane and Eshenna, or to protect those  townspeople from K’rina if necessary, Orisian did not know. No one did.

‘K’rina still will not come inside?’ he asked Eshenna.

She shook her head. ‘If we try to move her from the goat shed, she thrashes about. Howls.’

‘But does not speak.’

‘No. She never speaks.’

‘You don’t look well,’ Orisian murmured.

Eshenna gave a short, bitter laugh. She was feeding wood to a little fire. As she bent, and sparkling embers swirled up in front of her face, the gauntness of her features was apparent. Since leaving Highfast, she had thinned and her skin had grown paler, almost as if the Kyrinin half of her mixed heritage was asserting itself.

‘If there’s anything I - anyone - can do for you, tell me,’ Orisian said. ‘I’ll help if I can.’

‘I know,’ Eshenna sighed. She held a stubby chunk of wood in her hand, gazing down at it, running her long fingers over its flaking bark. ‘I need sleep. And I need the voices, and the storms, in the Shared to quieten. You can’t do that, can you?’

‘No. I can’t.’

Eshenna threw the log into the flames and crossed her arms, staring blankly into the heart of the fire.

‘Yvane will be a while yet. She spends a lot of time with K’rina.’

Orisian nodded silently and left the na’kyrim to her dark contemplations.

Behind the run-down house, stone walls enclosed a long, thin yard. Half of it was given over to dark, bare soil, which the inhabitants must once have cultivated. Snow was speckling the earth now. The rest was cobbled, running down a gentle slope to a ramshackle shed against the furthest wall. Orisian walked towards it, brushing snow from his hair as he went. He could hear the low voices of two of Taim’s guards coming from beyond  the wall and the rumble of the slowly rising wind as it blustered about Ive’s roofs, but there was no sound from within the shed.

He pulled the door open and peered in. The stink of goats assailed him. The animals were long gone. The only light within came from a single tallow candle Yvane must have brought with her. K’rina was curled in the corner of the shed, on old straw, facing the wall. Yvane knelt beside her, sitting back on her heels. Neither of the na’kyrim stirred at Orisian’s arrival. He stepped inside.

‘No change?’

‘No,’ said Yvane without looking round.

‘You shouldn’t be in here alone,’ Orisian said. ‘What if she attacked you? What if she tried to escape again?’

Yvane rose to her feet. There was just a hint of stiffness, the slightest unsteadiness, in the movement. Perhaps her years weighed a little more heavily on her now. Perhaps sleepless nights were taking their toll on her, as they did on so many others.

‘She’s not some wild animal,’ Yvane said softly. ‘Nor a prisoner, as far as I recall.’

‘Maybe not, but we’ve paid a high price to bring her here. If we lose her, that price was for nothing. She’s tried to slip away once already.’

Yvane hunched forward a little to brush straw and dirt from her hide dress. She gave the task more attention than it merited.

‘What?’ asked Orisian.

‘You’re wounded,’ the na’kyrim muttered.

Orisian put a hand to the side of his face, tracing the great welt that ran up his cheek, feeling the yielding gap left by lost teeth. That was not what she meant, though. He knew the shape of her concerns, and it had nothing to do with the punishment his body had taken.

‘Some wounds grow thick scars,’ she said. ‘Enough wounds, enough scars, and you can hardly recognise the one who bears them. Ends up being someone completely different.’

Orisian grimaced and stared down at the flagstone floor. He did not want to hear this. It achieved nothing, ploughing over and over the same small field of Yvane’s preoccupations.

‘When I first met you . . .’ the na’kyrim began.

‘When you first met me, all of this had only just started. I hadn’t seen then what I’ve seen now.’

Yvane sniffed and rubbed at her nose with the back of a grubby finger.

‘None of us had, I don’t suppose,’ she said. ‘I could see why Inurian had taken to you, back then. I could see a little something of what he must have seen in you. He always prized gentleness, thoughtfulness. Compassion.’

‘There are other things I need - we need - more now.’

‘Are there? You think Inurian would agree, if he was still here? You think he would find you as worthy of his affection now as he did . . .’

‘Don’t,’ Orisian snapped. He glared at her, and met those impassive, piercing eyes with a resilience he would once have thought impossible. He had much deeper reserves of anger to draw upon now, and it could armour him against even Yvane’s fierce gaze.

She smiled, a gesture that started sad and became something much darker and colder before it faded away. She looked down at K’rina.

‘None of us had any idea how far all of this would go,’ she muttered. ‘Except perhaps Inurian. He looked into Aeglyss’ heart back then and saw the poison in it.’

‘We’ve got a prisoner. He talks of Aeglyss as a leader. A ruler, almost, in Kan Avor. As if they all follow him now.’

‘Oh?’ Yvane sounded barely interested.

‘It makes K’rina more important.’

‘As what? A club to beat Aeglyss with?’

‘Or a key in a lock,’ Orisian said, exasperated. ‘I don’t know. Something. It was you and Eshenna who told me she mattered in  the first place. I didn’t want to find her like this. None of us did. But now we know the White Owls - Aeglyss - were seeking her. We can see that something, whatever it is, has been done to her. She’s important. Don’t blame me for wanting to understand how, and why. For wanting to know that there was a reason for my warriors to die finding her.’

Yvane held out a placatory hand. ‘We’ll disturb her,’ she said, with a glance down at the prostrate woman in the straw. She bent and picked up the little candle. The flame died between her finger and thumb. For a moment there was only darkness and the wind rattling the roof shingles.

‘Let’s go back to the house,’ Yvane said.

They barred the door of the shed behind them.

‘I need to know, Yvane,’ Orisian said as they walked. ‘We all do. There’s no time left to be gentle, or cautious. Things are falling apart. If K’rina is to mean anything . . .’

‘Mean anything?’ Yvane snapped, coming to a sudden halt and jabbing Orisian in the chest. ‘She means as much as I do. Or you. That is precisely what she means. Or do you think a mere halfbreed must work harder than that to have meaning?’

‘You know that’s not—’ Orisian protested.

‘Something’s been done to her,’ Yvane rushed on, uninterested in anything he might have to say. ‘That’s what you said. Well, she didn’t do it to herself. The Anain have scraped out her mind, as best we can tell. As if she was nothing, as if whatever thoughts and feelings were in there before mattered not at all. She’s a victim in all of this, as surely as anyone is. As surely as Inurian was, or Cerys or any of the others at Highfast.’

She hung her head. The two of them stood there in the dark yard, the wind rumbling overhead.

‘Nevertheless,’ murmured Orisian.

‘Nevertheless,’ said Yvane dully. ‘There’s always a nevertheless. But not tonight. Tonight, I’m going to try to sleep.’ She  turned and walked away from him, towards the pale flame of a candle burning in the window of the house.

 



Orisian stalked back to his bedchamber with a familiar, imprecise anger churning in him. It was always there, always ready to fill any spaces in his thoughts if given the chance. Yvane would say it was the wake Aeglyss left as he moved through the Shared, discolouring everything - every mind - it washed up against. Orisian did not know. It felt like his own thing, crafted from his own experience, but he did not doubt that such a sense might be deceptive. It hardly mattered. It was there, in his heart and his mind, and he must deal with it, whatever its source.

Before taking to his bed he looked down on the orchard once more. The fire was still burning, a little beacon beneath the creaking and swaying apple trees. There was no sign of Ess’yr and Varryn. They had probably retired to the shelters they had made for themselves.

He laid himself out on the mattress and closed his eyes. He no longer expected any night to bring easy rest, for they were always full of frightening dreams and sudden wakings. Still, he could hope.




III 

Orisian broke his fast the next morning in the main hall. The trestle tables were lined with Guardsmen, and with the homeless and destitute given shelter in the barracks. Orisian sat with Taim and Torcaill and the rest of the Lannis warriors.

The hall was filled with cacophonous activity. Plates clattered; arguments raged; cooks and servants rushed back and forth. Orisian’s head ached, and he winced at each crash of a falling tray and each shouted insult. The night had not, in the end, been  restful. Several times he had woken with a heart set racing by the horror of some forgotten dream. The wind had raged all through the hours of darkness, shaking the building.

‘Two dead sentries on the edge of town last night,’ Taim said between mouthfuls of salted porridge.

‘No one saw anything?’ asked Orisian.

Taim shook his head. ‘But one of them was savaged. Had his hand almost torn off, and his throat bitten out. Dogs, it looked like.’

‘Hunt Inkallim,’ said Torcaill. He looked as weary as Orisian felt.

‘Seems likely,’ agreed Taim. ‘There’s a good chance one or more of them got inside the town. Not a good sign.’

‘I don’t mean to be chased out of here yet,’ said Orisian quickly. Best, he thought, to anticipate the suggestion he could already imagine Taim formulating.

The warrior regarded his Thane for a moment or two, and Orisian could see his disagreement clearly in his expression, but when Taim spoke it was mildly: ‘The Hunt’d only be creeping around in here for two reasons I can think of. Either they meant to kill someone - you, most likely, if they know you’re here - or they’re scouting the place out for an attack. Neither choice bodes well for us.’

‘I know,’ Orisian said.

Although Ive was a substantial town, one of the Kilkry Blood’s biggest, it was ill prepared to stand against an assault. It had long been remote from any disputed land or battlefield; it had no castle, and the wall that once ringed it had long ago been dismantled, its stones turned to more peaceful use in the skeletons of barns and farmhouses.

For days now, labourers had been toiling all around the edge of town, trying to encircle it with a ditch and timber palisade. Until that work was completed, Ive’s only defence was the flesh and steel of the warriors gathered there, the Guard and the  poorly armed townsfolk themselves. In all there were perhaps a thousand trained fighting men, and another two thousand untrained but willing and able to fight. More than enough to master the savage but disorganised raiding bands they had faced so far; too few to last long if the Black Road’s full might descended upon them.

‘There might still be time to get to Kilvale,’ Torcaill said, sounding almost hopeful. ‘For every score that turn up in Ive each day, there’s a dozen leaving and heading south. They think the road’s still open.’

‘But they don’t know,’ Orisian said. ‘Nobody knows who’s in control anywhere, not really. It’d take . . . what, two days to get there? If we’re caught on the road, we’d be finished. And there’s nowhere the Black Road will want more than Kilvale. It’s their birthplace. If we did reach Kilvale, and it falls, where do we run to then? Dun Aygll? Vaymouth, even? What kind of a Thane would that make me?’

He glared questioningly at Torcaill. The warrior studied his bowl, stirring the porridge within it carefully.

Taim Narran was less reticent. ‘A living one, at least,’ he murmured.

Orisian looked at the older warrior, an angry retort boiling up towards his lips. But the momentary fury passed. He breathed deeply.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. He pressed finger and thumb to his temple, willing the throbbing in his skull to subside. ‘I just think . . . I think we lack the strength to make any difference in whatever struggles are to come between Haig and the Black Road. And we - you most of all, Taim - could hardly expect a warm welcome from Aewult, in any case.’

‘It’s true Haig has no need of our few swords,’ Taim acknowledged. ‘Gryvan must wake to the danger now. Once he rouses himself and his people from sloth, the Black Road’s ascendancy will be at an end, Aeglyss or no Aeglyss. But we - you - still  need to survive long enough to see that day. I’d not choose Ive to make a stand, if that’s . . .’

Erval, the leader of Ive’s Guard, came hurrying down between the lines of tables. He stumbled over a sword someone had rested against a bench, but rushed on regardless. He was red-faced, plainly agitated. Heads turned to follow his progress. He came to a rather disorderly halt behind Orisian and dipped into a hasty bow.

‘There are messengers come in search of you, sire. I’ve got them waiting in the courtyard.’

‘Who sent them?’ Orisian asked.

The Guard Captain looked apologetic. ‘Aewult nan Haig, sire. They claim his authority, and through him that of his father, for the message they bear.’

‘Let them freeze the rest of the day in the yard, then,’ Torcaill muttered.

‘I think they may have left their patience behind when they set out on their journey,’ said Erval.

Orisian sighed and swung a leg out over the bench.

‘There’s no point in delaying,’ he said as he rose.

‘It might be best,’ Erval agreed, relief plain in his voice. ‘There’s a fierce mood in the town, and word’s already spreading that there’re Haig men here. You know how that will taste to people. The sooner they’ve said their piece and gone, the better.’

Torcaill and Taim were getting to their feet to follow Orisian. ‘Not you, Taim,’ he said.

The warrior frowned.

Orisian smiled at him. ‘You’re an escaped prisoner, aren’t you? A fugitive from Aewult’s version of justice?’

Taim sank heavily back onto the bench.

‘I don’t want any trouble if I can avoid it,’ said Orisian. ‘No more than we’ve already got, anyway.’

‘Take a few of the other men, at least,’ Taim said. ‘Let them  think you’ve got some swords at your back. And remember they have your sister.’

‘That’s not something I’m likely to forget.’

Torcaill quickly assembled a little escort party, and Erval led them all out of the hall. The place was silent as they left.

The wide courtyard was dusted with snow. Most of it had been swept up by the overnight wind, and packed into corners and crevices. There was no wind now, but it was bitterly cold. As Orisian and the others emerged onto the cobblestones, the nearest of the messengers was clapping his gloved hands together to warm them.

The Haig Bloodheir had sent ten men. Six of them were warriors, standing back and watching over the party’s horses. The other four were less martially attired, clad in fur capes, wearing gauntlets of what looked like velvet rather than leather. The one who stepped forward to greet Orisian had a gold clasp holding his cloak around his neck.

The man bowed more deeply and respectfully than Orisian might have expected from one of Aewult’s household. Any appearance of respect was quickly dispelled once that formal gesture had been completed, however.

‘This man,’ the messenger said with a jab of his chin in Erval’s direction, ‘seems to think our business is best conducted out here in the cold. Perhaps you could prevail upon him to change his mind, Thane?’

And in that one instant Orisian was vividly transported back to Kolkyre, to the entirely uncomfortable company of Aewult and Gryvan’s Chancellor Mordyn Jerain. Evidently disdain and casual self-importance were traits shared by all ranks within the Haig Blood. Back in Kolkyre, he had been somewhat cowed by it. Now, his mood merely soured, and his headache asserted itself.

‘I imagine the Captain anticipated your desire to be back on the road south as quickly as possible,’ he said. ‘You seem to  know my name, so perhaps you could allow me the same privilege. ’

The messenger stood a good head taller than Orisian, but the reprimand narrowed his shoulders slightly, put the faintest hint of submission into his posture.

‘I am Gorred Mant dar Haig, sire. Emissary of Aewult nan Haig. These men are—’

He gestured towards his companions, but Orisian cut him off. It was indeed cold out here beneath the cloudless winter sky. For that and other reasons, brevity appealed greatly to him.

‘You came seeking me, did you?’ he asked.

‘Indeed, sire.’ Gorred had recovered a little of his composure now. He stood straight once more and Orisian suspected that beneath that voluminous cloak his chest swelled. ‘Rumours reached Kilvale mere days ago that you were here in Ive. There was great relief, of course. People have been concerned for your safety since you left Kolkyre.’

‘You may report that I am in good health, then.’

‘Indeed.’ Gorred extended an arm, flapping his hand. One of the other Haig men stepped forward, hurriedly dragging out two scroll cases from some hidden pocket or bag and passing them over.

‘I bear two messages, sire,’ Gorred said, proffering the two tubes to Orisian.

‘Just tell me,’ Orisian said.

‘I do need to hand them over, sire.’ That welcome trace of discomfiture was back in the emissary’s voice. ‘I will not be deemed to have discharged my duty if I don’t put them in your hand.’

Orisian took the cases from him, and passed them at once to Torcaill, who casually tucked them under his belt.

‘Tell me,’ Orisian said again.

There was an abrupt flurry of noise from beyond the open gate. Loud but indistinct voices were battling one another in the street beyond. Gorred glanced over his shoulder in irritation.  Several of Erval’s Guards were clustered in the gateway, in animated discussion, gesticulating towards something out in the street. Gorred turned back to Orisian.

‘These are delicate matters, sire. Perhaps best discussed in a more private setting.’

‘The sooner we are done, the sooner you can be on your way back to Kilvale. You’ll know better than I that the roads grow more dangerous with every passing day. Every hour, even.’

Gorred looked distinctly unhappy but did not press the point any further.

‘Very well. First an assurance as to the well-being of your sister, who is protected from all harm within the walls of Vaymouth itself, under the attentive care of—’

‘Move on,’ barked Orisian. It was a struggle - one in which he was not entirely successful - to keep the anger that welled up within him out of his voice. The mere mention of Anyara, especially in the mouth of one whose master had made her a virtual captive, or hostage, was enough to shake his precariously maintained balance.

Gorred blinked. ‘Ah. Well, the substance of the first message is an invitation to join with the Bloodheir at Kilvale. It is his hope that you and he could then discuss the possibility of your attendance upon the High Thane in Vaymouth. You would thus be able to satisfy yourself as to your sister’s . . .’

Another surge of agitated cries disturbed the messenger’s flow. Gorred grunted in irritation. Everyone looked towards the gate, for the voices drifting in from the street unmistakably now carried an undercurrent of violence and anger.

‘Forgive me,’ Erval murmured in Orisian’s ear. ‘I should see what’s happening.’

Orisian nodded, and the Captain of the Guard went trotting over to join his men at the gate.

‘What’s your second message?’ Orisian asked, before Gorred could resume.

‘It was hoped you might be able to accompany us on our return to Kilvale, sire. The Bloodheir was very hopeful of that.’

‘I am needed here for a little while yet,’ Orisian said. ‘I will have to follow after you when I can. If I can. What’s the second message?’

Gorred’s eyes flicked momentarily away from Orisian, scanning Torcaill and the other warriors behind him. There was clear unease in the glance.

‘It is understood that you have Taim Narran here with you. Is that true?’

Orisian put a hand to his brow, fending off the aching beat in his skull. His hands were so chilled that he barely felt the touch of skin to skin. He envied Gorred his fine gloves. But he made no reply to the messenger’s question.

‘I was instructed to ask after Taim Narran’s presence, you see,’ Gorred persisted, ‘because certain charges were raised against him during the period of your absence. The Bloodheir requires—’

‘Requires?’ echoed Orisian. ‘Taim Narran is my man, not Aewult’s.’

‘Nevertheless,’ Gorred said. ‘Nevertheless.’ There was a dogged, somewhat glum determination about his manner now. As if he had at last resigned himself to abandoning any pretence at courteous discourse; as if he accepted the futility of clothing hard words in fine silks. ‘No command was issued to release him; rather, you might say, Taim Narran chose to bestow freedom upon himself. And he fled from battle.’

Torcaill and the other Lannis warriors stirred at that. Orisian bit back his own instinctive contempt for Gorred’s accusations.

Erval was returning hurriedly from the gate. Behind him, Orisian could see a solid knot of Guardsmen now barring the entrance to the courtyard. There were other figures moving beyond them, rushing up and down the street. Something dark, which at first Orisian thought must be a bird, darted over the  heads of the Guards. The object arced down and broke apart on the yard’s cobbles, a clod of muddy earth.

‘Trouble,’ Erval hissed into Orisian’s ear. ‘There’s a crowd gathering. They know who’s in here. Haig’s little better liked than Gyre these days.’

Gorred was watching them, frowning. Orisian turned his head enough to hide his lips from the emissary.

‘Can you quieten it all down, if we keep them out of sight?’

‘Not sure, sire,’ Erval whispered. ‘There’s more folk arriving every moment, and I’ve not seen a bloodier mood on them in years. Not ever. Could easily go bad, this. My men . . . it could be difficult if I ask them to fight their own people in defence of Haig.’

Orisian looked back to Gorred. The messenger raised questioning eyebrows. Orisian came to a decision.

‘We’re done,’ he said, as clearly and firmly as he could. ‘For your own safety, emissary, you must leave at once. Erval here will have his men escort you out of Ive, and see you a way down the road.’

‘Sire? We have not finished our discussions, surely? If I am to return to the Bloodheir with nothing more than this, I must of necessity make an honest report of how I was received and treated.’

‘Report as you like,’ snapped Orisian. ‘Dead men make no reports, and that’s what you’ll likely be if you tarry here.’

Gorred smirked, as if Orisian’s words were preposterous. ‘Messengers are protected, sire. They are not to be harmed, on pain of death. Everyone knows as much.’

Orisian pointed at the gate. ‘Does that not sound to you like ignorance, then? Do you really think such laws are what govern hearts today? I’m trying to protect you.’

Gorred looked from Orisian to the gateway. Some of the Guards were dragging a man into the compound and beating him with their clubs. Another of them was on his knees, pressing  his hand to a bloody scalp wound. Aewult nan Haig’s messenger pondered for the space of a few heartbeats, and the fight leached out of him.

‘Very well,’ he said curtly. At a single, sharp gesture his companions and escorts began to mount their horses. He glanced almost dismissively at Orisian. ‘You have the messages, Thane. The Bloodheir will anticipate an early reply, to both of them. Or better yet, your presence, and that of Taim Narran.’

The ten horses clattered over the cobblestones towards the gate. Erval ran ahead of them, shouting at his Guards to clear a path for the Haig party. Orisian and his men followed more slowly in their wake. It all felt unpleasantly like disaster to Orisian. A chasm was opening up between the Haig Blood and those of Lannis and Kilkry, yawning ever wider with each defeat and humiliation visited upon them by the Black Road.

The Guardsmen pushed out into the street, and Orisian saw for the first time just how large and frenzied a crowd of townsfolk had assembled. There were scores of them, of every age and kind. They choked the street. They fell back before the determined advance of Erval’s men, but it was only the crowd reshaping itself, yielding in one place to thicken in another. Not a retreat. More figures came rushing from side streets and houses, like bees plunging in to join a furious swarm.

The Haig riders ventured out onto the muddy roadway. Their horses were skittish, catching the feral mood of the throng. People were falling, crushed between the lines of Guardsmen and the mass of townsfolk surging up, howling abuse at Gorred and the others. On every face Orisian saw visceral hatred, an instinctive yearning for bloodshed.

‘Gods,’ he heard Erval muttering at his side, ‘it’s bad.’

A stick came tumbling end over end through the air, blurring past Gorred’s shoulder. The envoy ducked and scowled. His horse tossed its head. Slowly, edgily, the beleaguered company moved down the street.

‘You need more men,’ Orisian said to Erval. The Captain of the Guard looked bewildered, almost lost, in the face of the savagery that had taken hold of his town and his people.

‘Send for more men!’ Orisian shouted at him, and this shook Erval from his daze. One of the nearest Guardsmen was dispatched to find reinforcements.

It was too late. The townsfolk of Ive were possessed by a terrible fury, one that would brook no restraint and had purged them of any doubt or sense. Events rushed, like avalanching snow, towards their conclusion, as if that very conclusion had reached back and dragged everything irresistibly into its hungry maw.

One of the Guardsmen facing the multitude was knocked down. The space around Gorred and the others was abruptly constricted. Someone flailed at one of the Haig messengers with a hoe. A flurry of missiles came tumbling in: sticks, earth, stones, even a clattering pot. A Haig warrior was struck and reeled in his saddle, almost falling. His horse lurched sideways. Its mass ruptured the protective ring of Guardsmen. Townsfolk boiled into the gaps.

‘Stop them!’ Orisian shouted at Erval. The Captain was shaking his head, not in denial but impotence. He took two leaden paces out into the street and shouted angry commands. His voice was drowned in the flood of rage-bloated cries and howls.

The mob thickened around the horses. Here and there, like helpless flotsam on a surging sea, Guardsmen struggled against the crowd, but they were too few, and the ire of the townsfolk was far too fierce to be dampened by half-hearted blows from clubs or staves. The horses were rearing, their riders now slashing about them with swords and spears. Stones and chunks of wood were raining down on them.

A couple of men had climbed onto the roof of one of the houses and were stripping its tiles; the slate squares sliced through the air, spinning straight and true. Even as Orisian watched, one hammered into the forehead of Gorred’s horse. The  animal screamed and staggered. As it stumbled, eager hands reached up from the crowd and grabbed its mane, clawed at the rider’s legs, tore at the saddle. Man and horse went crashing down and were instantly swallowed up.

Orisian started forward, but Torcaill held him back.

‘If they kill them, Aewult will blame us!’ Orisian cried. ‘Lannis, Kilkry, all of us.’

‘I know,’ Torcaill said, ‘but we can’t stop it now. Look at them. It’s not safe to even try.’

Horrified, Orisian turned back to the street in time to see one of the Haig men leaning low to jab his spear into a youth’s belly, and then in his turn being hooked out of his saddle and dragged down. The riderless horse went charging off through the mob, battering a path clear, trampling bodies as it went.

Torcaill was pulling Orisian back from the gateway. A stunned Erval retreated alongside them. Someone was screaming amidst the chaos. It was a raw, unrestrained sound. Another horse, its saddle empty, came pounding back into the courtyard, wild-eyed and bleeding from cuts to its neck. It ran in great circles, shaking.

It did not take long, once that peak of violence had been reached. The awful sounds surged and merged and then gradually fell away. Men spilled out from the barracks in some numbers, too late: Guards, and warriors, and Orisian’s own men, with Taim Narran at their head. Careful, cautious, they advanced out into the street, and found there only the dead and the injured and the debris. And shocked and shivering townsfolk, left feeble by the ebbing of their fury, staring at their bloody handiwork, murmuring in unsteady voices, trying to drag the wounded away to shelter or aid.

Orisian and Torcaill and Taim walked numbly among the bodies. The corpses of the Haig party were easy enough to find. Fur cloaks were bloodied and soiled and trampled, velvet gloves torn.

Torcaill prodded Gorred’s body with the toe of his boot. The messenger’s head rolled to one side. His face was broken in, the cheekbone and orbit of his eye shattered. The one eye that remained intact stared up at Orisian. He felt the cold, accusatory weight of that dead gaze, and turned away.

‘The day’s hardly begun, and already it’s decided to be a bad one,’ Taim said. ‘Our troubles breed faster than mice.’

Torcaill stood looking up and down the street, his gaze drifting over the dead and the dazed. ‘I count eight Haig dead. Two short. They must have broken out. This’ll foster no friendship for us if word reaches Aewult,’ he said.

‘Soon we’ll have nothing but enemies left,’ murmured Orisian.




IV 

Kanin oc Horin-Gyre ran. The snow was thick on the ground here on the western fringe of the Karkyre Peaks, but still he ran, and took a bitter pleasure in the burning of his lungs and the aching of his legs. He pounded through the drifts, not caring whether his warriors kept pace with him, barely even remembering that they were there behind him somewhere. Past and future were gone from his mind, and only this momentary present existed for him; only the straining of his muscles, the heaving of his chest. And that small group of fleeing figures just ahead: the men he meant to kill.

One of them glanced back and staggered to a halt, shouting something Kanin could not make out. Several of the men kept running, but as many stopped and turned. It must mean, of course, that Kanin had left his Shield behind. These Kilkry peasants thought they had him outnumbered. Outmatched. He rushed on. They did not know him; did not know what cold passion burned in him. They could not see the embracing shadow of  death that he felt all about him now, in his every waking moment.

He brushed aside a spearpoint with the face of his shield, slashed an arm with his sword. Snow sprayed up. Shouts crowded the still air. It was only noise, without meaning, to Kanin. Figures closed upon him. He did not see faces, only bodies to be cut at, dark forms to be broken. A second went down beneath his blade. A spear thrust glanced harmlessly off his mailed shoulder. His opponents seemed slow and clumsy to him. He, by contrast, rode a cresting wave of death-hunger. It sped his limbs, sharpened his eyes and mind. It made sense of the senseless world for him.

A man whose brown hair was speckled with the silver of age came towards him, gesturing ineffectually with an old sword. Kanin could see that the blade was notched and had no edge. He ran to greet it, unhindered by the snow that tugged at his ankles. He killed the man, and then another, and rejoiced in the shedding of their blood. And soon there were only bodies about him, and he could hear his warriors coming up behind him.

Kanin stood still and straight for a few moments, panting out great gouts of misting breath. Sword and shield hung slack on either side of him.

‘Half a dozen must have escaped us, sire,’ Igris said.

‘So?’ Kanin growled. ‘Send someone after them, if you wish. I’m done with it.’

‘These’ll not be hunting any more of our scouts, at least,’ Igris said, surveying the corpses laid out around his master.

‘They’re nothing,’ grunted Kanin, sheathing his sword. ‘Look at them. Farmers. Old warriors, perhaps, who’ve not lifted a blade for years. There’s none left north of Kilvale that are worth fighting.’

‘Except those shut up in Kolkyre with their Thane,’ the shieldman suggested.

Kanin shook his head, not in denial but frustration. He strode  away, back down the trail of trampled snow the pursuit had created. Whatever warriors Roaric oc Kilkry-Haig had at his side behind Kolkyre’s walls were beyond reach. They could not venture out without risking destruction, but nor were the investing forces of the Black Road strong enough to storm the place. Not without a firm guiding hand to muster them all together and drive them into an assault, at least, and it seemed there was no such hand at work any more. Things had passed far beyond that. Forces more ferocious and unthinking held sway.

Kanin slipped and slithered down the rocky slope they had ascended to outflank the Kilkry bandits. He went recklessly, letting his feet stutter over slick stones, taking a slide of loose snow and pebbles with him. He hit the ground at the foot of the incline hard, punching his knees up into his chest. The cold-looking men who had been left to guard the horses watched in silence. Kanin ignored them and went straight to his mount. He hung his shield from the saddle and brushed dirt and grit from his elbows.

The urgency of the chase and the slaughter was leaving him, retreating like a slack tide. It left the familiar hollowness behind. Only violence seemed to fill him now; without it he had only an empty kind of longing. So it had been since his sister’s death. So, he knew, it would remain until Aeglyss was dead too.

 



There were a dozen or more tents around the huge farmhouse Kanin had slept in for the last couple of nights. Horin warriors were scattered amongst them, tending fires, clearing snow, sharpening blades. Three were deep in discussion with a band of Tarbains who had come up to the edge of the camp; negotiating, Kanin guessed, a trade of booty or food. Kilkry lands were thick with such roving companies of looters and raiders and scavengers. The army of the Black Road had once, briefly, been mighty and vast. Triumphant. That had changed since their crushing defeat of the Haig forces outside Kolkyre. Great  fragments of the army had splintered off, becoming a thousand ravening wolf packs, uncontrolled and uncontrollable, seething back and forth across the land, almost delirious in their desire for blood.

He reined his horse in outside the stables and left it to a stable boy to feed and water the animal. It was the third mount Kanin had had since marching out from Castle Hakkan in the far north all those months ago. The first, he had felt some affection for, but it, and the second, had been killed beneath him. This one would no doubt suffer the same fate soon. He felt nothing for it.

Icicles bearded the eaves of the farmhouse. Kanin heard laughter from within: a brief outburst in response to some jest or mishap. It was like hearing a language he did not know. Beyond the building, a column of men and women trudged through the shallow snow. They were folk of the Kilkry Blood, pressed into service as pack animals by their captors. Each carried a deep, wide-mouthed basket strapped to his or her back. They bore firewood and grain down towards the sprawling Black Road camps on the plain around Kolkyre.

Their escort looked to be mostly Wyn-Gyre warriors, but there were several overseers who carried no weapons at all save stubby whips. One of these men was standing off to the side of the column, flailing away at some fallen victim. Kanin paused to watch. The whip cracked back and forth. None of the other guards so much as glanced at the scene. Many of the passing prisoners did, but their burdens were heavy and they could spare no more than a moment’s attention for fear of losing their footing on the path of hard-packed snow. No matter their age, Kanin thought, they all looked old: bent and ragged and gaunt. The badge of defeat.

He found himself becoming irritated. The blows from the whip were having no effect on the prostrate form at the overseer’s feet, yet the man went on and on, his exertions becoming wilder  and more frenzied with every stroke. The futility of it angered Kanin.

He walked closer, approaching from the side to avoid the flailing whip. The man curled in the snow was folded down into a small, pathetic bundle like discarded sacking; unmoving beneath the increasingly savage blows. Kanin did not need to see his face to know that a whipping was not going to bring him back to his feet.

‘Enough,’ shouted Kanin. ‘He’s dead. You’re wasting time.’ The overseer ignored him. He lashed the corpse again, and then again, each strike accompanied by a grunting snarl that took to the air in a cloud of mist. As the man drew back his arm once more, the whip curling around and out behind him, Kanin stepped forwards and seized his wrist.

‘Enough, I said.’

The man spun about, his face contorted by rage. He shrugged off the Thane’s grasp and stumbled back a few paces as if unbalanced by the ferocity of his emotions. Such ire burned in his eyes that Kanin could see nothing beyond it: there was no spark of recognition, no glimmer of anything other than animal fury. The man came forward. He raised his arm, the whip quivering with all the anger it inherited from its bearer.

Kanin arched his eyebrows in disbelief, but did not move aside or raise any defence against the imminent blow. Igris, his shieldman, was quicker. The warrior stepped in front of his Thane and, even as the whip began to snap forward, put his sword deep into the overseer’s belly. The man fell to his knees. The whip snaked out feebly across the white snow. Igris pushed, tipping the man onto his back, then set a foot on his chest and pulled his blade free. The overseer gently placed his hands across the wound in his stomach, interlacing the fingers almost as if he were settling himself to sleep on a soft bed. He blinked and panted. Tears ran from the corners of his eyes. His blood trickled into the snow and stained it.

Kanin turned and walked away. The column had shuffled to a halt, both guards and bearers watching. Their interest was desultory, remote. Kanin ignored them. Igris came hurrying after him.

‘Did you see his eyes?’ Kanin asked.

‘Yes, sire,’ Igris answered.

‘Nothing in him but bloodlust. Didn’t even know me; blinded by it. That’s what we’ve come to. We turn on each other, like starving dogs.’

 



‘Perhaps you’ve some ale you could offer me, Thane?’

Kanin looked up from the platter of goat stew he was hunched over. Cannek was standing in the doorway of the farmhouse. Over the Hunt Inkallim’s shoulder, Kanin could see snow falling. Cannek’s cloak - a heavy, rustic garment more suited to an impoverished farmer - was smeared with melting flakes. The Inkallim was smiling. He smiled too much, Kanin thought, and without good reason.

‘Or if not ale, a seat at least?’

Kanin nodded at the bench opposite his own. He took another mouthful of tasteless stew.

‘No ale, though,’ he said through it.

Cannek wrinkled his nose in disappointment as he shrugged the cloak from his shoulders. He spread it to dry on the floor in front of the fire.

‘I looked for you down by the city.’ He sat at the table, facing Kanin. ‘You wearied of the siege, it seems.’

Kanin glared at the Inkallim from under a creased brow, and then returned his attention to the bowl of stew. But his appetite, meagre at the best of times, was gone.

‘If so, I sympathise,’ Cannek said. He unbuckled the knives that were always strapped to his forearms and laid them down on the uneven tabletop. Their dark wooden handles, Kanin noticed for the first time, had tiny ravens carved into them. Cannek  rolled his shoulders and flexed his arms back. It was a lazy movement, like a wolf stretching.

‘It’s unpleasant down there,’ the Inkallim said. ‘A shortage of food, an excess of foul tempers and ready blades. The dead go unburied and unburned. Some of the Gyre levies have taken to Tarbain customs, by all accounts: making cups from the skulls of dead Kilkry farmers and suchlike. I am not surprised you took your leave.’

‘There’s a sickness abroad. Everything is falling into ruin. I want no part of it. Anyway, nothing will come of the siege.’

Cannek nodded. ‘Kolkyre can’t be starved into submission, since we’ve not got the ships to close their harbour. And it can’t be stormed. Not unless Shraeve recalled every spear that’s gone off south beyond Donnish.’

‘Would they come?’ Kanin asked darkly, pushing aside his plate. ‘If Shraeve summoned them?’

Cannek scratched the side of his nose. ‘Probably. The issue of command remains a little . . . unclear. There are plenty of companies from Gyre and the other Bloods milling about now, trying to assert themselves. Not wanting to miss out on all the glory to be won. But the Battle dominates, on the whole; and Shraeve is their Banner-captain. So yes, the armies might come and go at her call. Or that of Aeglyss, which amounts to the same thing. The masses seem willing to put a good deal of trust in him.’

‘You are remarkably at ease with the thought.’

‘I find our faith a great comfort in troubled times.’ Cannek smiled again, sharp and fleeting. ‘Things are as they are. If there’s one thing the creed teaches us, it’s that a man gains nothing by worrying about it. Not even when he hopes to be the agent of change.’ The Inkallim looked pointedly around the empty room. ‘I’d heard you’d developed a liking for solitude. Are we truly alone? No prying ears?’

‘None,’ said Kanin. He insisted that his meals and his rest  were undisturbed these days. Barring immediate need, not even his Shield were permitted to attend him. He and his thoughts occupied a world that every day seemed more distant from that inhabited by others; the two domains, he found, did not mix well.

Cannek nodded, satisfied. ‘There’s a council called at Hommen. The Battle, the Lore, some of the Captains from the Bloods. Aeglyss is coming down from Kan Avor.’

Kanin grimaced in surprise. ‘I’d not heard.’

‘You were not invited, Thane. You’re thought to have . . . what’s the phrase? Retired from the fray, I suppose. You’ve shown no great interest in the broad course of events. And it’s Shraeve who is calling us together; she - or the halfbreed, I suppose we should say - is no great admirer of your talents. Or your preoccupations.’

‘You’re going?’ Kanin asked.

‘I, and one or two of my fellows.’

‘You’ll kill him?’ said Kanin. The excitement he felt was not an elevating sentiment; there was nothing bright or warming about it.

‘The opportunity may arise. It seems likely.’ Cannek shrugged. ‘What the outcome will be, I cannot say. That’s for forces greater than you or I to determine.’

‘How will you do it?’ Kanin asked.

‘Oh, best not to enquire too deeply into such things for now. We must preserve your innocence in these matters as far as we can, don’t you think? Half the point of this is to protect you, and your Blood, from the consequences of what is happening. Comfort yourself with the thought that our reach was long enough to put an end to a Thane in his own feasting hall. Aeglyss is a good deal nearer at hand than Lheanor ever was.’

There was a dull thump from outside one of the shuttered windows. Cannek’s eyes were drawn by the sound. His hand went to one of his knives, and had it halfway out of its sheath before Kanin could even draw breath.

‘Snow,’ the Thane said. ‘It falls from the roof.’

‘Of course.’ Cannek relaxed a trifle, though his hand remained on the knife.

Kanin pushed back the bench on which he sat from the table, and rose. He began to stride back and forth. A rare vigour, such as he seldom felt now except when in battle, had taken hold of him.

‘It’s as well you came to tell me. I could not have waited much longer, whatever promises you dangled before me. It’s eating me from the inside out. What must be done, must be done.’

‘Patience is a virtue often rewarded by fate, Thane. Your restraint has been commendable, I’m sure. Still, I told you the Hunt would take this burden from you, and so we will, if fortune permits us. The Hunt does not make empty promises.’

‘Does it not?’ growled Kanin. He could think of more than one occasion when the Hunt Inkall had failed in its avowed intent - not least when the children of Kennet nan Lannis-Haig had slipped through its grasp in the Car Criagar - but now was not the time to pick fights with the one ally he had against Aeglyss. And there was as clear a sign as there could be of how misshapen everything had become: that he should look to the ranks of the Hunt for allies.

He sat heavily on a three-legged stool close by the fire. His limbs would not rest, though, and he was back on his feet in a moment.

‘Does Goedellin concur in this?’ he demanded. ‘Does the Lore give its backing?’

Cannek sighed expressively. ‘The Lore deals in fine judgements. The intricacies of the creed, teasing out the complexities of any case or cause: these are things we can leave to Goedellin. You and I, we can deal in more . . . direct explorations of fate’s intent.’

‘No, then,’ said Kanin. ‘The Lore will not take your side. Our side.’

‘The Lore - or Goedellin, who is the Lore here and now - reserves its judgement,’ said Cannek, spreading his arms. ‘Let us leave it at that.’

‘Can’t he see?’ cried Kanin in exasperation. ‘Is he so slack-eyed he can’t see an enemy when one stands before him?’

‘It is possible to see too much, sometimes.’ Cannek said. ‘Too many possibilities, too many potential explanations. Success easily overturns old rules, old ways of thinking. Such are the victories we have gained, it is no surprise that some - many - see the glimmer of still greater, perhaps even final, glories on the horizon. For such a prize, they are willing to keep the most surprising company.

‘But in any case, I do not think of Aeglyss as my enemy, Thane. I will try to kill him, but not out of malice. I simply mistrust the notion that he is fated to play so central a role in our affairs. I mistrust the notion that a halfbreed, and one whose adherence to the creed is at best questionable, should be the one to usher in the final triumph of our faith. Others find those notions more plausible than I. There is error, somewhere. My only intent is to remove any uncertainty over whose it is. Fate already knows the answer. Soon, we will too.’

And that is where our ways must part, thought Kanin. The vengeful, unambiguous passion that burned in him was something Cannek would never share. The Inkallim still framed everything in terms of the faith, of fate. Once Kanin might have thought in the same patterns, but such habits had flaked away from his mind like dead skin, day by day.

The door creaked open, caught by the cold wind. A flurry of snowflakes tumbled in and Kanin saw, sitting outside, one of Cannek’s great dark, jowly hounds. As if sensing an invitation, the beast rose and took a couple of heavy paces towards the light and warmth. Cannek rose and went to the door, giving an animal hiss. The dog sank back onto its haunches as the Inkallim closed it out.

‘I will come to Hommen,’ Kanin said.

‘Indeed,’ said Cannek, going to stand by the fire, taking its heat into his back. ‘Even uninvited, your presence could hardly be challenged. You are a Thane, after all.’

‘I want to see him die.’

‘I assumed you would.’

‘We’ll leave in the morning.’

‘You do as you wish. I will be travelling through the night.’ The Inkallim scooped his knives up from the table and began strapping them back onto his arms. ‘It would be best if we did not arrive together. Our intimacies must remain secret, Thane, like any pair of illicit lovers.’

Kanin grimaced. ‘It’s not love we cultivate.’




V 

A host of crows came raucously in under the clouds, like black fish shoaling in the shallow sky. They jostled and tumbled and rolled their way down into the naked trees on the edge of town, where they roosted. Orisian watched their tumultuous descent through the dusk, and in their voices heard the sound of Highfast, where he had watched their like playing violent games with the mountain wind. Highfast, of which neither Yvane nor Eshenna would willingly speak now, fearful of its meaning, of what they had felt happening there.

Only the vaguest of rumours had reached Ive regarding that remote stronghold’s fate, but Orisian had access to other truths, ones he thought more reliable than the wild stories of terrified villagers. He believed what Yvane had told him before she fell into grim reticence on the subject: na’kyrim minds snuffed out like crushed candle flames, a torrent of death and destruction running through the Shared. Aeglyss. Aeglyss, the question to which he could find no answer. Perhaps there  was none to be had, but he could not bring himself to stop looking.

Torcaill and a handful of his warriors walked at Orisian’s back. They had been shadowing him for much of the day, disturbed by the violence visited upon Ive’s sentries in the night, and upon the Haig messengers. Every raised voice, every figure moving in an alley or doorway, seemed a possible threat. A formless dread, an anticipation of imminent catastrophe, was in the air.

When they reached the house where Eshenna and Yvane sheltered, Orisian defied Torcaill’s protests and left his escort on the street. It was not only that he found the poorly concealed unease of the warriors when in the company of na’kyrim distracting; there was also a deeper-rooted instinct to keep some portion of whatever incomplete and vague truths might emerge here hidden. There was too much in K’rina’s plight, and in the things Yvane and Eshenna spoke of, that could point the way to despair.

Yvane and Eshenna were seated by the crackling fire. They had flatbreads spread on slates and propped up to cook in front of the flames.

‘You heard what happened this morning?’ Orisian asked as he entered. ‘To Aewult’s emissaries?’

Yvane nodded. ‘We could hardly miss it. Noisier than rutting stags.’

‘Every time we get word of what’s going on out in the countryside, it’s of some horror worse than the last,’ Orisian said. ‘Everything’s falling apart. Everyone’s going mad.’

‘There’s a fever in the world. The weak, the angry, the fearful, the bitter; they’ll lose themselves to it first. And there’s never been a shortage of those sentiments in the world, has there? But we could all follow. Every one of us, pure-blooded or not, knowing it or not, is touched by the Shared. Aeglyss will rot us all from the inside out. He may not even mean to.’ She shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Whether by choice or not, he’s potent enough to  make his own sickness into everyone’s. Or bring the sickness that’s already there to the surface.’

She sounded tired, defeated, to Orisian. That was not the Yvane he needed.

‘You talk like one of the Black Roaders. A sick world, ready to rot from the inside?’

Yvane sighed. ‘Centuries of Huanin killing Kyrinin, True Blood killing Black Road. Sons killing fathers killing sons. Aeglyss is making nothing new; he’s only releasing what’s always there, under the surface.’

Orisian flicked a hand at her in irritation. ‘There’s more than that. We haven’t lost yet.’

‘Of course there’s more than that,’ Yvane said. ‘But the Shared remembers all things. It makes memories of every sentiment, every thought, every desire. Believe me, a great many of them are dark.’

‘Not all, though,’ Orisian said stubbornly.

Yvane looked up at him. She had weary eyes.

‘What do you want to do?’ she asked him.

‘That’s what I have to decide. It’s why I’m here.’

‘We’ve told you all we can.’

‘There’s no time left, Yvane. The Black Road is winning. We’ll be cut off, or worse, any day now. We can’t remain here. But where we should go, what we should do . . . You can’t tell me, but perhaps she can.’ He pointed at the wall, and beyond it the yard and the shed and the mute, damaged na’kyrim within.

‘We don’t even know if she’s got any secrets to reveal,’ Yvane muttered stubbornly.

‘I need to find out.’ He could hear his voice rising, his frustration stretching it. ‘Inurian could reach inside anyone and tell truth from lie, read the temper of their heart. You can find another na’kyrim wherever they are, and speak with them. I’ve seen you do it. Eshenna can find minds in the Shared. She led us to K’rina in the first place. I don’t believe there’s nothing more  we can know. I need you to help me find an answer, in the Shared, in K’rina. Anywhere. Somehow. Please.’

Orisian felt guiltily as though he were accusing these two  na’kyrim of something. That was not what he intended, but Yvane’s intransigence bred a certain reckless desperation in him.

‘You don’t understand what you’re asking,’ Yvane said. ‘The Shared’s nothing but storm and misery and horror now. It’s a darkness, haunted by beasts. By one beast in particular.’

‘As is the world. That’s why it matters. I know you never wanted to be a part of this, not any of it. I know that. But you’ve got to choose sides, Yvane. I can’t understand, but still I ask. Who are you trying to protect? K’rina? Yourself?’

‘I will do it.’

Orisian looked in surprise at Eshenna.

‘Do what?’ Yvane asked the other na’kyrim sharply.

‘Reach out. Reach for her,’ Eshenna said quietly, without looking up. ‘I can’t carry on like this. It’s grinding me away, inside and out. When I wake, the first thing I feel is fear, as if it’s been waiting there at the side of my bed while I slept. Like a black dog, waiting for me to come back to it. Hateful. I’m too tired to carry that weight all day, every day. I can hardly think straight; everything in my head that’s mine is getting drowned out.’

‘I know,’ Yvane said. She looked as if she was about to say more, but pursed her lips. There was, Orisian recognised, a certain strain of sympathy and understanding that she could fall back upon - if she chose to - only when dealing with other  na’kyrim. It remained, and she could still find it, even when her temper ran hot. It clouded her judgement too, he thought, when it came to K’rina.

‘Perhaps I should never have left Highfast,’ Eshenna sighed, ‘but all of this would still have found me there. Perhaps worse. In any case, it won’t stop.’ She glanced up at Yvane, seeking confirmation. ‘It’s not going to stop, is it? Not unless Aeglyss chooses to stop it. Or someone kills him.’

‘I doubt he could choose to stop this,’ Yvane said. ‘I doubt he can control anything about it, really.’

‘Then someone has to kill him.’

‘If you reach into the Shared, if you let even the smallest part of it into you . . . you risk letting him in too.’ Yvane was sad rather than argumentative. ‘You know that? It’s his territory now. His hunting ground. You might come apart.’

‘The first thing I feel when I wake up is fear,’ Eshenna repeated in a flat voice. ‘That is already breaking me apart.’

 



The three of them went together to the shed at the end of the yard, each carrying a candle that they had to shield against the shifting of the cold dusk air. They entered in silence, and set the lights down, and gathered about K’rina. She did not respond to their presence. She just lay there, curled on her bed of straw; perhaps asleep, perhaps not.

Yvane gently roused K’rina and lifted her onto her knees.

‘Can you hear me?’ Yvane asked quietly.

K’rina remained blank. Silent. Yvane backed away and Eshenna took her place, kneeling in front of K’rina.

‘Be careful,’ Yvane said. She was resigned now. ‘Go no further, no deeper, than you must.’

‘I know,’ Eshenna replied as she reached up and brushed K’rina’s hair away from her eyes. She laid one hand on the  na’kyrim’s cheek, the other on her hand where it rested in her lap. In another place, between other people, it could have been a loving contact, Orisian thought. A gesture of affection.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. The words came of their own accord. He suddenly felt guilty, even ashamed, that he had forced this. Yet it was necessary, his instincts insisted.

‘Keep quiet,’ Yvane said.

Eshenna closed her eyes, bowed her head a little. Her breath fluttered out of her. Her shoulders sagged. She might almost have been falling asleep. K’rina remained wholly impassive. The  two of them sat thus, linked in their different, unnatural trances, for so long that Orisian’s doubts began to reassert themselves.

‘It’s not working,’ he whispered to Yvane. She splayed her hand at him, irritably demanding silence. She was frowning in concentration.

Somewhere outside, diminished by distance, Orisian thought he could just still hear the harsh calling of the crows. The sound seemed to him to have a hostile edge to it now, as if mocking his hopeless efforts to oppose forces that could not be opposed, or understood. He flailed about like a drowning man in a flood, he thought. Perhaps all he could hope for was that he did not drag too many others down with him. He caught himself before that despair took too firm a hold. Could he even trust it as wholly his own?

A faint hiss from Yvane brought him back from his dark, distracted reverie. Eshenna was gasping. Her jaw cracked open and shut, the joint creaking as her muscles spasmed. A blush was spreading through her cheeks and brow, brightening and deepening with every desperate breath.

Orisian looked at Yvane in concern. She narrowed her eyes.

‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I can’t tell what’s happening.’

Eshenna jerked, almost as if she was trying to pull away from K’rina, but she did not - or could not - release her grip. Her spine curved and flexed, snapping her head back then down again into her chest.

Orisian saw Yvane wincing, her brow creasing. She shrank away from the other two na’kyrim.

‘What is it?’ he asked her.

‘Something . . .’ she whispered, then shook her head sharply, as if beset by a host of biting flies.

Orisian could hear - or feel - a roaring, like a distant waterfall, or a storm blowing through trees. But it was inside his head, not outside, in the bone of his skull and the substance of his thoughts. It bled darkness from the edges of its sound, blurring  shadows across his vision. The world was tumbling away from him, or he from it. The cramped shed around him swelled, rushing out to become a vertiginously immense space.

‘Separate them,’ he said, reeling at the dizzying sense of dislocation. He reached out and took hold of Eshenna’s arm, trying to pull it away from K’rina. ‘Help me,’ he hissed at Yvane.

There was an instant of reluctance, a hesitant fear, and then Yvane too had hold of Eshenna, and was murmuring urgently to her.

‘Come back, Eshenna. Come back. Can you hear me? Come back to yourself.’

Orisian could barely hear her above the rushing within his skull. The sensation of falling was sickening.

It was only with the greatest difficulty that they could part the two of them. K’rina slumped limply to the straw. Eshenna fell back into Orisian’s arms. He laid her down as gently as he could. She was calm now, though tremors still inhabited her hands, and when her eyes struggled open, her gaze was unfocused. Orisian found himself cradling her head, and could feel the dampness of sweat in her hair. Her stone-grey eyes blinked up at him.

‘She’s empty,’ Eshenna gasped. ‘Nothing there, just a pit that falls away for ever. Into nothingness. It wanted to take hold of me, and I could not prevent it. But it didn’t know me. That’s the only thing that saved me. It’s made for someone else, waiting for someone else, or I would have been lost. Swallowed up and caged in there for ever.’

She was crying, though whether it was from pain, or fear, or relief Orisian could not tell.

‘Be still,’ said Yvane. She spoke to Eshenna, but it was K’rina she was looking at, in the flickering light of the candles, and it was a look of suppressed horror or perhaps grief.

‘Was it Aeglyss?’ Orisian asked.

‘No, no,’ Eshenna said, casting a desolate glance towards the  prostrate na’kyrim. ‘It’s what’s in her; what’s been made of her. She wasn’t meant for us. We should never have taken her. We should never have interfered. We’ve ruined everything.’

There were voices outside in the yard. Footsteps on the paving stones, a muttered conversation, and then a rapping at the door that shook it on its old hinges.

‘The Black Road, sire,’ Torcaill shouted. ‘They’re on the road south of here, close enough to reach us tomorrow from the sound of it. Hundreds of them, maybe thousands.’

‘All right,’ called Orisian. Then, more softly: ‘I’m coming.’ He cast a last worried glance at Eshenna and met her tear-filled eyes.

‘I have to go,’ he said.

‘It’s true, what I said before,’ she breathed.

‘What?’

‘Someone has to kill him.’




VI 

Kanin hated the sight of Hommen. This miserable and meek little town was where word of Wain’s death had first reached him. It was here that he had watched Shraeve win leadership of the Battle in combat, and save Aeglyss’ life in doing so. It was here that his life and his faith had been brought to ruin. And perhaps all the world with them. On his journey north, he had seen plentiful signs of the dereliction into which a once-noble enterprise was slipping.

He and his company had skirted the edge of the vast army sprawled around the landward walls of Kolkyre. Like ants teeming about a corpse too thick-skinned for their jaws to pierce, the forces of the Black Road had spread themselves across great swathes of farmland. A stench, of burning and death and animals, hung over the fields and camps. Riding through the  fringes of this disorderly host, Kanin saw bodies lying bloated by the side of the track; men and women howling with glee as they mobbed together to beat a Tarbain tribesman; a warrior kneeling in the mud, weeping uncontrollably, hands resting limp and upturned on his thighs.

Beyond Kolkyre, they made camp for the night a short way from the road, and in the freezing darkness a band of looters, reckless or starving or mad, tried to steal their horses. They killed two of Kanin’s guards before his warriors could be mustered to drive them off. His Shield took one alive, though only because Kanin intervened to preserve the man’s life for a time. He questioned the prisoner himself, but got little sense from him. The man was of the Gaven-Gyre Blood, a carpenter from Whale Harbour. He would not, or could not, give his name, or that of any captain he followed. Nor could he explain how the faith and duty that led him to leave his home and march to battle had been corrupted into banditry and murder. Kanin cursed him, and struck him, and walked away. He heard Igris behead the carpenter as he stooped back into his tent.

As they followed the road along the bleak shoreline towards Hommen, they passed through a broken, almost deserted, land. Many of the farmsteads and hamlets bore the black scars of fires. Doors hung loose or had been torn away completely. Outside an isolated cottage, a dead child, a boy, was impaled on a stake. Frost had laid a crisp white veil over his face. Crows had taken his eyes and opened his nose and shredded his lips.

Waves lapped along a coast littered with broken-backed boats that had been thrown ashore after coming free of their moorings. There were sea-softened corpses that lay pale and fat on the pebbles. A pack of dogs was tearing at one such piece of the war’s debris, surrounded by a patient audience of gulls and crows. A bone-thin grey hound tensed and growled when Kanin reined in his horse to watch.
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