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The things we value make us weak.


Klyssen sat hunched over a desk, examining the message before him, his bad eye watering in the lanternlight. In his hands he held a small brass cylinder made up of five rings of letters which he rotated from time to time. Now and then he scribbled in the margins with a quill, turning innocent words to damning testimony, pleasantries to betrayal.


No one understood betrayal like Marius Klyssen.


Click-click-click. He turned the rings again. A new combination, another piece of the hidden report revealed. It was his own private cipher, known only to himself and his network of spies, each of whom had been drawn into his service through the careful application of threats and promises. Everyone had something they’d give anything for. It was just a matter of finding it and using it against them.


He took off his spectacles and pinched the bridge of his nose. The effort of decoding the letter was bringing on a headache. More reports of sedition and discontent, people saying things about the Empire they’d never have dared to before. Once he’d have stamped on them. These days he found it hard to care. No point crushing roaches one by one when the house was already infested.


He pushed the letter aside and leaned back in the chair with a creak. The study was quiet and restless with flickering shadows. A cool wind blew against the shutters, bringing with it the smell of charred meat and the faint sound of screaming.


There was a present on the desk, next to the lantern that illuminated the room. A cream-coloured box, gift-wrapped in blue ribbon. He replaced his spectacles, considered it a moment, then reached over and pulled the bow. Whoever it was intended for would have no use for it now, and he was an incurable investigator.


The box fell neatly apart, revealing a silver casket inlaid with a design of bold geometric shapes and rays. Krodan through and through. Just the sort of thing he’d expect to find in the study of an Ossian manor. They loved to ape their betters.


It looked like a cigar box, and he was partial to cigars. The smoke was hard on his stomach, but lighting one would give him a moment’s pleasure, and that was as much as he could hope for these days. Besides, he’d long since stopped caring about his health.


He flipped open the casket. The quiet was pierced by the tinny chimes of a nursery rhyme. A painted princess, one arm aloft, rotated before a mirror.


A music box. Likely a present from the lord to his daughter, a gift he’d meant to give and never would. Klyssen felt his throat thicken as the music played. It was a song from his homeland, sung to him at his mother’s knee, as he’d sung it in turn. When the tune came around again, he began to murmur hoarsely along.


Little star, oh little star,
Lay down your head.
The time’s right for dreaming,
The sun’s gone to bed.


He faltered as he caught sight of himself in the mirror. Even after three years, his reflection never failed to shock him when it caught him unawares. The drooping eye, the red-raw landscape of scar tissue across his cheek and jaw, the burned patches where hair refused to grow. He’d never been a handsome man, but the lanternlight made a ghoul of him, a storybook terror peering hungrily from the darkness into a world of beauty he was forever banished from.


Small wonder she left me, he thought. Small wonder she took my girls away.


His mouth twisted in bitter anger. No, that wasn’t why she’d left him. It was his power she’d loved, not his face. His status and wealth were what bound her to him. Once they were gone, so was she.


He snapped the lid shut, silencing the music, hiding the princess and the ghoul from his sight.


The things we value make us weak, he thought. And I have been made weak indeed.


Rage boiled up in him and he swept the lantern from the desk. Flame raced along the floor where it shattered, climbing curtains and bookshelves. Klyssen watched for a time, the fire reflecting in the round lenses of his spectacles. Then he got to his feet and stalked outside, where the rest of the village was burning, too.


The manor house stood atop a rise overlooking the sluggish river from which Darkwater took its name. As Klyssen stepped onto the porch the town spread out before him, black silhouettes of buildings billowing with fire, hazy in the smoke. Soldiers moved among them, swords drawn, hunting. Thin shrieks sounded over the rumble of flame and the periodic crash of collapsing timber.


Behold the wrath of the Emperor, Klyssen thought scathingly.


Ossia wasn’t the land it had once been. The Krodans had come as conquerors, but they made war to bring peace. Submit to your superiors, they said, and you will be treated well. Most saw the wisdom in that, and for thirty years the compact had held. The Krodans brought order, education and the gift of the Word and the Sword to their backward neighbours. The Ossians prospered, sheltered from their enemies by the Empire’s armies.


But all that came to an end when Hammerholt fell, and the Emperor’s only son was murdered. Then the open hand of the Empire became a fist. If Ossians wouldn’t be ruled like civilised subjects, they’d be chained and beaten like dogs.


So the terror began.


Since Hammerholt, Klyssen had seen towns turned over for the merest suspicion of harbouring a spy. He’d seen mass arrests at festivals and weddings, because there were too many people present and assembly bred conspiracy. He’d seen executions carried out on the thinnest of pretexts, but none thinner than tonight’s. For there was no sedition here, no evidence of rebellion. Darkwater’s only crime was this: over fifty years ago, a boy had been born here, and that boy grew up to kill Prince Ottico. Cadrac of Darkwater, the Dawnwarden later known as Garric, was beyond punishment now; but the Emperor’s grief was only exceeded by his fury, and that fury needed a target. He’d personally ordered the village erased from the map, and every man, woman and child in it executed.


This is not Krodan justice. This is cold-blooded slaughter.


He made his way down the path towards Darkwater, flames licking through the manor behind him. He’d told Gremmler he wanted to investigate the manor for evidence of sedition before they burned it down, but in truth he’d just wanted to absent himself. Executing traitors had never bothered him in the past, because he believed in the superiority of the Krodan way of life. His people were guided by the divine hand of the Primus. Their methods, though harsh, were necessary and effective.


But these were not traitors, and this was nothing more than petty vengeance, the act of a tyrant. The Emperor would see Ossia razed barren if he could. The moderating influence of more sensible heads had prevented something like this from happening before, but their influence had waned, it seemed. How many more Darkwaters would follow now?


By morning, this town and its people would be gone. From this day forth, it wouldn’t appear on any map. But its legacy couldn’t be so easily wiped away. The growing sense of rebellion that had been building since Hammerholt wouldn’t be undone by one childish act of spite. It would only serve to turn this previously insignificant village into a legend. Stories of the atrocity would grow and spread, further uniting the Ossians against their occupiers. This land was ready to explode, and the Emperor had thrown a spark.


But then, perhaps that had been his intention.


He passed the mill on the riverbank just outside the village. Flames reached up into the moonless night, reflected on the black water. A half-dozen villagers knelt facing the fire, praying and whimpering, under guard. A soldier was passing along the line behind them. As he reached each prisoner, he tipped their head to the side and thrust his sword down between neck and shoulder, into their heart.


Nearby was a heap of bodies that were being slung into the blazing mill one by one in lieu of a proper pyre. Klyssen saw two men lift a corpse by its wrists and ankles. They swung it between them and tossed it through the doorway in a tumble of fragile, gangly limbs. The boy couldn’t have been more than nine. After that, he was unable to look any more.


What are we becoming?


There was only one road through the village, a thoroughfare of churned dirt flanked by burning houses. The heat of the flames beat at him as he walked, and he shrank into his black overcoat, pulling it higher up his neck as if he could hide inside it. His skin prickled, and for a moment he was back in that vault in Hammerholt, shrieking and pawing at his face where he’d been splattered by some concoction flung by that Nemesis-damned witch. His heart began to pound as he remembered the agony, how he’d beaten at the flames to no avail because he couldn’t get it off, he couldn’t get it off!


He stopped in the middle of the road, squeezed his eyes shut and took a shuddering breath to quell the rising panic. I am authority, he reminded himself. He was an officer of the Iron Hand and an inquisitor of the Empire. It wouldn’t do to show frailty.


With an effort of will, he summoned the memory again and faced it. This time it didn’t shake him. He made himself recall what had followed: how they’d shut the vault door, sealing him in with the burning husk of a dreadknight and a few terrified soldiers; the frantic search for a way to escape before the flames dwindled and left them in darkness; the glorious relief as his fingers found the door-release lever, put there in case anyone should accidentally shut themselves in. After that there was the explosion, the fortress collapsing around them, the desperate flight to the outside. He dragged each horror out and confronted it, and when he was done, he was in control once more.


I am authority, he told himself again, and this time it felt true. Not quite as authoritative as before, after disgrace and demotion, but thanks to some clever manoeuvring and a little creative blackmail he’d avoided worse punishment. He was still free, at least. For what that was worth.


He found Gremmler on the far side of the village, in conference with Captain Malloch. Both men were towering and broad-shouldered, Gremmler in the black overcoat of the Iron Hand, Malloch formidable in his armour. Gremmler was handsome and aristocratic, Malloch pox-pitted and thuggish. Klyssen loathed them both, but then, he loathed most people to some degree.


Not his daughters, though. Not Lisi and Juna. The rare days that Vanya allowed him to see them were the only bright spots in a world gone to darkness. Their smiles and kisses were the only things that made it all worthwhile.


Malloch saw Klyssen approaching and excused himself to go and check on his men, leaving the inquisitors to their business. He saluted them both as he left – a closed fist raised smartly to his shoulder, arm diagonally across his chest – but Klyssen saw vague disdain in his gaze as their eyes met. The captain had never thought much of Klyssen. Klyssen had never given him much cause to.


‘Watchman Klyssen,’ said Gremmler. He never failed to include Klyssen’s rank when addressing him. Klyssen used to do that to his own subordinates, to assert himself over them. He wasn’t sure Gremmler was that subtle – he was probably just being correct – but it rankled to be reminded of his demotion all the same.


‘Overwatchman Gremmler,’ said Klyssen. Balding, frog-faced and scarred, he was Gremmler’s physical inferior in every way. If he didn’t know better, he’d have suspected Commander Bettren had put them together as a malicious joke.


‘Did your investigations bear fruit?’


‘I found nothing,’ said Klyssen. In truth, he hadn’t bothered to look; it would have been a waste of time. There was no treachery in Darkwater. Not that innocence had saved the villagers.


‘Good,’ said Gremmler. ‘Better that there’s no doubt. Throwing a sop to the Ossians would only have muddied the message.’


‘We still need the Ossian highborns on our side if we want to run this country. Evidence of sedition would give them something to cling to. People will justify anything to themselves if they are handed the means to do it. Deny them that, and they might be forced to question their arrangement with us.’


‘If these nobles whose feelings you value so highly had curbed their countrymen as they were meant to, we wouldn’t be where we are now,’ Gremmler replied. As ever, he was only pretending to entertain Klyssen’s opinion. His thoughts were the thoughts of the Empire. Deviation from the official line was inconceivable. ‘They had their chance. Let them see what rebellion has earned them. For each Krodan life we will take twenty of theirs. Not only traitors, but their families and friends, too. We will see how keen they are to strike at us then.’


‘We should be careful how far we push them,’ Klyssen advised. ‘A man who cannot live with himself is apt to find something to die for.’


‘You should concern yourself less with protecting Ossians and more with following orders,’ said Gremmler, a warning in his voice.


‘My concern is protecting the Empire, as it has ever been,’ Klyssen replied.


‘And you know how to do that better than the Emperor?’ Gremmler asked sharply.


Yes. Because I know Ossians. And if you think you can cow them by murdering their kinfolk, then you’re as much a fool as he.


‘Well?’ Gremmler snapped, when Klyssen’s silence had stretched long enough to be insolent. ‘Do you?’


‘Of course not,’ said Klyssen, with a deferential and insincere smile. ‘Hail to the Emperor.’


Why do I do this? he thought as he stood on the riverbank watching sparks fly up into the night. Darkwater was an inferno. The soldiers had retreated, their killing all done. Klyssen felt nothing but disgust at what had passed tonight.


Why did he carry on? It was no easy question. Everything he’d truly valued had been lost. The Empire, whose ideals had been the blood and breath in his body, was becoming something he didn’t recognise. Perhaps he just kept going because there was nothing else. Nothing but vengeance.


Aren of Shoal Point. Even his name flooded Klyssen with rage. The druidess had burned him, but the boy was the true author of his ruin. To be wounded in battle was no disgrace, but to be humbled? The humiliation was impossible to bear. Aren had betrayed and outwitted him, freed Garric from prison so he could murder the prince and stolen the Ember Blade from under his nose. If not for him, Klyssen would have been Commander of the Iron Hand in Ossia by now, instead of that milquetoast Bettren. If not for him, he’d still have his wife and children.


Aren might have forgotten him, but he hadn’t forgotten Aren. The net was closing on him and he didn’t even know it.


He let out a breath, relaxed his clenched fists. Diligence, temperance, dominance, he reminded himself: the credo of the Krodan Empire. Once he’d been a shining example of all three. Now he was subject to attacks of despondency and rage that he was powerless against, and his insubordination was becoming worse by the season. He was aware that he was sabotaging himself by disrespecting his superiors, but he was unable to stop.


Why couldn’t he just surrender to the tide of things? The fate of the Empire was beyond his control. He just needed to do his job, get by, survive. Where was the profit in making things more difficult for himself?


He didn’t know the answer to that. All he knew was that he was no longer the man he’d been. How could he be? How much could somebody lose and still remain the same? How much could they sacrifice for a cause before it made a hollow puppet of them, a minion to an ideal, jerked mindlessly hither and thither by the strings of their beliefs? Something vital had gone, he sensed it, and all that remained to define him were the tasks he was expected to perform. If he didn’t submit to that drab, complacent future, he’d destroy himself resisting it.


A chill passed through him, interrupting his thoughts. He looked back towards the village with a frown. Emerging from the inferno were three figures on horseback, riding slowly up the road, their thin, stretched shadows bracketed by flame. His drooping eye watered as he fought to make them out against the brightness, but the pressure gathering around his heart told him what his eyes couldn’t.


It had been a long time since he’d seen a dreadknight, but he hadn’t forgotten what it felt like to have them near.


Here at last, he thought, and a malicious smile touched the corner of his mouth. Then it’s only a matter of time, Aren of Shoal Point.
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‘Come on, bumblefoot!’ Fen yelled over her shoulder. ‘You call this a race?’


Aren wiped sweat-damp hair from his eyes and grinned as he laboured up the rocky slope behind her. Small animals scattered into the brush at their approach. It was the grey hour before the dawn, and overhead an eagle cut curves in the sky.


‘Getting tired yet?’ Fen hollered. ‘Hurry, or we’ll miss it!’


Aren didn’t reply. Let her waste her breath. They both knew he was no match for her over long distances. A life spent outdoors had given her a level of stamina he couldn’t compete with.


But racing was about more than stamina; it was also about tactics.


He’d been dragging his feet the whole way up the hill, saving energy while he waited for his chance. Fen had been forced to slow to his pace. There was no fun in thrashing him; she wanted to stay within taunting range. All the time he’d been alert for an opportunity, and now, at last, he saw one.


Ahead, the slope ran up against a low cliff, and the way twisted sharply left behind a rocky outcrop before switching back on itself. At the top of the cliff was an area of open ground leading to a narrow gap between two hunched shoulders of stone. That gap was the choke point. It wasn’t wide enough for both of them. If he could get there first, he’d have a chance of beating her to the top.


Fen ran behind the outcrop, following the folds in the land. The moment she was out of sight, Aren accelerated, sprinting as fast as he could for the cliff. Let Fen go the long way around. He’d take the shortcut: straight up.


He reached the cliff and began to climb. He’d grown up around cliffs, in a coastal town, and scaled dozens as a boy. This one was no challenge, and he took it at a reckless pace. He was halfway up before Fen looked back and spotted him. With an outraged curse, she redoubled her speed. There’d be no slowing down for him now. The real race was on.


Loose scree slid beneath his boots as he clambered over the lip of the cliff and ran for the gap. From the corner of his eye he saw Fen closing the distance, racing towards it from the other direction. He put everything he had into his legs, powering himself forward, but at the last instant she darted in front of him with a yell of triumph.


He grabbed her shoulder and hauled her roughly back, muscling through the gap first. She might be faster, but he was stronger.


‘You cheat!’ she accused, but she was laughing as she said it. She crowded in close behind as they scrambled up the steep gully. Aren made himself big, blocking her, and she all but clambered up his back in her attempts to get by. As they came out of the gully she tripped and stumbled, sliding off him as he broke away. Before him was a clear run over scrub ground to the ridge that was the finish line. Arms pumping, he went for it. If he could get enough of a head start before Fen got up, he could beat her.


A sharp yelp from behind pulled him up short. He looked over his shoulder to see Fen hopping on one leg, clutching at the back of the other. She made it a few feet and went down on her hands and knees, face screwed up in a grimace.


‘Fen?’ He was already starting down the hill.


‘My leg,’ she said through gritted teeth. ‘Felt like a cord snapping. Joha, it really hurts.’


He put his arm around her shoulders to help her up. She balanced against him, standing on her good leg, the other held just off the ground, eyes closed as she breathed through the pain.


‘I always did have bad timing,’ she said, in a brave attempt at humour.


‘We should get you back to the camp. Vika can help.’


‘No. I wanted to show you. That’s why we came up here.’


‘Fen, you’re hurt.’


‘Help me up to the ridge. If we’re quick, we can still make it.’


Aren gave her a dubious look. ‘Are you sure?’


‘Yes. Just hurry.’


‘Can you put any weight on it?’


‘I’ll try,’ she said. Gingerly, she lowered her foot to the ground, her mouth in a tight line.


‘Is it alright?’ he asked.


Her expression cleared. ‘It’s fine,’ she said brightly, and bolted away from him.


Aren let out a strangled howl of outrage as he realised he’d been duped, and took to his heels in pursuit. But though he ran as hard as he could manage, he couldn’t catch her now. By the time he caught up she was at the summit, panting and grinning.


‘That,’ he gasped, ‘was dirty.’


‘You nearly pulled me over getting through that gap!’


‘You should have climbed the cliff, then.’


‘You know how I feel about heights.’


‘“To overcome your enemy, you must first understand them,”’ Aren said sagely. It was a favourite quote of his, learned from his tutor in the fighting arts back in Shoal Point.


‘Exactly,’ she replied. ‘Which is how I knew you wouldn’t leave me behind.’ She straightened up, hands on her lower back, and looked off into the distance. ‘Come here. You have to see this.’


They found a spot on a rock and sat side by side, passing a waterskin between them. From their vantage point they could see for leagues in every direction. As the tiredness seeped from his muscles, Aren looked out at the immense, empty world of the Reaches with slowly growing awe.


Lyssa was alone in the west, a bruised pearl in the brightening sky. She was his mother’s moon, with whom she’d shared her name. She hung low over a broken horizon, above a vast land of grass and rock, plateaus and ravines, jigsawed by ancient cataclysm. He heard a piercing call and saw the eagle again, gliding along the line of an escarpment that rose sheer and sudden from the earth. Atop the escarpment was a strange rock formation, like a line of shattered teeth, overgrown and crumbling.


‘What’s that?’ he asked Fen, pointing. She could read the land in a way he found mystifying.


She looked. ‘It was a wall, once,’ she said.


Aren frowned. If it was a wall, it was so old it had been absorbed by the landscape. Either perspective was playing tricks, or it had once been enormous.


Fen caught his thought. ‘Giants lived here, before the Long Ice.’


Aren felt a chill: the shadow of ages passing over him. The ruins of the Second Empire could be found all over Ossia, a constant reminder of his people’s faded glory, but the wild north held memories more ancient still. Here was a relic from a time before recorded history, before the Aspects were ever worshipped, before the Six Races came to be.


‘Here it is!’ Fen said, grabbing his wrist in excitement. ‘Look!’ And she turned her head to the east as dawn spilled light across the sundered land, carved into misty beams by the hills and ridges.


Aren didn’t look. It wasn’t the Reaches that had captured his eye but her face, lit by the sun and a childlike, peaceful wonder he’d never seen before. Her freckles made a map of her skin, clustered so thickly they formed a continent across her cheeks. She was green-eyed and ginger, her hair gathered in a loose ponytail. Entranced by the light, she entranced him in turn, and he couldn’t take his gaze from her.


These past few years had been hard on them all. After the destruction of Hammerholt, they’d become the most wanted people in Ossia. Wherever they went, they brought news of the Ember Blade and left hope in their wake; but the Iron Hand were always close behind them and they never dared stop for long. Their days had been spent in a succession of hideaways and safehouses, dogged by the relentless enemy, worn down by paranoia and fear of betrayal.


The only constant had been each other, those dedicated few who’d taken up the mantle of the Dawnwardens, and until recently Fen had been the only one close to Aren’s age. Though she was still guarded and cold with strangers, time and trust had broken the barriers between them, and there was nobody she laughed with or confided in so readily. She was his best friend and his closest companion.


He also thought he might be in love with her.


‘My da used to call it the daily miracle,’ she said faintly.


Her voice jerked him out of his reverie, and he looked away before she could catch him staring. Now he saw the land painted with the first colours of day, and realised what was happening here. She was sharing it with him. The dawn was hers, had always been hers, but today she was giving it to him.


Warmth bloomed in his chest at the thought. He was seized by the urge to take her hand, to hold it as they watched the sun rise together. If there was any time to do it, surely now? His fingers reached for hers as though drawn there.


‘Just at this moment …’ she murmured. ‘Just this, when there’s only me and the sun …’ A smile touched the edge of her mouth. ‘It’s like there’s no one else in the world.’


Aren felt something sink inside him, and he took his hand back before it could be noticed. No one else in the world. Could there be any clearer signal? There was no one so perfectly equipped to be alone as Fen. He’d misread her, allowed himself to believe that this was something more than it was. He didn’t want to think what might have happened if their hands had touched, if she’d seen what was in his eyes and found it unwelcome. The damage done would have been irreparable. How selfish of him to risk their friendship that way, how foolish.


She sighed to herself in contentment. Whatever sacred touch she felt from the dawn had passed now, and she glanced at him to see if he’d felt something, too. He gave her a smile, but he couldn’t make it real, and he saw a flicker of disappointment in her eyes.


She’s your friend, thought Aren. She’s your best friend. That’s enough.


They sat together in silence watching the sun rise, and as the time passed Aren gradually regained an even keel, enough that he could smile and mean it.


‘It really is beautiful,’ he said at last.


‘They’ll never have it,’ said Fen, venom creeping into her voice. ‘They can walk their boots over it, but it’ll never be theirs.’


‘No,’ said Aren. ‘It never will.’


She handed him a whittling knife, still in its sheath. ‘I made you this,’ she said. ‘For your birthday.’


‘But … it’s my birthday, not yours,’ Aren said in puzzlement.


‘I know,’ she said. ‘But you grew up Krodan, getting gifts instead of giving them.’


‘I’ll admit, I do miss that part,’ he said wryly, and drew the knife. It fitted his palm well, and the blade shone as he held it up to the sun.


‘I made the handle from an antler of that stag you killed,’ she said. ‘The one time you actually hit anything.’


‘I doubt it was my arrow that killed it,’ he said. ‘Since one was in its hindquarters and the other in its heart.’


‘Ah, but who knows whose was whose? Look: it has your name in druidsign on the sheath. Vika helped me.’


‘Treasonous,’ Aren said approvingly, studying the line of strange, crabbed marks.


‘Thought you’d like that. Still, you’re probably safe from the gallows. Vika assures me no Krodan would ever recognise it, even if they saw it.’


‘Well, that’s a relief.’ He sheathed the knife, put it in his pocket and smiled at her. Everything was well between them again. ‘Thank you, Fen. I love it.’


‘Learn to carve something I can recognise. That’ll be thanks enough.’ She got to her feet and dusted the grit off her trousers. ‘Now … race you back? Unless your knees have failed you already, old man?’


‘I’m nineteen, not ninety!’ he complained, but she was already off down the hill. ‘I’m not racing you!’ he called after her.


But of course, he did anyway, and lost.






3


Breakfast was waiting for them by the time they got back to camp, although it had taken the combined vigilance of Harod and Ruck to keep Grub from devouring it before they arrived.


‘There! Mudslug and Freckles are here! Now Grub have breakfast!’ Grub barked, thrusting a finger towards them.


‘When we have all been served, you may eat,’ said Harod, stern as ever. ‘Although I believe the tradition is for Aren to give out his presents first?’


Grub let out a moan of anguish and attempted to dart around the fire to get at the roasted meat. Ruck snapped and snarled at him, driving him back.


‘Maybe we should eat first,’ said Aren, who feared Grub’s patience had been taxed too far already. ‘Anyway, I’d likely faint before I finished. Fen just ran me up and down a mountain.’


‘It was barely a hill,’ she said, rolling her eyes.


‘Less talk! More eating!’ Grub demanded.


Vika and Kiri served breakfast while Grub danced about im-patiently in the background. The druidess and the girl from the Canal District had rustled up a feast between them. Aren’s mouth watered as he saw them laying out roasted rabbit, salted bacon, potato and parsnip mash served with gravy and wild leeks that Vika had gathered the day before. The real surprise was saved till last: a pot of Keddish coffee, thick and rich and bitter.


‘How did you get hold of coffee?’ Aren marvelled.


‘Those Carthanian merchants at Westport. I did them a deal,’ said Vika, with a sly look that said to ask no more about it.


‘I hope I brewed it right,’ said Kiri uncertainly as she poured it out.


At last Grub was unleashed upon his breakfast, and the rest of them set to eating as well. They sat in a circle with the wagon at their backs, laughing and joking and with many a compliment to the chefs. The horses cropped grass nearby. Though they were still in the shadow of the hills, the day was already warm, and bees hummed in the gorse and lavender.


Aren sipped at his coffee and found it smoky and strange. He wasn’t sure he liked the actual taste, but he loved the idea of it. That heady, exotic aroma evoked a sense of faraway places, of jungles he’d never seen and nimble Keddish folk, with their curious masks and their obsession with doing everything in threes. He’d had coffee once before, at the house of a rich family who’d sheltered them for a season, and he’d craved another taste ever since. It spoke to him of adventure, and of all the things he’d yet to discover.


He gave Vika a nod of gratitude, and she smiled back. It was a kind thing for her to do, even if he was never quite sure whether her gifts were generosity or tribute. The way she looked at him sometimes made him uneasy, the too-bright zeal in her eyes, and he knew what she was thinking.


Champion. Chosen. Bearer of the bright blade.


He shook off his concerns. Now wasn’t the time for weighty matters. A birthday – an Ossian birthday, at least – was a day to count your blessings and give thanks to your friends and family. He looked fondly around the circle at his companions and took a moment to appreciate their presence.


First was Fen, thin as a willow switch but tough as a reed, his dearest torture. Next to her was Grub, squat and ill-favoured. Half his body was inked with intricate tattoos, but his eyes and cheeks were marked with the rough black swipe of an exile. His plate looked like the site of a massacre, and his chops were slathered with gravy. Noticing Aren’s gaze, he gave him a wide grin, showing the bacon in his teeth.


Sitting at a safe distance was Harod, the Harrish knight, already in his splint mail despite the early hour, his sword near at hand. He was the mightiest warrior among them, but the strength of his body wasn’t matched by the strength of his features. His narrow face blended into his neck with no chin to mark the join, and his hair hung in an unflattering bowl cut around his ears.


Mara and Kiri sat together as they usually did, the teacher and her protégé. Mara was keen-eyed, steel-grey and spare of flesh, ever calculating. Kiri was the youngest of them, only fifteen, hiding a precocious intelligence behind her shyness.


Last were Vika and Ruck, each as shaggy and disordered as the other. Vika wasn’t wearing her face-paint today – it would draw attention they didn’t want – but she still looked like a wild woman, her tangled hair clicking with charms and her patchwork cloak frayed at the edges. Ruck, a rangy wolfhound bitch as long as her mistress was tall, lolled at her feet gnawing on a rabbit.


Sadness and joy washed through him together, a bittersweet contentment he’d come to know well. Everyone who cared for him, everyone he cared about, was right here in this circle, and he felt profoundly fortunate to have them. But there was one missing, one who’d always be missing.


‘Presents!’ he said, before he could become melancholy. He made his way to the wagon and dug out his pack. When he returned, he found Grub holding forth about the absurdity of celebrating birthdays, as he did every time one came around.


‘Making big fuss about day you happen to be born on! Ha! Skarls not celebrate birthdays. Who want to celebrate being born? Better before. Hurt less.’


‘I suppose I might think the same,’ said Harod, ‘if my home were a frozen wasteland roamed by dreadful beasts and my people lived in the tombs of their ancestors.’


‘See! Bowlhead know it make sense,’ Grub declared, missing the scorn in Harod’s voice entirely. ‘Giving away presents! No wonder Krodans invade you. Ossians too soft.’


‘I take it you don’t want yours, then?’ Aren asked wryly.


‘Grub not say that!’


‘You never do,’ said Fen. ‘Not on my birthday, nor Mara’s, nor Vika’s, nor—’


‘Grub not want to give offence. Grub diplomatic like that.’


‘Not diplomatic enough to celebrate your own birthday, though,’ said Fen. ‘You know, so you can give presents.’


‘Grub doesn’t know his own birthday!’ he protested.


‘Alright, alright,’ said Aren. ‘Here, Grub. A little taste of home, since you’re so fond of it.’ He handed Grub a packet of oiled paper, which Grub snatched and tore open to reveal five sticks of cured red meat. Grub’s jaw dropped open.


‘This varanth meat?’ he asked. Aren nodded. ‘Grub not had this since he was a boy in the undermarkets!’


‘Well, make it last, because … it was …’ Aren trailed off as he saw that Grub had already shoved three of them in his mouth. ‘Never mind.’


He passed out the rest of the presents. For Harod, a new whetstone. For Vika, a stick of wax for stoppering the endless array of clay phials she kept her concoctions in. Ruck got a whitewood bone to chew on, which her teeth couldn’t even scratch. In Shoal Point it was said to be bad luck to bring whitewood into a home, but Aren had outgrown that superstition, as he had many others.


To Mara he gave a Boskan figurine carved from black stone, depicting a beetle-headed warrior carrying four swords in his four arms. He’d found it in a market and thought it might interest her. She was more delighted than he’d expected and proceeded to educate them all about the demigod O-Moska, who swam beneath the desert on a great winged lizard as a fish swims through water, and who caused dust devils to form whenever he surfaced to take a breath. When she began to tell them how dust devils were really formed, using words like vortex and axis, she lost everyone but Kiri. The two of them retreated from the group to continue their private lesson, Kiri clutching the chapbook of puzzles that had been Aren’s gift to her.


He’d saved Fen’s present till the end, mostly because he was embarrassed by how much better it was than everyone else’s. It was a magnificent miniature spyglass of silver and brass, which could retract to the length of an open hand. He’d have preferred to give it to her in private, but that wasn’t how Ossian birthdays worked.


Grub spluttered when he saw it. ‘Freckles got that? Why Grub not get spyglass?’


Vika held up a hand to hush him and gave Aren a knowing smile. Aren flushed, feeling exposed.


‘This is too much,’ said Fen softly, turning it around in her hands. ‘You can’t give me this.’


‘Grub will have it!’ Grub offered, reaching out. Ruck snapped at his fingers and he pulled them back sharply, muttering in Skarl.


‘I thought it would be useful,’ said Aren, his cheeks burning. ‘For scouting, finding deer, that sort of thing.’


‘It’s his gift to give,’ Vika told Fen. ‘You must accept it.’


Fen did so, and without any questions, for which he was deeply relieved. He was as embarrassed by how he’d got it as he’d been by giving it away. It had first belonged to a boy called Cedley, the eldest son of the highborn family that had hidden the Dawnwardens throughout the winter. Cedley had been dazzled by Aren, and the night before they left, he’d sought him out.


‘You are the bearer of the Ember Blade,’ he’d said, nervous and excessively formal. ‘On your shoulders rests the hope of freedom for our people. I would give you a gift to remember me by. Anything that is mine should be yours; choose what you will. My small contribution to the cause, until the day I can do more.’


Aren would have liked to refuse – he felt guilty about accepting a gift he didn’t feel he’d earned – but experience had taught him to take admiration with good grace. Like it or not, there were many who thought him a hero, even if he didn’t feel like one. In the end he chose Cedley’s spyglass, because he knew that Fen would love it. It made him feel better to know he was taking it to give to someone else. And it was all worth it for the look she gave him as she dipped her head in thanks.


He was saved any further awkwardness by the arrival of three strangers on horseback. They came over the crest of the slope from the direction of the road, which was out of sight in the valley below. Harod was on his feet immediately, hand on his sword, and Fen snatched up her bow. But neither Vika nor Ruck seemed alarmed, so Aren stayed seated. He checked his weapon was within reach, cast an anxious glance at the wagon with its precious and secret cargo, and waited for the strangers to announce themselves.


They were Fell Folk by their dress, two fierce-eyed women and one brawny man. Their hair was elaborately braided in twists and coils in the fashion of their people, and the man’s beard was twisted in a long queue. They wore light, elaborately spun tunics dyed with bright patterns, and their belts were fashioned with bone clasps carved in the shape of ox skulls, split from forehead to muzzle as if from an axe blow. They had fellhammers – long-handled, one-handed weapons that could shatter bone even through armour – and shortbows, which they held loosely, ready if needed.


‘You keep a poor watch,’ said one of the women. ‘These are not the soft lands you know in the south. There are wargs here, and worse.’


‘My hound smelled you long before you arrived, and heard your horses,’ said Vika. ‘You are not Krodan, so you are no enemies of ours.’


‘Your hound tell you as much, did he?’


Vika met the Fellwoman’s gaze steadily. ‘Aye, she did.’ She got to her feet. ‘It’s said of Clan Sundered Ox that they are slow to anger, but that none are more fierce when roused.’


The Fell Folk exchanged glances. ‘That’s so,’ said the woman.


‘Then I’m sure you’ll give us fair hearing before you decide to use those bows on us.’


‘And I’m sure you’ll hurry to the point and tell us what your business is here,’ came the reply, ‘elsewise you’ll find the limits of our patience soon enough.’


Mara had come over to join them. ‘We are heading to Hallow Cove for the Gathering,’ she said. ‘My name is Mara of Whitherwall, and these are the Dawnwardens. I hope we are expected?’


‘You are,’ said the Fellwoman, and the three riders relaxed a little. ‘Well met, Mara of Whitherwall. I am Karsa of Raggen Crag. Hallen bless.’


‘Hallen’s blessings be on you, too,’ said Mara, though to Aren’s ears it was faintly strained. Mara hated invoking gods she didn’t believe in, even for politeness’s sake. She found it intellectually dishonest.


‘Will you join us?’ Vika asked them.


‘We have Keddish coffee,’ Aren offered.


The Fell Folk looked at one another. ‘Baern will have our hides if we’re late back from patrol again,’ murmured the Fellman.


‘Perhaps,’ said Karsa, ‘but it’s a rare day you meet a southerner who holds to the old ways and knows what hospitality means. Wouldn’t like to discourage them.’


‘Besides,’ said the other woman, ‘I’m minded to try that coffee. I smelled it all the way from the road.’


The Fell Folk dismounted and were made welcome. There were introductions – the other woman was named Dess, and the bearded man was Genn – then Aren shared out what food and drink was left. The Fell Folk offered what small fare they had in return, and though they were already full the Dawnwardens took a little, as was proper. Grub had to be gently discouraged from taking the rest.


It had been years since Aren rejected the Krodan teachings he’d been brought up with, and he found pleasure in the small rituals of his people. In Ossia, generosity was the measure of a person. It had been that way before the Krodans came. Aren liked the idea that it might be so again.


‘You have news from the south?’ asked Karsa.


‘Much news, and little of it good,’ said Vika. ‘There are gallows in every town square, and they are well used. Road patrols have doubled. If you’re caught without a pass, it’s jail, and it’s nigh impossible to get a pass if you’re Ossian. That means only Krodans get to trade between settlements. Ossian craftsmen go out of business and starve.’


‘And the thing is,’ Aren continued, ‘without the Ossians, there aren’t enough Krodans to fill in, even with soldiers and conscripts taking up the slack. In some parts of Ossia you can hardly get bread, or nails.’


‘Rope, however, is always in plentiful supply,’ Harod said grimly.


‘The Iron Hand is everywhere,’ Mara said. ‘Fear hangs over the land. It has become so bad that many ordinary Krodans are leaving for Estria or Ozak, or back to their homeland. They don’t want to see their neighbours hanged in the street, Ossian or no.’


‘Not even Krodans like what Krodans are doing.’ Grub snorted. ‘Stupid squareheads.’


‘Ach! Who could live like that?’ Genn exclaimed. ‘Surely it’s only a matter of time before they fight back?’


‘The day is coming,’ said Vika, but she was more sure than Aren. The disheartening truth was that revolution seemed farther away than ever. People were angry and aggrieved, and many who’d previously admired the Krodans now hated them; but while there was a growing resistance movement there was little sign of open revolt. The Krodans had been sowing division too well, for too long, turning Ossian against Ossian while quietly eroding their culture and removing their freedoms one small piece at a time. Even the rumour that the Ember Blade was back in Ossian hands, and that the Dawnwardens had returned, wasn’t enough to rouse the country.


That was why they’d come north, to these wild and untamed lands where the Emperor’s stranglehold wasn’t so tight. If there was anywhere they could start a revolution, it was here.


‘What of the clans of the Reaches?’ Aren asked. ‘Will you fight back?’


‘Aye, if we could ever agree on any damned thing!’ Genn joked.


‘We heard what happened at Darkwater,’ said Karsa, more seriously. ‘That angered us greatly, but it wasn’t Fell Folk business. Then Clan Tangled Leaf was accused of harbouring fugitives. When they would not produce any, the Krodans wiped them out.’


All the humour had drained out of Genn, and a darkness fell across his face. ‘The tale of Clan Tangled Leaf stretches back centuries,’ he said. ‘It has been ended by foreign hands. The Fell Folk will never forgive that.’


Mara and Aren exchanged a glance. ‘It’s said there is one among you whom the clans might unite behind,’ Aren suggested.


‘Brac Blackfeather of Clan Riven Moon,’ said Karsa. ‘He’s well admired, and between his might and his wisdom he’s ended many old feuds. None bear him grudges, though Clan Shrike Shadow would oppose him if he tried to lead us, and they have allies of their own. Clan Sundered Ox would follow him if he raised his totem in battle, but whether the others would, none can say.’


She put down her empty mug. ‘But we speak of things that are not for us to decide. No doubt Brac will tell you himself what he means to do. You are his guests, after all. Now we must take our leave, if we are to keep our hides.’


They thanked the Dawnwardens for their hospitality, and were mounting their horses when Harod approached them.


‘Before you go, I beg you: have you news of the Sards?’


Dess frowned. ‘Not for many years. Since the Krodans rounded them up, they’ve not been seen in the Reaches, or elsewhere north of the Cut.’


‘And we have looked for them,’ Karsa added. ‘For it has not escaped us that an entire race of people has disappeared from Ossia. They were once as numerous as the Fell Folk.’


She left the implication hanging in the air and put heels to her horse. Harod watched them go, and Aren knew that behind his impassive Harrish façade he was grieving for his lost love.


‘Let’s pack up the camp,’ Aren said. The joyous atmosphere that surrounded his birthday had faded now, and he was keen to leave. ‘We’ve a way yet to Hallow Cove and I’d like to be there before the darkness finds us. This is warg country, after all.’
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The sun climbed high in a cloudless sky as they made their way across the riven land, their wagon creaking beneath them. Summer had made a canvas of the Reaches, painting the hillsides in purple and gold. They followed clear rocky streams that tumbled through knife-slash valleys, and crossed flat, sweeping uplands where distant plateaus rose vertically from the earth.


Mindful of Karsa’s warning, they ate a cold lunch on the move and kept a keen watch. Before long Fen spotted something moving on a distant ridge and had the first opportunity to use her new spyglass. When she lowered it from her eye, her face was hard.


‘Warg,’ she said, and after that she always had her bow at the ready, and Harod sat on the back step of the wagon, hand never far from his sword.


Mara took her turn at the driver’s bench as the day began to wane, and Kiri joined her. It was a relief to be outside. The wagon had become stifling in the heat, and Grub’s stink had increased throughout the day until it was hard to ignore.


As they bumped along, Mara watched the flights of birds and insects, and how the colours changed in the sky. She noticed how the wind was funnelled by certain features of the landscape, and speculated on the scarcity of trees and the make-up of the soil. She was a relentless observer, her mind never still. When she looked around, she saw systems within systems within systems, all interlocking with spectacular complexity. To be able to grasp even a fraction of those infinite machinations … that was when you saw true beauty.


Dusk was gathering and the moons were up in the east by the time Hallow Cove came into sight. It was a higgledy-piggledy tangle of a town, set in a semicircular bay of a vast, still lake whose limits were too far to see. The bay was tilted so that one side reared abruptly out of the lake and the other was a gentle slope. The town crowded in everywhere, clinging precipitously where the ground was steep. Longhouses, inns, huts and workshops were linked together by steps and small bridges. Rickety piers reached far out into the water, where dozens of boats were moored. Still more were beached on the shore: the curved, swift canoes of the Fell Folk.


Beyond the town was a multitude of yurts, spreading over the slopes and meadowland. Fires had been lit, and smoke from the cooking-pits drifted across the lake. In among the chaos, a large area had been left clear, marked off with ropes. That was where the Gathering would be held.


Kiri eyed the yurts, counting the various totems that had been raised on poles like battle standards. ‘All the clans are here, ain’t they?’


‘Aren’t they,’ Mara corrected automatically.


Kiri mouthed the words angrily, upset at herself for forgetting. She was a quick study in all things but grammar. Her speech patterns, learned growing up in the slums of Morgenholme, were proving hard to shift. Still, it had only been six months. Mara had plenty of time to train Kiri to sound as educated as she hoped to make her.


‘Tell me,’ said Mara, ‘why do you think the clans came here?’


Kiri frowned, suspicious of such an easy question. ‘For the games,’ she said. ‘But the games are just an excuse for the clans to get together every year on neutral ground. So they can work out their, um, issues and compete without bloodletting. Or not too much bloodletting. I mean, not fatal amounts.’


‘Yes, but why Hallow Cove in particular?’


Kiri looked momentarily terrified, the way she got whenever she didn’t have an answer.


‘Use your eyes,’ Mara urged her. ‘All you need is there before you.’


Kiri set to thinking, her gaze flicking urgently from place to place as she sought for a response that would please her teacher. Mara gave her a maternal glance when she wasn’t looking. She tried so hard, this faltering slip of a girl. One day, Mara would make her fierce.


‘I know!’ she blurted suddenly, breathless with excitement. ‘It’s—’


Mara held up a hand. ‘Don’t rush in. Assemble your argument.’


Kiri swallowed, nodded, stared at her knees as she worked out what she wanted to say. When she was ready, she took a breath and began.


‘The Fell Folk’s games are illegal now,’ she said. ‘They can’t gather in those kinds of numbers: the Krodans would arrest the lot of them. But you can’t keep something this big quiet, neither. The Krodans know about the games, alright. It’s just … they can’t do anything about them.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because they’d have to march an army here to arrest everyone, and the Fell Folk know their land. I bet they’ve got lookouts for twenty leagues in every direction, and Hallow Cove is a long way from anywhere. You could escape in any direction. Even across the lake. By the time a Krodan army got here, there’d be no one to arrest. The Krodans would end up looking stupid, so they’d rather just ignore it.’


Mara smiled. ‘Well done. And that is why we’ve come to the Reaches. This could never happen in the south. It’s too populated; everything is too close together. But out here …’ Her eyes went distant as she thought of the possibilities, and she trailed off for a moment. When she came back to herself, she was grave. ‘There will be Krodan agents here, though, be in no doubt of that. We must be on our guard.’ She looked over her shoulder, into the wagon where the others were idling and dozing among the bags and trunks. ‘We have a most important cargo,’ she murmured.


They were met by riders soon after, bearing the totem of Clan Seven Skulls. Most pious of all the clans, they recognised Vika as a druidess even without her face-paint, and insisted on providing an escort while one of their number rode ahead to alert Brac Blackfeather that his guests had arrived. By the time they reached the outskirts of Hallow Cove, a retinue from Clan Riven Moon was waiting for them, headed by a serious-looking young man with his close-cropped hair shaved in a spiral and his face spattered with large dark moles.


‘I’m Athor, second son of Brac Blackfeather,’ he told them. ‘Follow me.’


The warriors of Clan Riven Moon took over as their escort. Now Mara began to get nervous. She’d managed to put the riskiness of their endeavour out of her mind while they’d been on the road, but once in the power of the Fell Folk, the possibility of betrayal felt all too real. The Krodans would be very grateful to whoever delivered them the Dawnwardens, and Mara had seen the most unlikely people turn coat for Krodan gratitude.


Surely not the Fell Folk, though. There are few who hate the Krodans more, and they despise the underhanded.


But even if they wouldn’t give them over to the Krodans, there was the temptation of what they carried, hidden in a compartment in the floor of their wagon. Those who believed in the Aspects considered it the sign of divine favour; whoever held it was chosen by the gods. And nowhere were those gods held in greater respect than here in the Reaches.


If any of the Fell Folk had ambitions to lead, the Ember Blade was the ultimate prize.


For three years the Dawnwardens had kept it in a secret location, bringing it out only when absolutely necessary, and then under such conditions that the enemy would find it impossible to ambush them. They’d never dared anything like this before, never brought it out into the open. Mara was keenly aware that the only thing stopping Brac Blackfeather taking it from them was the strength of his word.


It was a risk, but a calculated one. And Mara had faith in her calculations.


The streets of Hallow Cove were busy with Fell Folk, some already raucously drunk. The locals slid about warily, nervous of these volatile people who’d descended on their town, fearful of retribution from the Empire. They were mostly Ossians, but there were Krodans among them, although none of them soldiers. This town was too small and remote to keep a standing garrison – another reason it had been chosen, no doubt – and if there was a town militia, they were wisely keeping quiet. Mara observed members of rival clans hurling abuse, while others embraced their allies like siblings. The air was charged with tension and a thrilling sense of possibility. If they could harness that potential violence and turn it to something useful, they might start something here. If not, Wilham the Smiler would be waiting when Mara returned, eager to capitalise on her failure.


They followed Athor to the Black Dog Inn at the foot of the steep side of the bay. The innkeeper was bald and gap-toothed, afflicted by some disease that had swollen one foot to grotesque proportions. He welcomed them warmly and told them he’d have baths prepared right away. Aren thanked him, but insisted on unloading the wagon to their rooms first. Their escorts helped with that job, but Aren and Harod insisted on carrying one chest in particular themselves. It was long and thin, beautifully crafted from sablewood and inlaid with gold. That one, they didn’t let out of their sight.


‘Six warriors of Clan Riven Moon will stay to keep watch,’ Athor told them. ‘My father will meet you on the morrow. In the meanwhile, you can avail yourself of the festivities. None will trouble you while you’re under his protection.’


‘Why we need guards then?’ Grub asked, ever tactful.


‘Courtesy,’ Athor replied coldly, and left.


Their rooms were plain but comfortable enough, and they hadn’t expected luxury. Harod searched them carefully before taking a seat, his feet on the sablewood chest and his sword across his lap.


‘I will remain here while you bathe,’ he told them.


‘Grub not want to take a bath!’ said Grub, jigging about excitedly. ‘Ossians always taking baths! Not healthy.’


‘You, of all people, need a bath,’ Fen told him.


‘It Mudslug’s birthday!’ Grub’s eyes and hands were wide in desperate appeal. ‘Time to drink! Time to celebrate!’


Aren shrugged. ‘It wouldn’t do any harm to look around. Might be we can learn something useful.’


‘Yes!’ said Grub, punching him hard in the arm. Aren suppressed a wince.


‘What of the Ember Blade?’ said Vika.


‘We are in the hands of Brac Blackfeather now,’ said Mara. ‘If anyone means to come for the Ember Blade, it will not matter if there is one of us guarding it, or ten.’


‘Well, Ruck and I will stay,’ said Vika, with a stern look at Aren. ‘There is too much at stake here to go carousing.’


Aren looked a little hurt by that, but he just shrugged again.


‘I will stay, too, and rest,’ said Mara. ‘Kiri, you may go if you wish.’


Kiri looked torn, but in the end her shyness won out and she shook her head. The thought of all those strangers was too intimidating.


Aren looked at Fen. ‘How about you?’


‘Of course I’ll come,’ said Fen, ‘but I have one condition.’ She pointed at Grub. ‘He takes a bath first.’
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In the end they all bathed together, as was the Ossian way. They sluiced off the sweat and dust of the road with buckets of cold water before sinking into the same steaming tub. After many days of travel, it was an indescribable delight, and Fen felt muscles loosening that she hadn’t even known were knotted.


Afterwards, she headed for the outskirts of town with Aren and Grub, making for the great field of yurts where hundreds of fires burned. By their light it was possible to pick out the totems raised on poles, indicating which clan had staked out which area. At Aren’s suggestion they searched for the sign of Clan Riven Moon, reasoning that it would be the best place to find welcome. Soon they found it: an emblem depicting the cracked face of Tantera half-hidden by clouds. Its real-life counterpart hung balefully in the dark above, a looming black disc crazed with glowing red lines, with Lyssa remote and high to the north, smaller and brighter than her furious sister.


Most of the clan were feasting around a cluster of fires, along with members of half a dozen other clans and a few foreigners. They sat on woven mats or low folding stools and drank from flagons of horn. The Fell Folk wore woollen tunics, leather and hides, their hair twisted in elaborate plaits and coils or partially shaven. Fen saw many torcs and armlets of copper and iron, and the men had rings in their braided beards.


She fought down her nerves as they approached the gathering. The Fell Folk were Ossian like her, but there was something intimidatingly wild about them, and crowds had always made her uneasy. The atmosphere was raucous, full of laughter, shouting and good-natured shoving. She saw people entwined, kissing hungrily, while others stole away into the smoky dark with pleasure in mind.


Her gaze flicked to Aren for an instant, before she caught herself and looked away. She wondered if he ever had the same thoughts as her, and if he knew any better than she what to do with them. She’d grown up in a cabin in the Auldwood and had little contact with anyone but her parents. Even after she was forced to venture out into the world, the poisonous philosophy instilled in her by her da ensured that she drove away anyone with any inclination to get close. Twenty-two years she’d been alive, and she’d never known the intimate touch of a man, never been kissed in passion. It hadn’t bothered her overmuch before – what fleeting crushes she’d had on passing pedlars’ boys had stayed safely in the realms of fantasy – but of late it had become a growing and distracting pressure.


Aren had taught her to trust, when she felt she’d never trust again. She’d been there for him as he grieved after Cade’s death in Hammerholt and wrestled with his feelings about his father and Garric, now known to the world as Cadrac of Darkwater. They’d leaned on each other through the years of hiding and running, shared hopes and dreams, laughed and cried together.


It wasn’t enough. She wanted more. It seemed like they’d travelled a hard road only to stop in sight of their destination. She wanted to go on, wanted them both to go on, but she didn’t know how. To act on her feelings was too terrifying; an impassable gap yawned between desire and deed. She could find a path in the most hostile wilds, put an arrow in a Krodan’s eye without thinking twice, but in matters of love she was alone in a huge and incomprehensible world.


They were spotted by a burly Fellman and waved over. People shuffled aside to make space, and they were given food and mead and a herbal liquor called sprin that was minty enough to make Fen gasp. The Fell Folk’s reputation for hospitality was no exaggeration, it seemed, and they soon began to feel at home, particularly Grub.


‘See this?’ he spluttered through a mouthful of roast ham, pointing at a spot on his arm covered in intricate pictograms and strange designs. ‘This say Grub once saved his friends from getting mashed flat by a wall! And this one say how he become first Skarl Dawnwarden ever after escaping Hammerholt with Ember Blade! And here, this for when he faced Beast of Skavengard and lived!’


The men and women around him laughed in delight and demanded that he tell the tales, and so he did, with many an exaggeration and embellishment.


Fen and Aren grinned at one another. ‘At least he’s telling the truth this time,’ she said. ‘Though I seem to remember he was a little less heroic in the original.’


‘It’s definitely an improvement,’ Aren agreed. The story written on Grub’s skin had been stolen from a dead man, telling a dead man’s deeds, and it had made him an outcast and an exile. Now Grub had deeds of his own to brag of, he’d made new meaning of the designs, and since none but a Skarl knew how to read them there was nobody to gainsay him.


A cheer went up as a new cooking-pit was opened on the far side of their fire. Fell Folk smoked their food under the earth, on beds of tough, woody bracken that grew freely in the Reaches. The buried food was hauled out in blackened bags woven from fireproof reeds, which were cut open to reveal roasted meats, colourful squashes, baked potatoes and loaves of bread. The air became thick with the rich smells of fresh-cooked food, and a nearby group of bards struck up a tune on lutes and drums. Fen caught Aren’s eye and smiled as she recognised the opening chords, and two men began to sing in harmony.


The king stood at his window in his castle on the shore.
His family were sleeping, his foes were no more.
As he looked o’er the sea, he heard knuckles on the door.
’Twas his seer, white as a ghost.


Orica’s song, and her immortality. A seditious call to arms disguised as an old Ossian legend, about a king too arrogant to heed the warning that those he’d conquered would come back to crush him. A dreadknight’s blade had taken her life, but they couldn’t kill her music. At Harod’s request the Dawnwardens had spread it throughout the land. They’d copied her bloodstained composition and sent it far and wide.


Before long, it was spreading on its own, passing from bard to bard, each playing their own version of her final song. Soon it became so popular that the Krodans banned it, which only made it more popular still. Nowadays you could hear it anywhere Krodans weren’t, each performance a small rebellion, a thumb in the eye of their oppressors.


Orica never had time to give it a title, so somebody else did: ‘The Return’. Fen thought it fitting. Orica was a Sard, and the Krodans had removed her people from Ossia entirely, to what fate nobody knew. Her dream was that they’d one day be able to come back to the land they claimed as their home, but that could never happen till the Krodans were gone. Orica had done more to stir resistance after her death than the rest of them put together.


‘Harod would have liked to be here for this,’ she murmured.


Aren grunted in agreement, but he was only half-listening, his gaze lost in the flames as he took a pull on his flagon of mead.


She studied him in the firelight. No longer was he the gangly boy she’d first met on a chasm’s edge in a storm. He was still of no great height, but he’d thickened out since then, and he fitted better in his skin these days. He’d grown a little stubble, and it suited him. His features were more striking than handsome, his nose long and wide and his jaw broad and angular, but his eyes made up the difference: soft, kind eyes that haunted her when she was alone.


Those eyes looked far away now, and she knew he was thinking of Cade. Stout, true-hearted Cade, who’d been like a brother to him. He should have been here, on Aren’s birthday. It would have thrilled him to break bread with Fell Folk: he’d always dreamed of seeing faraway places and meeting new people.


But Cade was gone. She’d watched his final moments, hanging by his fingertips from a wooden beam over a churning haze of dust and flame. She’d seen Aren crawl out to save him, deaf to his warnings that the beam was too weak. And she’d seen him let go, plummeting out of sight, one last act of friendship to save Aren’s life.


That sacrifice weighed heavy on Aren, as did many other things. There were expectations that came with being hailed as a hero. If Vika’s vision was true, he was their champion, ordained by the Aspects to save them from some unimaginable disaster yet to come. And the druidess had certainly not been shy about telling that tale, going before him like a herald wherever he went. Some clutched his hands and thanked him for coming to save them from the Krodans; the pious just stared in awe. He accepted their praise, but she saw how it wearied him, that need to be what they thought he was, knowing he wasn’t allowed to fail. Vika disapproved of him leaving the Ember Blade to another’s care at this uncertain time, but Fen understood. He needed to be free of the burden, if only for a few hours.


But there was one burden he could never shed. The responsibility of living on, and ensuring his best friend’s sacrifice was worth something. To be anything less than extraordinary wouldn’t be enough in Aren’s eyes. Not now.


The bards finished ‘The Return’ and broke into a lively, tumbling tune, driven by pipes and half a dozen drums playing complex, interlocking rhythms, as was the style of the Fell Folk. Several around the fire got up to dance; others thumped their knees or clapped against their flagons, shouting ‘Hey!’ and ‘Ho!’ in time with the music.


Suddenly Fen was seized, pulled to her feet and spun around. She found herself wheeling in a clumsy dance with a grinning Fellman, his arms around her and his body pressed close. He laughed in rough delight as they turned, mead on his breath and lust plain in his eyes. Others around him laughed along at the sight.


‘Here’s a game little southerner!’ he cried to his audience. ‘See how she—’


He was cut short as Fen pulled herself from his grip, shoving him away hard. His foot tangled with hers and he toppled face-first into a group of his fellows, knocking their platters and flagons everywhere. Now the laughter became uproarious, at the Fellman’s expense.


‘She’s slight but she’s fierce!’ someone called.


The Fellman pulled himself up, hair soaked in wine and gravy. Rage and hatred crossed his face, the spite of a handsome man unaccustomed to rejection; then it was gone, and he laughed along with the others, making a show of what a good sport he was.


Fen stood there, heart hammering and head swimming, hot with anger and embarrassment. Grub grinned and Aren stared at her uselessly, not knowing if he should defend her honour or whether that would demean her further; gods, it drove her mad how hesitant he’d become these days! She wanted to throw some insult at her assailant, to put him in his place, but her mind was jammed up with outrage and she strangled on it.


In the end, she did the only thing she could and stormed away. The fresh burst of laughter that brought made her prickle.


‘Fen!’ It was Aren, stepping through the guy-lines in the dark. She didn’t slow until he caught up with her. ‘Fen, I …’ He sagged. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘For what?’ she snapped. ‘You didn’t do anything.’


‘That’s what I’m sorry about.’


Now he wants me to forgive him, to comfort him. As if it were him and not me who was wronged.


She ran a hand through her hair, agitated. ‘It was just a shock, that’s all.’


Aren stared at her miserably, uncertain what to do. Hold me, you idiot, she thought in exasperation.


‘Do you want to go somewhere else?’ he asked.


That was all she could bear. ‘I’m going home,’ she said. ‘To bed.’


‘I’ll walk back with y—’


‘I’d rather be alone.’


She stalked away, leaving him there, his hurt like a palpable thing between them.


Good, she thought bitterly. Feel something.
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The Dawnwardens met with Brac Blackfeather the next morning, in the great yurt that stood at the heart of Clan Riven Moon’s territory in the meadow outside Hallow Cove. It was hot and dim within, the roof held up by a wooden pillar in the centre, carved with birds and animals and their shattered moon totem. Dyed fabrics and rugs were draped everywhere, busy with pictures and patterns. Several iron-bound trunks stood off to one side, next to a small shrine piled with nuts and seeds and berries, a goblet of wine beside them.


Brac and his wife Bridda sat together on high-backed chairs of hide and bone. To their left, an old woman sat on a mat, weather-beaten and wrinkled, frail beneath her colourful shawl. To their right was a tall man, his face cowled and hidden behind a horse’s skull, the silver mouthpiece of a hookah pipe held in one pale hand. The Sage-Mother and the Smoke-Eater: the voice of the ancestors and the voice of the Aspects.


‘Let’s see it, then,’ said Brac, crooking two fingers at Aren in a beckoning motion.


Aren and Harod carried the sablewood chest forward and placed it on the rug before the clan-chief and his wife. They were watched by Athor and half a dozen warriors. Harod retreated to stand with Mara, Fen, Vika and Ruck as Aren knelt to unlock the chest. He pushed it open and lifted out what was within, holding it flat across his palms.


‘The Ember Blade,’ he said.


Even now, almost three years after he first touched it, it made Aren’s heart soar. The witch-iron hilt, pommel inscribed with the solemn letters of the Old Ossian alphabet; the sinuous quillons bracketing a blade of pure embrium, rarer than a god’s tears, which glinted with the surly red hue of a fire burned low. It was a thing from another age, which had survived the rise and fall of two empires, and it looked as if it had been crafted yesterday. That sword was the most vital thing in the room, and it pulled all eyes to it.


Brac leaned forwards in his chair, his gaze sharp with fascination, and something like hunger. ‘That’s the Ember Blade, no doubt,’ he said. ‘What is it that makes it call to a man so? Some kind of sorcery laid upon it?’


‘Kellid the Wright fashioned the blade around a shard of the Creator itself, which fell from its place in the sky,’ Vika told him. She was in full druidess attire now, her face painted in rough stripes of black and white, her staff of lichwood and lightning-glass clutched in one hand. ‘Its hilt was fashioned from the claw of Ashgrak the draccen, slain by Maggach after he gave his eye to Azra in exchange for the strength of twenty. Forged for Hallec Stormfist, by his hand it laid low the Revenant King, herald of the Outsiders. By provenance, by sacrifice, by deed it calls to you.’


The warriors were visibly stirred, but Aren saw distaste flit across the clan-chief’s face. Grand language didn’t satisfy him; he had little tolerance for wordplay. Aren took note and reminded himself to be honest and straightforward as he replaced the sword in the chest, cushioned by black velvet.


Brac sat back in his chair and studied Aren, weighing him up. Aren weighed him in return. He was lean rather than brawny, his body made for speed over strength, but his voice was deep and belonged to a bigger man. His hair was shaved – though judging by the stubble he was already mostly bald – and his black beard had been braided into two queues side by side, held together by linked rings along its length. He was impressed by the blade but didn’t want to be. Aren suspected this would be no easy negotiation.


‘I saw the Ember Blade once before, when I was a boy, in the hand of Alissandra Even-Tongue,’ Brac said. ‘It was just after her coronation. The clan-chiefs of the Fell Folk – my father among them – were summoned to Morgenholme to pay fealty to our new queen. On the journey south – and it was a long way, when our people should have been working the harvest – I asked him many questions. I asked why we pay taxes we can’t afford for the privilege of living on land that is rightfully ours. I asked why we let the nobles take all the good farmland and forests near the river and the sea, leaving us with bitter soil and dangerous game. I asked why, when famine strikes and we starve, we must go to the Northguard with our begging bowls, so he might impose more ruinous debt in exchange for his meagre help. I asked all this, and do you know what he told me? “Because the Aspects will it so.”’


His lip curled in disgust at the memory, and Aren saw some of his men shuffle in discomfort. Questioning the Aspects didn’t sit well with them.


‘When his time came, he bent his knee before the blade like all the others, as did I,’ Brac went on. ‘But I was a boy then, and I’m a boy no longer.’ He leaned forwards and fixed Aren with an even gaze. ‘The Ember Blade is the sword of kings and queens, they say. Whosoever bears it has been chosen by the Aspects. But no king or queen of Ossia was ever friend to the Fell Folk.’


‘Have the Krodans been any kinder?’ Mara asked.


‘Out here in the Reaches, one master’s the same as another.’ It was Bridda who spoke now. Thick black braids tumbled over broad shoulders, framing features carved out by adversity. ‘Jerdis Cragheart was Northguard at the Fang before the Krodans came, and he was Northguard after.’


‘He’s cruel enough to suit them,’ said Athor.


‘The Ossians never slaughtered an entire clan!’ Mara protested.


‘Not recently,’ Bridda replied.


‘Never in recorded history,’ Mara shot back. Aren had seen it coming but was too slow to stop her. She couldn’t let an argument go, even when it was better to keep silent.


‘Not all histories are recorded, Mara of Whitherwall,’ said Bridda, with a stony calm that sounded like a warning.


Aren raised his hands before Mara could say anything else. Her genius didn’t extend to people; she could appeal to logic, but not to the heart. ‘Let’s not talk of grievances,’ he said loudly. ‘We don’t come here representing the south, or the nobles. We are Dawnwardens, and we fight for Ossia. All of Ossia.’


‘Do you, now?’ Brac gave him a long stare. ‘Speak your piece, then, Dawnwarden.’ His tone said all that needed to be said about Aren’s claim to that title.


And maybe he’s right to be sceptical, Aren thought. But now wasn’t the time for doubts. He put on his confidence like armour, and spoke.


‘Below the Cut, Ossia has been ground under the heel of a Krodan boot, but here in the north you can still gather in number. The Krodans have always been wary of the wild lands. They cling to roads and cities, orderly places that are easy to control. In the south, any attempt at an uprising would be stamped down in its infancy; but here in the Reaches, the Krodans barely maintain a presence at all. If we are to build any kind of force to resist the Krodans, it must begin here. And so we come to you, Brac Blackfeather, to offer you this gift’ – Harod stepped forward, carrying a wooden casket in his hands – ‘and to ask for your help.’


Harod offered the casket to Bridda. She took it with a nod of gratitude and opened it. Puzzlement crossed her face as she looked inside. She dug into it with her hand and brought out a handful of tiny black seeds, which rained through her fingers back into the casket.


‘Let me see,’ said the Sage-Mother. Athor took the casket from his mother and gave it to the bent old woman, who lifted a palmful of seeds to her nose, sniffed and shook her head.


‘It’s called elderwyld,’ said Aren. ‘A grass from the isles of the elaru. It grows tall, like wheat, and its grains make bread such as you’ve never known. Fine and light, and it takes only a little to fill your belly.’


‘That, and it’s hardy enough to weather the worst winter, spreads fast and grows in the most meagre soil,’ Vika added.


Bridda’s brows raised. ‘A great gift indeed, then,’ she said. ‘May I ask how you got it?’


‘Traders from the White Sea smuggled it out of Peth,’ Aren said. ‘The elaru grow it there. No one knows what craft they used to adapt their crops to our climate, where they refused to grow before, but they have a foothold on Embria now.’


The mouthpiece of the Smoke-Eater’s hookah disappeared beneath the horse-skull mask. Thick tendrils of smoke seeped out between the horse’s teeth, smelling sharp and sweet together. He leaned towards Brac and muttered in his ear. Brac listened and nodded.


‘That is ill news,’ said Brac. ‘But the elaru are far away from here, and we’ll take what advantage we can. It’s a rare gift. Now, go on.’


Aren was pleased to see that their gift had won them some goodwill. Their request to petition Brac had been met with a lukewarm response, and he’d shown little interest in anything they had to offer until now. The elderwyld had opened a crack in the shell.


‘We want to establish a base, here in your lands,’ said Aren. ‘A place where the Krodans won’t find us, where we can raise a resistance. They’ve hounded us for nigh on three years, never letting us settle in one place for long enough to organise. Talk of the Ember Blade has inspired the discontented, but it’s not enough, and we’re too few to fight them yet. If it keeps on like this, they’ll catch us sooner or later, and if they get the Ember Blade back, it’s over. They’ve worn this country down near to nothing. A blow like that will be the end of hope.’


‘So we’re to shelter you in our lands?’ said Brac sceptically. ‘And when the Krodans come looking? You’ve heard what became of Clan Tangled Leaf.’


‘Even if they knew where we were, they wouldn’t dare come for us in force,’ said Aren. ‘They know how much manpower it would take to assault the Reaches, and they can scarce afford to pull men away from the south with things as they are.’


‘You’re presuming the clans would work together to stop them.’


‘The Fell Folk are no fools. They know that Tangled Leaf was only the first. Your enemies will pick you off one by one unless you unite against them. After all, that’s what these games are about, isn’t it? That’s what will be decided here?’


Brac grunted. ‘If anything’s decided at all. The Fell Folk haven’t united in anything since the days of the Thief-Queen. What makes you think it’ll happen now?’


‘It’s said that you could make it so,’ Aren said.


Aren was good at reading people. Sometimes he could read them so well it was like looking inside their minds. And so he didn’t miss the quick glance of concern Bridda gave her husband, nor the irritation he tried not to show, nor the way the guards stood straighter in hopeful anticipation.


They want him to call the clans. He doesn’t want to. There’s something here I’m missing; but what?


‘You presume much, southerner, to come here and speak on things you know nothing of.’ His voice was flinty now.


‘I know what will happen if nothing changes: “Those who do not stand united will fall apart.”’


‘That’s a Krodan saying,’ Athor said levelly.


‘It is. You want to hear another one? “Tie two Ossians to a cart and they’ll pull in different directions.” That’s what they think of us. That’s why they keep winning.’


‘Nine, you admire them!’ cried Brac.


‘They killed my father and threw me in a prison camp to rot. I don’t admire them. But I do understand them. I know how little they think of your people; even less than they think of mine. They believe they are superior. They will underestimate us. That’s how we’ll beat them.’


Brac seemed satisfied at that. Aren was young, but he’d stood his ground and shown that he wouldn’t be intimidated. He had the sense that he’d been tested, and passed.


‘If you would call the clans, the Dawnwardens and the Ember Blade would stand with you,’ Aren said. ‘We can be of service, if you’d have us. We ask only that you consider our proposal.’


Brac sniffed and settled back in his chair, stroking his beard-braids thoughtfully. He was tempted, that much was clear. Whatever his own opinion about the Ember Blade, having the support of the Dawnwardens would lend much weight to his claim to lead the Fell Folk.


Aren’s eyes went to the shrine that stood near the edge of the yurt. One side was carved in the likeness of Hallen, the Aspect of Plenty, with a crown of wheat and barley, a cup in one hand and a sickle in the other. The other side showed Ogg, Aspect of Beasts, boar-headed, muscled and virile, with a shaggy mane and a pendulous phallus. A wolf and a ram flanked him.


Worshipping the Nine had been declared illegal not long after Hammerholt, the first sign that the occupation was turning from an unequal partnership to a brutal assimilation. There was outrage, but it didn’t matter. They tore down the House of Aspects in Morgenholme, the oldest and grandest shrine in Ossia, and no one dared argue after that.


But they still kept shrines in the Reaches. The Dawnwardens had passed half a dozen by the roadside. The Nine lived on here, and the Ember Blade was their will made manifest.


But if that’s true, then it was their will that it come to me, thought Aren. It was their will that my father died, and Cade, and Orica and Garric, and all the rest. It’s their will that I’m to save us all.


The responsibility of that was terrifying. If he let himself believe it, he’d break under the weight of it. But how could he know if it was the hand of Joha guiding him, or the force of Vika’s faith? What he’d give to be as certain as she was.


‘Where is the Skarl?’ Brac asked. The subject had been changed. There’d be no immediate answer to their plea, but at least he sounded friendlier than before.


‘His talents do not extend to civilised conversation,’ Mara said.


‘Also, he drank enough mead last night to make a lesser man beg for death,’ Aren added with a smile.


Mara gave him a sharp look, but Brac guffawed in surprise. Aren had judged him right: he liked straight talk, not evasions.


‘A shame,’ said Brac. ‘He sounds like my sort. A man who enjoys a good brag and is not afraid to speak his mind.’


‘It’s his mind that’s the problem,’ said Aren, drawing another laugh, this time from some of the warriors, too. Brac thawed now Aren had dropped the formality. This whole conversation would have gone better over a jug of mead in some smoky corner of a longhouse, but it had taken Aren a while to get the measure of it.


‘I’m glad someone’s in the mood for mirth,’ said a voice from behind them. ‘Gods, my head!’


Aren saw Brac’s face stiffen in anger and turned to see who’d spoken. Entering the yurt, dishevelled and squinting, was the man Fen had left sprawled on the meadow soaked in spilled wine and meat juice. He faltered as he recognised her, before giving her a smirking grin that made Fen turn red and set Aren’s blood boiling.


‘My son and heir, Edéan,’ said Brac. ‘Who’s too damned fond of sprin to get his idle arse here in time to meet our honoured guests!’ His voice had risen to a bellow, and the smirk fell from Edéan’s face. ‘Go stand with your brother, boy, and keep your mouth shut. Maybe you’ll learn something about how to lead a clan.’


Edéan slunk over to Athor’s side, glowering. Aren watched him with loathing. It wasn’t only Fen he’d humiliated, but Aren, too. How long had he wanted to take her in his arms like that? For a man like Edéan, it was easy, an act of no consequence that made Aren look pathetic by comparison. He wasn’t much older than Aren, but he was effortlessly handsome even when sulking, and he had the arrogant air of someone for whom failure was just a delay in getting what he wanted. Aren hated himself for his indecision, but he hated Edéan more for making him look bad. Fen’s disgust had scalded him through the night.


Peace, he told himself. He’s the son of the clan-chief you’re trying to woo to your cause. There are more important things than your feelings here.


But he couldn’t help remembering how Edéan had whirled Fen about, his arm around her waist, holding her close.


‘Vika-Walks-The-Barrows,’ said Bridda, holding out a hand in invitation. Vika approached, staff in hand, her wolfhound padding at her side. ‘There has been much excitement at the news of a druidess attending our games. Many are keen to seek your counsel in matters of the Nine. Few of your kind visit the Reaches now.’


‘There are few of us left,’ said Vika. ‘I would be glad to share what I know, but first I have something for you and your husband, and all those present. I bring word of what is to come, and I beg you pay heed, for it is coming to us all, north and south alike.’


She went on to tell them of her experience in the desecrated ruins of the Dirracombe, which had set her on the path to becoming a Dawnwarden. That night, she’d been visited by the Torments, gatekeepers of the Abyss, who brought her warning. She told of the future they’d showed her, a new Age of Chaos, when the barriers between the living and the dead were gone and humanity was prey to monstrous entities from beyond the Shadowlands. And lastly, she told of the champion she’d met, the blinding figure with a blade that shone like the sun.


‘That sword was the Ember Blade,’ she said, her eyes bright with zeal. ‘I knew then that the one to wield it would be the champion we sought, the one destined to save us from the disaster ahead. I thought at first it was Cadrac of Darkwater; but he was not the one to seize the blade. That was Aren.’


Aren kept his chin up, resisting the urge to shrink as all eyes fell on him. To show his doubts would make them doubt him.


The guards murmured between themselves in amazement. Brac raised an eyebrow but said nothing. The Sage-Mother watched him with narrow eyes, while the Smoke-Eater sucked on his pipe, filling the air with strange fumes. Aren felt sweat trickling down his neck. It was so cursedly hot in here!


‘How will this dark future come to pass?’ Bridda asked gravely.


‘The Krodans will bring it about,’ said Vika. ‘Somehow, they have found a way to meddle with forces they do not understand, and unless they are stopped it will be the end of all of us. If you need proof of my word, you need look no further than the dreadknights that do their bidding. We have faced them. They are not human.’


A ripple of unease spread through the gathering, and one of the warriors muttered a protective oath. Aren wished she hadn’t said that. It would be difficult enough to rouse the Fell Folk to their side without the prospect of facing demons.


‘There is hope,’ Vika said. ‘A Conclave has been called, and the druids are gathering. Aren and I are heading there directly from Hallow Cove, to speak with the elders. Their knowledge dwarfs mine. They will decide what to do.’


The Smoke-Eater leaned in to whisper in Brac’s ear again. Vika waited politely, but Aren knew she was listening: her senses were uncannily sharp. Ruck raised a lip and growled softly, as if she hadn’t liked what she heard.


‘You’ve given us much to think about,’ said Brac, ‘and I’m keen to talk further on it. In the meanwhile, you’re invited to participate in the traditional warg hunt on the morrow. It’s the day we blood our young warriors, their chance to prove themselves to their peers.’ He turned his gaze to Aren. ‘There is no shame in refusing. You are my guests, and it will be perilous.’


Aren felt his heart sink. Another test. Refusing wasn’t an option, if he hoped to win them to the cause.


‘I’d be delighted to join the hunt,’ he lied.
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The Reaches baked beneath the merciless eye of summer. In the gullies and defiles that mazed the uplands, not a breath of wind moved. Insects buzzed and rattled, fitful and angry. Hard shadows cut across the rocks like the line of a crafter’s knife.


Aren crept along the ravine, eyes skipping over the boulders cluttering the way. Steep slopes loomed to either side, hiding caves within their folds. A hundred places to launch an ambush from. A hundred places a warg might hide.


He’d hunted wargs once, back in Shoal Point, before he learned what the world was really about. He and Cade had tracked a great she-warg that had been terrorising the area, and cornered it in a cave. It had been a grand adventure then, though on some level they knew it was make-believe. They’d never have had the courage to go in after it otherwise.


This didn’t feel like a grand adventure.


Fen was to his left, moving on soundless feet with the keen attention of a predator. An arrow was nocked to her bow, ready to draw. Grub was up ahead, knives in his hands. Aren could hear him muttering quietly to himself.


‘Here, doggy, doggy. Come to Grub.’


At least one of them was looking forward to meeting a warg, Aren thought. Even discounting the lurid tales of his childhood, they sounded terrifying. A mass of knotted muscle, fang and claw, they were a nightmare combination of wolf and bear. In fact, it was said they were the ancestors of both, the way the giants were the ancestors of humans. But where the giants had died out, succeeded by the Six Races that sprang from them, the wargs had lived on, monsters from the lost ages before the Long Ice.


And now Aren was supposed to kill one. It hadn’t been said, of course, but he knew that nothing less would do.


Behind them and before them, more hunters moved among the rocks, Fell Folk in groups of three. Most were barely into adulthood and facing their first trial, eager and afraid in equal measure; a few older heads walked among them to keep watch. They carried spears and bows, and though they stalked their quarry with grave focus, they glanced at Aren often. They wanted to see what Vika’s champion could do, the one said to be blessed of the Aspects, who’d stolen the Ember Blade and walked at Cadrac of Darkwater’s side.


Cadrac. Garric, Aren thought angrily. Death had made a legend of him. Nobody knew the brutal, bitter man who’d damned Ossia to its current suffering by killing Prince Ottico. Nobody cared how many had died for his implacable need to atone. Nobody remembered that Cade had been one of them. Instead, they sang of a hero, a rebel, the Dawnwarden who stood alone for thirty years, carrying the flame of freedom when no one else would.


How was Aren supposed to live up to that?


A tumble of pebbles, skittering down the flank of the ravine. Fen had her bow drawn and aimed in an instant. Aren tensed in alarm, heart thumping as he scanned for danger, sweaty hands flexing on the hilt of his sword.


More scrabbling, more stones falling. A goat emerged from a nook in the rock. It picked its way along the cliffside, locating footholds where it seemed they were impossible, until it found a tuft of grass on a ledge.


He exchanged a glance with Fen and was pleased to see a wry smile as she relaxed her bowstring. She’d been distant with him since the night of his birthday. He hoped that smile was a sign that things were all well again. It gave him strength to have her by his side today. She was the only one who understood.


The Fell Folk hunted in groups of three, so Aren had been invited to bring two companions of his own. He’d have picked Harod over Grub, given the choice, but Harod was guarding the Ember Blade, and Grub wouldn’t be denied a chance to do something extraordinary. The Skarl had been starved of opportunity since Hammerholt, and he was desperate for new deeds he might one day have inked on his skin, each a tiny step towards redemption in the eyes of his god.


Mara had another audience with Brac, to iron out the details of their proposal. Vika was visiting with the other clan-chiefs in the hope of turning the faithful to their cause. And Aren was out here, trying to prove to their hosts that the Dawnwardens were more than just a handful of Cadrac’s followers, laying claim to a legacy they had no right to.


But are we? I don’t know.


He fought down the fear in his gut. Harod had been an able sparring partner these past few years, and Aren had learned a thing or two to add to his lessons from Master Orik. He’d even killed men in battle before. But for all that, he was no warrior yet, and wasn’t sure he ever would be.


Still, a warrior was what people expected, when they thought of heroes.


Fen lifted a hand, halting him in his tracks. He blinked sweat from his eyes as he tried to see what had stopped her. A mosquito whined loud in his ear. Ahead, the ravine branched, and a thin waterfall tumbled down into the junction, gathering into a shallow stream. There was no sign of anything moving there except for Grub, who’d gone ranging ahead alone, eager to be the first into a fight.


Fen slipped over to a pile of fallen rocks near the mouth of the stream. Aren followed her. There: a heap of dung, hidden among the stones. She squatted and examined it closely, holding her hand over it.


‘You sure you want to do that?’


It was Edéan, crouched on a boulder above them, a mocking smile on his face.


Fen didn’t acknowledge him, but Aren saw her tense in irritation. ‘Still warm,’ she said to Aren. She straightened and pointed down a branch of the ravine. ‘That way.’ Then she headed off, without looking at Edéan once.


Edéan slid down off the boulder, landing next to Aren. ‘Sour sort, isn’t she?’


‘She has a right to be sour with you.’


‘Ach, not you, too! Don’t you have any fun in the south?’ Then he raised an eyebrow. ‘Ah, wait, I see what’s going on. She’s yours, is that it?’


‘She’s not mine, nor anyone’s!’ Aren said, annoyed.


‘Then why’s she mad at me?’ Edéan asked in bewilderment.


Aren didn’t have the patience or the inclination to explain. ‘What do you want?’


‘I want to talk with you,’ said Edéan, slapping him on the shoulder in an infuriatingly friendly manner. ‘Come on, best not let her go off on her own. There’s wargs about, and they’ll make short work of a skinny thing like that.’


‘She can take care of herself,’ Aren said sullenly, but he went along with Edéan anyway. Though Aren would rather not have had his company, he was the son of Brac Blackfeather, and Aren thought it wise to hear what he had to say.


They followed Fen into a new ravine, narrower and steeper than the last. Aren looked for Grub, but he was nowhere to be seen. Perhaps he’d taken the other branch. He was supposed to stay close by, but of course he hadn’t listened. Grub had a habit of getting into trouble, and a talent for getting out of it.


‘You want my father to unite the clans,’ said Edéan. ‘I’ll tell you now, he won’t. He’ll give it due consideration, but he’ll do nothing. He wants his people safe, and Clan Riven Moon are safer than they’ve ever been. Not even Clan Shrike Shadow would dare raise arms against us now. That’s enough for him.’


‘But not for you,’ Aren said.


Edéan gave him a look, irked that Aren had interrupted. He liked to talk and was used to being listened to. Aren noted that.


‘Once, Father made war as easily as peace,’ Edéan continued. ‘He turned enemies into allies, and those who wouldn’t take the hand of friendship he crushed in battle. He was … he is the mightiest of us.’


Aren recognised that mix of pride and anger in Edéan’s voice. He knew what it was to admire and resent someone at the same time.


‘But then Narne was killed. My sister. Died by the blade as we broke the forces of Clan Brown Bear, slew six of the Red Seven. You never saw battle like it …’


He trailed off, lost for a moment in reverie, but whether it was the battle or his sister he was thinking of, Aren couldn’t tell.


‘After that, my father wasn’t the same. With Clan Brown Bear in disarray, we should have dealt with Shrike Shadow; Brown Bear were ever their enforcers. But it was like the fire had gone out of him.’


Brac lost a child, thought Aren. That’s what’s holding him back. Shades, how am I meant to remedy that?


‘Do you know what the Penance Tax is?’ Edéan asked suddenly.


Aren hadn’t until a few days ago, when Mara had educated them all on the history of the Fell Folk. ‘It’s the practice of taking the eldest child of the chief’s family hostage to ensure the clan’s good behaviour.’


‘Aye. Kept as prisoners in the Fang. In cells. Sometimes for their whole lives. Twice in the past they imposed it on us, when we got too unruly. The threat of it hangs over us always.’


‘You’re the eldest?’


‘Now Narne’s dead, I am. But that’s not why I want this fight. This is a chance for us. I won’t see it pass by.’


‘A chance for what?’


Edéan kept a restless eye out as they talked, his spear held ready. ‘When the Thief-Queen led her armies into the Reaches, they called it the Taming of the North. Like we were dogs brought to heel.’ His tone became bitter, and Aren sensed how deep the old grudges ran among the Fell Folk. ‘This is our land. After they drove my ancestors from Harrow, we went south to the empty places and claimed them. Then the southerners came and stole them from us. They built the Fang and sat the first Northguard there, as warden to their new subjects. They’ve been keeping us down ever since.’ His jaw tightened at the thought. ‘It’s been that way for long centuries, but by Joha’s will, it won’t be for ever. This is our moment to change things.’


Aren was impressed despite himself. Feckless as Edéan seemed, there was determination there, a burning drive to fight for his people. He began to wonder if they were more similar than he’d first thought.


‘Tell me how,’ he said.


‘The Ember Blade means more than my father lets on,’ Edéan said. ‘And he’ll not be deaf to the druidess’s warning. But you’re asking the Fell Folk to draw down the wrath of the Northguard and the Krodans both, all to free a country that never loved us. And for what? So we can go back to being dogs, permitted to exist on our own lands as long as we don’t ask for more than the scraps we’re given? You need to understand, southerner: the coming of the Krodans changed little for the Fell Folk, and little will change when they’re gone.’


‘Then what can be done to persuade them to rise up and fight?’


‘Give us our lands back.’


Aren stopped in his tracks and stared at him. Edéan stared back levelly.


‘I’m serious,’ he said.


‘It seems so,’ said Aren in amazement. ‘Now maybe you’ll tell me why you think the Reaches are mine to give?’


‘Because you have the Ember Blade, and whoever you give it to is meant by the Aspects to rule. The Dawnwardens have played kingmaker before, in the days of Danna the Moon-Touched. So tell your king-to-be that our support comes with conditions. Tell them to disband the Northguard, give us the Fang and the coast and the riverlands. Tell them the Reaches belong to the Fell Folk. Elsewise, the blade goes to someone else.’


Aren was so aghast at Edéan’s audacity, he momentarily forgot where he was and the danger that surrounded them.


‘I can’t do that!’ he said. ‘And even if I could, even if I were to reduce the divine mandate of the Aspects to a … a bargaining chip, the nobles would never stand for it. And we need the nobles if we’re ever to win our country back.’


‘Ach, of course, wouldn’t want to upset the order of things, would we?’ Edéan said wearily, waving his excuses away. ‘It’s not like you’re planning a revolution or anything. You’d best think of something, though, because right now you’re not giving us much reason to die for you.’


‘What you’re asking is impossible!’ Aren cried. ‘I don’t get to decide who—’


‘Nothing’s impossible. You just didn’t plan on the cost. Question is, how much are you willing to sacrifice to get what you want?’


Aren found himself at a loss for words. Sacrifice? Hadn’t he lost his best friend to the cause already? Hadn’t he turned down the chance to regain his father’s land and riches, all for the sake of the revolution? He was well versed in sacrifice, unlike this cocksure fool.


He might have said something unwise then, but a shout of alarm sounded behind them, tearing them from their conversation. Edéan cursed and raced off in the direction of the noise; Aren, slower to react, followed.


Further along the ravine, a group of hunters were backing up, spears raised high. A warg came leaping from the rocks, crashing through their wavering spears, knocking two aside and pinning a third to the ground. The hunter screamed as the beast’s jaws closed on his throat. Then it wrenched its head upwards, and he screamed no more.


Aren went cold with shock at the sight. The danger, which till that moment had been vague and unfocused, suddenly became sharply real. The warg was barrel-bodied but swift, its short muzzle crowded with long fangs, tiny eyes glaring blackly. Yet though it resembled both wolf and bear as Aren had been told, there was something primeval and monstrous in its form: a thing twisted from nature’s path, subtly touched by the chaos of the Shadowlands.


The sight of it made him weak. He ran towards it anyway.


The dead hunter’s companions had found their feet, aiming their weapons at the beast. One, seeing the fate of his dead friend, began sobbing hysterically. Others were running to their aid, splashing through the stream to get to them.


‘Watch for the rest! They hunt in packs!’ Edéan yelled, but he went unheard, and it was too late anyway.


A second warg burst from the mouth of a cave, lunging into the flank of a group of hunters as they ran to aid their fellows. It charged into a Fellwoman, sending her flailing through the air to crash against a rock with bone-snapping force. Her companion tried to stumble beyond its reach, but the beast swiped out with one massive claw, tearing bloody furrows down his back.


Now there were two wargs in the ravine, with several Fell Folk trapped between and no older heads among them. Menaced from two sides, the young hunters fell into disorder, yelling confused commands at one another as they fought to stage a counter-attack.


‘Calm!’ Edéan shouted. ‘Remember your training! Flank and brace!’


Aren’s heart pounded in his ears in anticipation of battle, and the world seemed to close in around him until the only thing in it were the wargs. A lone hunter was fending off the nearest beast with a spear, but he was barely able to keep it back. Aren sprinted towards him, overtaking Edéan, thinking only that he had to help.


The warg saw him coming, switched its weight and swung a paw. Aren was unprepared for its speed; he barely managed to check his run in time to avoid being disembowelled. It snapped at him before he could recover, but he got his sword up in time, the flat of the blade bouncing off the beast’s muzzle. He smelled the sour musk of it, the carrion stink of its breath as its teeth clicked together. Then the other hunter jabbed it with his spear, scoring a red path down its haunch, and it pulled back with a roar.


‘Grub is coming! Grub is coming!’ Aren heard the Skarl shouting from somewhere, but it was Edéan who arrived at his side first.


‘Shades, you mudwit, you’re trying to fight it with a sword?’ Edéan cried. ‘It’ll have your arm off! Take the spear!’


Aren glanced down at the spear at his feet, dropped by the fallen huntress. He wavered uncertainly, not sure whether to stick with the weapon he knew or take Edéan’s advice. In that moment he took his eyes from his opponent and the warg went for him, swatting Edéan’s spear aside before it pounced. Aren wasn’t quick enough to dodge. It slammed into him and bore him to the ground, knocking the breath from his lungs.


Panic exploded through him. He was trapped, crushed, unable to breathe. Claws raked his shoulder as it scrabbled atop him, dragging lines of scalding pain. The beast drew back its head to bite, jaws gaping wide, saliva running from the points of its fangs. Time slowed as Aren stared into the wet cavern of its throat, helpless in the face of death.


He didn’t hear himself scream as the beast’s head came down, teeth tearing his throat. He knew only pure fear, strong enough that it felt like it would stop his heart.


But his heart didn’t stop. It was still beating fit to burst through his ribs. The dreadful weight of the warg was still upon him, its jaws around his neck … but the beast hadn’t bitten. It had stopped moving entirely.


‘Get it off him! You, lend your arm!’ It was Edéan, he thought, though he was too dazed to be sure. There was a heave, and the bristly mass rolled off him. He gasped for air, and agony answered him. He was wet with blood and animal stink.


Edéan began shouting at some hunters nearby, directing them towards the battle with the other warg. Aren lay staring at the sky, the sun’s warmth on his skin. He couldn’t understand how he was still alive. At last he turned his head to the side, where the horrific face of the warg lay next to him, slackened by death. An arrow was buried deep in one eye.


So. It had been shot an instant before it lunged, and its head had fallen, open-jawed, onto him, ripping the skin of his throat with its teeth.


There was only one place that arrow could have come from.


‘That was Grub’s kill! Grub wanted to kill it!’ the Skarl yelled in indignation.


Then Fen was there, her face rigid to hold back the fear her eyes showed. She looked him over, frantic, then crouched down to lay a palm against his neck before peeling back his shirt from his shoulder. What she saw there made her suck in her breath.


Grub appeared in his field of vision, his tattooed face scrunched up in a wince. ‘Ooo. That not look too good.’


‘There’s another warg yet to kill,’ Fen told him irritably. ‘Make yourself useful!’


‘Grub will! Come, doggy, Grub has a treat for you!’


Grub scampered away, waving his knives in the air, and was replaced by Edéan. The Fellman seemed confident that things elsewhere were under control now.


‘Here,’ he said, pouring water from a skin over Aren’s shoulder. Once the blood was washed away, they got a look at the wound.


‘It’s shallow,’ said Edéan, straightening. ‘He’ll live.’ Then he looked Fen up and down, impressed. ‘That was neatly done. Right through the eye.’


‘He needs help,’ said Fen sharply, unwinding a bandage from her belt pouch.


Aren stared at the sky while she dressed his wound, a numbing haze on his senses. Knowing he’d been half a heartbeat from extinction made everything else seem unreal. Being crushed by the warg had left his ribs aching, but more crushing still was the burden of shame that lay on him.


‘I’m sorry,’ he muttered as he gazed into the blinding blue. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘Save your breath,’ said Fen. She was always terse when she was scared. ‘I’ve staunched the blood, but we need to get you to Vika.’ She put her arm under him and tried to lift him up. The pain made him wince.


An anguished howl of outrage sounded from down the ravine. ‘Looks like your friend missed out on his kill again,’ said Edéan.


‘Are you going to help or not?’ Fen snapped.


Edéan reached down and added his strength to hers, and together they hauled Aren to his feet.


Further down the sunlit ravine, Aren could see the other warg lying dead, its body bristling with spears. Grub was booting the corpse out of pique. Some of the hunters were seeing to the wounded and dead; others watched Aren, witnesses to his failure. Burned by their regard, he shook off first Edéan’s arm, then Fen’s.


‘I can walk,’ he told them angrily.


Edéan held up his hands. ‘Whatever you say, champion. Lead on.’
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The roar of the crowd was loud enough to make Kiri cringe. Mara shouted in her ear over the noise.


‘Borl Hamfist, of Clan Standing Stone!’


Kiri nodded distractedly, eyes darting. They were surrounded by Fell Folk, crammed together around a crude ring of stakes and ropes. The man in the centre was a shaggy slab of meat, stripped to the waist and sporting a huge hairy belly. He lifted his arm in acknowledgement of the applause.


‘Next will be Harrigan the Maul, of Clan Brown Bear!’ Mara yelled. ‘The last of the Red Seven, and now their clan-chief. Clan Brown Bear prize strength and martial prowess above all things!’


The man who stepped into the ring was a giant, near seven feet in height and nothing but muscle on him. His hair had been shaved into patches and stiffened into short spikes like the head of a mace. His nose looked like it had encountered a mace or two in its time as well.


The roar that accompanied his entrance was even louder than the last, so loud that Kiri clung to Mara in fright. Mara put an arm around her, drawing her in. The feel of the girl pressed against her spread calm through her body, and despite the chaos all around, Mara let her eyes drift closed. She could hear the thump of her own heart, and knew that Kiri, with her ear against her chest, could hear it too, and was eased by it. The thought gave her a sense of peace and joy so profound that, had she been alone, she might have wept.


My daughter.


Her eyes flicked open again, and the peace was spoiled. No. It wasn’t right to entertain such fancies. She was Kiri’s teacher, not her mother. The girl was someone else’s, in the end.


Someone who couldn’t give her what she needed. Someone who didn’t deserve her.


‘I want to go,’ said Kiri, her voice muffled by Mara’s clothes.


In answer, Mara led her out of the crowd, making a path through the bodies for Kiri to follow. This was her purpose: to lead the way, to force aside all opposition so others wouldn’t have to. Of the many crimes she could lay at the feet of the Krodan Empire, the worst was what they’d done to women like her. No Ossian female under middle age knew what it was like to live in a world where they might go to university, hold a job of any importance, invent anything, discover anything, do anything extraordinary. The teachings of Tomas and Toven declared that women should breed strong sons and tend the home, so their menfolk might be free to devote themselves to the service of the Empire.


The very thought of it made her sick with rage. Each of her fellow Dawnwardens had their reasons for fighting the Krodans, but this was hers. She didn’t believe in Vika’s vision of the apocalypse – as far as she was concerned, gods were props for weak minds – but she’d give everything to see the Krodans fall and their pestilent ideology erased.


They emerged from the crowd into the sun-yellowed meadow where the Gathering was in full swing. Several events were being staged in various locations, with only the barest of organisation involved. There were races, a club-throwing competition and a game played with a ball made from an inflated sheep’s bladder, which seemed to involve battering the opposing team into submission and ignoring the ball entirely. Nearby, some sort of musical duel was being fought between several groups of bards. Pipes kept up a simple tune while a dozen drums thundered out rhythms of befuddling complexity. Smoke and the smell of the cooking-pits drifted over the meadow from the forest of yurts that encircled it.


Fell Folk, many already drunk in the heat, milled from one event to another. There were Krodans among them, Ossians from the town and several who looked like foreigners. Some of them even joined in the games, though none of them did well.


It was chaos, but for the most part it was all in good humour. The clans mingled, their differences put aside in the camaraderie of competition. Every now and then two clans met whose grudges ran too deep to smooth over, and then harsh words were exchanged and scuffles broke out. But a few bruises were all that came of it; nobody dared break the traditional truce.


Look at these people, Mara thought with faint disgust. Disordered, fractious, ignorant. Are they really our best hope for revolution?


They should have waited. Another year, perhaps. The underground was getting stronger by the season. A few more atrocities and the Krodans would stir a revolution without the Dawnwardens’ help. They didn’t need to risk the Ember Blade like this.


But Wilham the Smiler had kept pushing, pushing. You don’t have the stomach for it, Mara. You can beat anyone on a castles board, but this is no game you’re playing now. And damn him, he’d got under her skin, pricked her pride enough that she’d made a plan.


He was right: she was a better castles player than anyone. And when your forces were locked down, it was best to open a new front to draw the enemy’s strength away. Lure them with expendable pieces to free up the important ones.


Sacrifice the north to liberate the south.


The others didn’t know that, of course. They thought they were here to put down roots and make the Reaches the fortress of the revolution. They weren’t. They were here to stir up the locals enough that the Krodans would be forced to take notice.


Mara read voraciously and remembered everything. She knew the theory of war, if not its practice. Sending an army into the Reaches would siphon off a large portion of Kroda’s forces in Ossia, which were already overstretched. The clans would disappear into the hills and those forces would be locked up for months, if not years, digging them out. Plenty of time to start the revolution in the south, where it was needed.


Her fellow Dawnwardens would have objected. They’d have been uncomfortable with such cold-blooded tactics. But Garric would have understood. He knew what it took to start a revolution. He’d given his life to begin one.


This is no game we’re playing now.


It was a mental sneer, directed at Wilham. But Wilham, in her mind, only smiled. Because for her gambit to work, she needed Brac Blackfeather to stand up and unite the Fell Folk. And despite her best efforts yesterday, she had no idea if he would.


‘What are you thinking about?’ Kiri asked, brushing her fringe out of her eyes.


‘Oh, nothing,’ Mara said.


‘You’re never thinking about nothing,’ Kiri complained.


Mara smiled at her. ‘There’s Grub,’ she said.


The Skarl was lumbering across the meadow towards them. As he approached, a pair of crows that had been scavenging in the trampled grass took flight with a flurry of wings. Grub stopped to watch them warily before continuing.


‘Man in grey jerkin,’ he grunted at Mara. ‘Over there by arrow game. You know him? Don’t look!’ This last was directed at Kiri, who’d immediately turned her head to see.


‘How are we supposed to know who you’re talking about if we don’t—’


‘Too obvious, Mouse!’ Kiri bristled at the nickname, as she always did. It took practice to ignore Grub’s constant belittling of everyone but himself.


Mara pretended to look at something else in that direction, as subtly as she could.


‘Yes, very nonchalant, for sure,’ he grumbled. ‘Maybe yawn and stretch, too? Nobody see through that.’ The Skarl sounded like he was in a foul mood; Mara had no idea why.


A short way off, some children were playing a game that involved throwing an arrow into a tall, narrow-necked pot. Several adults stood nearby, among them two who were not of the Fell Folk. One was a young, serious-looking woman with stark white hair. The man was tall and lean, grizzled and grey though he couldn’t have reached his fiftieth year. Both wore battered travel clothes and carried swords. They were talking among themselves, but Mara fancied she saw the man’s eyes flicker in her direction as they did so.


‘I don’t know him,’ she said. ‘Or her.’


Grub adjusted his own sword, which was strapped to his back in a filthy scabbard, the whole of it bound up in rags. Carrying weapons wrapped, so they couldn’t be easily drawn, used to be commonplace in Ossia under the Krodans, but since they tightened their grip Ossians had been forbidden from owning weapons at all. It had proved almost impossible to enforce beyond the cities – people in the countryside and the wilds needed them for hunting and protection, so they simply hid them away – but it provided a handy excuse for arrest when one was needed. It had certainly been roundly ignored here in the Reaches, where almost everyone carried weapons. Better to be arrested than eaten by a warg.


‘Grub not got a good feeling about that man. Keep seeing him everywhere. Grub think he watching us.’


Mara took the news calmly. Krodan spies were to be expected. Still, if they’d got wind the Dawnwardens were here … Well, Mara intended to be gone long before anyone could arrive with sufficient strength to capture them, but she couldn’t discount assassins or agents looking to steal the Ember Blade. Brac’s protection only extended so far. ‘Can you keep an eye on them?’


Grub sniffed noisily and grunted his agreement. ‘Grub good at following people. Nobody see him. One time, Grub follow someone a whole day without them noticing. Only lost him because Grub needed a piss.’ His face became dark and angry. ‘Man have bladder like steel. Grub seen nothing like it.’


Kiri looked at Mara uncertainly. It was difficult to know how to respond to Grub sometimes. Most of the time, in fact.


‘Follow them, then,’ said Mara. ‘Find out who they are.’ She leaned closer and gave him a pointed stare. ‘But be careful.’


‘Grub always careful! One time, Grub stand still for three hours, just because he …’ The rest of his story was lost to them as he wandered away, still talking.


‘Apparently he’s progressed beyond the need for an audience,’ said Mara. ‘He’s boasting to himself now.’


Kiri snorted and chuckled. ‘Maybe he’ll give the rest of us a break.’


Mara nudged her playfully, and Kiri smiled a smile that broke her heart.


They found Harod where they’d left him, on the edge of the clearing where the clan-chiefs had gathered – those who were not occupied in the wrestling ring, anyway. There, in an open-sided yurt that shaded them from the sun, the clan-chiefs sat on mats in a semicircle and broke bread together, as tradition dictated on the first day of the games. It was a time of enforced contact, when even great enemies were made to share food and drink. In such ways they knocked down barriers that were raised the rest of year, ensuring no one would be alienated in the days to come, when the real business of the clans was conducted.


The tent was crowded with others, too: warriors, wrinkled Sage-Mothers, skull-masked Smoke-Eaters whose hookahs turned the air pungent. Harod stood behind Brac and Bridda, hands resting on the pommel of his sword, held point-down to the earth. The ornate sablewood chest lay at his feet. The Fell Folk did their best to ignore him, but it was hard not to notice the towering knight standing so ostentatiously in Clan Riven Moon’s corner, nor to guess what was in that chest.


‘If anyone didn’t know the Ember Blade was here before, they do now,’ said Mara.


‘Should we really leave it so … exposed?’ Kiri asked. ‘I mean, I understand why we had to show Brac—’


‘Do you?’ Mara interjected sharply, ever alert for an opportunity to test her pupil. ‘Why?’


Kiri was confident of her answers this time. ‘First, to prove we have the blade. Second, to show that we respect him enough to take that risk.’


Mara was satisfied. ‘Go on.’


‘Well … Now we’ve done that, shouldn’t we be getting it away from here? If anyone wants to steal it … I just think we should be taking it back to … wherever you hide it.’


Kiri couldn’t disguise a flicker of annoyance at the last. It was hard for her to have secrets kept from her. She, like Mara, wanted knowledge above all else. She stared unflinching into the light of truth, no matter how much it burned her eyes. But she was no Dawnwarden yet, and only the Dawnwardens knew where the Ember Blade was hidden.


All except Grub, anyway. He wasn’t good at keeping secrets. They’d given him a different location, and he’d never been interested enough to question them.


‘Sometimes it’s best to hide things in plain sight,’ said Mara. ‘They know we have the Ember Blade and that we stand with Brac Blackfeather. They might have taken it by stealth before, but anyone who tries now will be openly offending Clan Riven Moon. They hold to the old ways here, and generosity is important to them, therefore—’


‘They don’t like thieves,’ Kiri finished, nodding gravely in understanding. ‘I still think it’s risky.’


‘It is. But sometimes we have to gamble. Playing safe has won us little.’


‘You sound like Wilham now,’ said Kiri, with as much disapproval as she dared.


‘Just because we don’t like him doesn’t make him wrong.’


‘He wants you to fail. He wants to control the Dawnwardens himself.’


‘Yes.’


‘He don’t respect you—’


‘Doesn’t.’


Kiri swore under her breath, gripped her fingers into a fist. ‘He doesn’t respect you, and you know why,’ she wheezed. She was getting short of breath, throat tight, tears gathering. It was painful for her to force anger through her shyness. Mara knew what it took and was proud of her, even as the truth of the words cut deep. She knew what Wilham thought but never said. She wasn’t strong enough, aggressive enough, decisive enough. Not the way a man would be.


The leader of the Morgenholme underground couldn’t have been more than a baby when the Krodans came. He’d heard tales of women like Jessa Wolf’s-Heart, Dassa of Ley who cured the Grey Rot, Queen Luda the Lawbringer whom the Fell Folk had bitterly dubbed the Thief-Queen; but he’d never encountered one. All the heroes in his lifetime had been men. Small wonder that, in his heart of hearts, he thought of her the way the Krodans did. All her intellect, her inventions, her genius meant nothing stacked up against the overbearing fact of her gender.


In such ways our enemies overwrite our deeds, and remake us in their image.


But as she looked around the circle of clan-chiefs, she saw as many women as men. There was Rilke Thunder’s-Child, ancient matriarch of Clan Standing Stone, who refused to retire and join the Sage-Mothers no matter what tradition dictated. There was Larinda the Atoner, beautiful, serene in her piety. Aelfride Eagle-Marked sat next to her, clan-chief of Shrike Shadow, Brac’s greatest rival. Last was Mudge Hammerbrow, a mountain of a woman who’d earned her name by headbutting an enemy in battle so hard that she killed him dead.


Mara felt a pang of conscience. They were primitive, yes, but the old ways held strong here, and the taint of Krodan teachings had never touched them. To the Fell Folk, age or gender was no barrier. All that would be lost when the wrath of the Empire descended on them. Was it right to sell these women out, to make a better world for others?


She dismissed the thought, hardened her heart, armoured her feelings with logic. There was a popular saying among castles players, which was usually the first principle she taught when explaining the game. Sometimes you have to give up a castle to get a castle.


A castles board had many castles to be won. Novice players often became obsessed with not losing any of the ground they’d gained. But too much focus on defending what you had could lose you the game. That was what had happened to Ossia, when the nobles surrendered in return for keeping their lands and riches; and now look where they were.


It was pointless being sentimental. The Fell Folk had been insignificant to history before the Krodans came, and they’d be insignificant when they were gone. Given that, they were no great loss.


Then she thought of the children throwing arrows into a pot and remembered Wilham’s scornful words. This is no game you’re playing now.


Kiri tugged at her sleeve. Aren was approaching, carrying one arm awkwardly, wincing at the wound in his shoulder. He was accompanied by Fen and an ill-favoured, lumpen man she didn’t know.


The reminder of Aren’s injury rekindled her anger. She’d had harsh words for Vika after she heard about the warg hunt. He wouldn’t have even been there if it weren’t for her ridiculous insistence on hailing him as a champion sent by the Aspects. But Vika, as ever, didn’t listen. You couldn’t argue against faith with reason. Mara knew that, but it never stopped frustrating her.


In the end, things had got heated, and she’d told Vika she enjoyed playing the prophet more than she cared for Aren’s safety. It hadn’t gone down well, and things were frosty between them now.


‘Aren, Fen,’ she said in greeting. ‘Who’s this?’


‘This is Levin,’ said Aren. ‘He insisted on speaking with you.’


‘’Scuse me, eh?’ said Levin, in the thick, clunking accent of the Bitterbracks. ‘I’ve a message for Mara of Whitherwall, to be delivered only to her.’


‘Let’s have it, then,’ said Mara.


Levin dug out a folded piece of paper, foxed at the edges and curled with rough handling and long travel. Mara opened it up. Hundreds of tiny squares had been drawn there in neat rows, each divided into smaller squares and rectangles, with dots scattered inside and out. No language, but a code.


‘He said you’d work it out,’ Levin grunted.


‘Who did?’ Mara stared at the page, mind working furiously. Already she had some letters. It wasn’t tremendously complex for someone of her ability, but it was difficult enough to foil most.


‘The man who gave it me in Ravenspire. Weren’t him that wrote it, though. He was just passing it on, like me.’


‘I see. And do you usually just … pass messages on?’


‘It’s been known. I’m a reliable sort. And now my work’s done, so I’ll be off.’ He gave a little dip of his head and wandered away.


So he was more than just a stranger paid to deliver a message. A part of the underground, maybe, or a low-level operative in some spy ring. Mara’s eyes flickered over the symbols as she processed that.


‘Is it code?’ Kiri asked, trying to peer over the edge of the paper.


Mara ignored her, too intent on the puzzle. She had several letters now, so she skipped to the last word, which was almost certainly the signature.


_ARI_


Her eyes widened. She didn’t need the other two letters to identify the author.


It was just that he was supposed to be dead.
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‘Yarin?’ Aren barely remembered to keep his voice down.


‘The same,’ said Mara, glancing about as she did so. The streets of Hallow Cove were busy, still warm with the memory of day. Lights glowed in the windows beneath frowning gables, and the air smelled of fish and lamp oil.


‘You said he was dead.’


‘Perhaps we underestimated him. We wouldn’t be the first.’


Aren took a moment to digest that information. Yarin was Mara and Garric’s contact among the Sards, who’d given them the plans and keys that allowed them to infiltrate Hammerholt. They’d last heard of him being packed onto a wagon train when the Krodans emptied the ghetto in Morgenholme. Aren had never met him and had assumed he never would. Once Sards went east, they didn’t come back.


‘And what does he say?’ Vika asked. There was an edge to her voice; she was angry with Mara. Aren guessed he was the cause. It just made him feel worse.


Mara checked again that no one was within earshot, but Athor and the rest of their escort walked at a respectable distance ahead and behind. ‘He says he is being held at a prison camp in a place called Wittermere, on the far side of the Sunders, just inside the Estrian border on the banks of the Pelipon. He claims to have vital information about the Krodans that he will tell us once he’s liberated. To that end, he wants us to send a force of two hundred, ready to fight and with as many supplies as we can carry.’


‘Send two hundred into Krodan territory?’ Vika was sceptical.


‘It’s only just inside,’ said Mara. ‘But yes.’


‘Could he really have survived that long in a prison camp?’ Aren wondered.


‘It is very likely to be a trap,’ Vika said.


‘Very likely,’ Mara agreed. ‘But this is the kind of code he was fond of using.’


‘Have you told Harod?’ Aren asked.


‘Of course not. That’s why I didn’t say anything back at the inn. I know what his response will be.’


So did Aren. He’d demand they set out with all haste, negotiations or no, Ember Blade or no. It had been Orica’s mission to find out what happened to her people and restore them to Ossia. Harod had made that mission his own, and if anyone had answers for him, it would be Yarin.


Aren rubbed his wrist with his thumb, touching the little red symbol there, a puzzling junction of lines and curves. He’d obtained it in another prison camp, when a Sard boy called Eifann had smeared him with his blood. When the scab peeled off, he’d found himself branded. Later he’d learned the boy was ydraal, some kind of mystic, and the mark declared him a Sardfriend, trusted of their people. But Aren hadn’t seen a Sard for years.


Vika noticed his distraction. She noticed everything. ‘This is not your task, Aren,’ she warned. ‘You are coming with me to the Conclave, to present yourself to the elders.’


‘I know,’ he said. ‘But still … we must do something?’


‘If the message is genuine, we’d be fools to ignore it,’ said Mara. ‘Yarin is an asset beyond price.’


‘He could tell us what’s happened to the Sards,’ Aren said.


‘Hmm,’ said Mara noncommitally. It was clear she was more interested in the tactical advantage than the fate of the Landless. ‘Well, let us think on it for now. It is too dangerous to act hastily. We’ll discuss it further once we’ve heard what the clan-chiefs have to say.’


Aren’s mood turned gloomy at the thought. He didn’t relish facing the clan-chiefs after his humiliating performance at the warg hunt. But Athor had assured them it was a great honour for someone not of the Fell Folk to be invited to council, and Aren took some small comfort from that. Brac hadn’t entirely dismissed their proposal, then, despite Vika’s champion falling at the first hurdle.


He felt a hand on his shoulder. Vika gave him an encouraging smile, a maternal fondness in her eyes. He managed a smile back. She didn’t mean to do this to him. She was his friend, and she was kind and wise. But in matters of gods and destiny, she was blind to anything but her faith. Once she’d been riven with doubt; now she was firm as iron in her conviction. Aren preferred her before.


‘Where’s Ruck?’ he asked in surprise. He’d been so wrapped up in himself that he hadn’t noticed her absence till now. To find Vika without her hound was like someone leaving their shadow at home.


‘Keeping an eye on things for me,’ Vika replied with a wink, and said no more.


Aren caught sight of a man ahead of him, fumbling with his key at the door of his house. It was his agitation that drew Aren’s attention, the quiet, increasing panic as he failed again and again to turn the lock. After a few tries, the man realised he’d been using the wrong key and swapped it for the right one on his keyring. Aren found the whole thing inexplicably perturbing, even more so when the man glanced over his shoulder at him, as if aware he was being observed. The look of fright in his eyes before he slipped inside bothered Aren for some time afterwards.


They passed along lamplit streets, down alleys and over low bridges, weather-warped planks creaking beneath their boots. This close to the shore, the buildings were raised up on wooden platforms to keep them safe from flooding. Everywhere they went there were steps and crossings, tight passages squeezing between close-packed houses. Somewhere Aren could hear singing and the syncopated tumble of drums. A Fell Folk song, something about the Long Walk, their exodus out of the north when the Harrish drove the barbarians from their lands on the cusp of the Age of Kings.


He thought of what Edéan had said: Give us our lands back. An impossible dream. The nobles would never stand for it. Besides, the Dawnwardens existed only to guard the Ember Blade until the right person came to claim it. Once Ossia was liberated, a new king or queen would be chosen from among the nobles, and they’d take up the sword. It wasn’t for the Dawnwardens to make that decision.


Yet despite Aren’s dislike of Edéan, he felt a certain connection to the Fellman. Aren’s had been an impossible dream too, before he took the Ember Blade against all odds. He saw the same determination in Edéan. It was hard not to respect that.


And now there was Yarin. Yarin, alive! The old Sard had worked a miracle by getting them the plans to Hammerholt. Aren couldn’t imagine what else he knew, what information he’d been gathering all this time. What possibilities he represented.


If the note was real. If it wasn’t just some Krodan trap.


He rubbed at the mark on his wrist. Sardfriend.


The council of the clan-chiefs was held in a Krodan beer-hall, which was the only structure in town big and open enough to accommodate them. Benches and tables had been pushed to one side and a circle had been set up, each chief in their own chair, and with them their partners and families, their Smoke-Eaters and Sage-Mothers. One chair had been left empty, for Clan Tangled Leaf: it gaped like a void in the crowded room. Beyond the circle were more Fell Folk, a dozen from each clan, from the hulking warriors of Clan Brown Bear to the nimble people of Clan Grey Claw and the wild-eyed berserkers of Clan Hidden Rabbit.


‘And you say a druid gave them that name?’ Aren muttered to Vika in disbelief.


‘It is how all the clans were named, the same way I named myself Vika-Walks-The-Barrows. A druid asked for a vision and was given one.’


‘A hidden rabbit, though?’


‘Ever since they have proved themselves the bravest and most dangerous of all the clans, so that none dare mock them. Perhaps that was Joha’s plan.’ She smiled to herself. ‘Or perhaps it was merely Prinn, the Ragged Mummer, playing her tricks.’


Aren said nothing to that. He’d been brought up believing in the Primus, the Krodans’ god, and though he’d rejected that doctrine, he’d never been able to wholeheartedly accept the Aspects as a replacement. Yet there was no doubt Vika’s power came from somewhere. He’d seen her face down a dreadknight, set him to cowering before her, and her potions and unguents were more potent than any herbalist could muster. Already the claw marks on his shoulder and chest had thinned to brown scars. They hardly even hurt any more. If that wasn’t the Aspects’ work, what was it?


A staff was rapped on the floor, calling for silence.


‘The eldest speaks first,’ Mara muttered as Rilke Thunder’s-Child stirred in her chair. Her hair spilled about her wizened face in thick grey ropes, and her yellowed eyes were sharp as a bird’s.


‘There is much to speak of today, but one thing above all. Clan Tangled Leaf are gone, murdered by the Krodans, their tale brought to an end. What’s to be done about that?’


‘We fight!’ snarled Gordred the Reaver of Clan Hidden Rabbit. He had staring eyes, a tattooed face and many rings through his lips, nose and ears. ‘We avenge!’


‘We’ve fought before,’ Rilke replied. ‘We threw ourselves against the Fang in the days of King Edmen, and were broken by it.’


‘We would have taken it, if not for treachery,’ said Gorin the Palm of Clan Grey Claw, raising an eyebrow at Aelfride Eagle-Marked. The warriors of Clan Shrike Shadow bristled at that, but Aelfride raised a hand.


‘The deeds of our forefathers cast long shadows,’ said Aelfride, ‘and some like to hide in them. Don’t lay the blame at our feet if you don’t have the stomach for battle.’


Harrigan the Maul of Clan Brown Bear barked with laughter. It was clear whose side he’d choose in this debate.


‘And when did Clan Shrike Shadow last take up arms against superior forces?’ said Gorin. ‘Mock if you like, but you’ve never started a fight you couldn’t win, and nor will I.’


‘We can win!’ said Mudge Hammerbrow. ‘The Thief-Queen came a feather’s width from losing her whole army when she took the Reaches. We’d have won at the Fang if our own damned squabbles hadn’t seen to our downfall.’


‘And which of us will be next, elsewise?’ asked Cardell Twiceborn, or perhaps it was Davitt: the twins were near impossible to tell apart. ‘We are committing treason as we speak. How long do you think the Krodans will ignore it?’


‘They defiled the Dirracombe,’ said Larinda the Atoner. ‘They destroyed the House of the Aspects in Morgenholme. They’ve hunted the druids till few are left. Still we defy the Primus with our faith.’ She lowered her head. ‘They will come for us, sooner or later.’


‘Will they?’ asked Brac, raising his voice at last. ‘Or will they continue to ignore the Fell Folk, knowing it’s too costly to tangle with us?’


Aren had been waiting for him to speak, but these were not the words he’d been hoping for. He felt the gathering weight of disappointment as Brac went on.


‘Brunland stirs once more beneath the Krodan yoke. The Harrish are no friends to the Krodans now their alliance has collapsed, and Krodan troops flooding the north will not sit well with them. Durn threatens Krodan borders just by existing, and there are rumours of discontent in Ozak. The armies of the enemy are taxed on many fronts, not least keeping order in the south. We might bring in the harvest and sit out this storm.’


There was silence from the assembly. Aren guessed that many had been waiting for Brac to show his colours before they showed theirs. Aren looked for Edéan, wondering if he might argue with the same passion he’d shown at the hunt; but Edéan wasn’t here. Aren scowled. He hadn’t even bothered to show up at a council that might determine the Fell Folk’s future. Maybe he was full of wind after all.


Then Brac’s eyes fell upon the empty chair in the circle. ‘And yet,’ he said, ‘there sat Yoden Mistwalker, whom many of us called friend. They killed him, and his clan. Men, women …’ A look of terrible sorrow passed across his face. ‘Children.’


‘Such a crime has not been committed for two hundred years,’ Rilke murmured. ‘Not since Clan Fallen Snow.’


Aren looked at Mara. Not all histories are recorded. She studiously ignored his glance.


‘How can we tolerate this and still hold our heads up with pride?’ Brac asked the assembly.


‘We’ll be holding our heads in our laps if we try to take on the Northguard,’ Gorin replied, winning grim laughter for his wit. ‘Old Cragheart knows these lands almost as well as we do. With him on their side, the Krodans will tear us to pieces.’


There was an angry hubbub around the room at that. Jerdis Cragheart was a name held in much loathing here.


‘I would hear from our visitors,’ said Larinda, her slow, clear voice cutting through the noise and bringing calm.


‘Why? Fell Folk business is none of theirs,’ grumbled Harrigan.


‘The druidess speaks with the Aspects, and our business is the will of the Nine.’


‘Are you sure she heard them true, though?’ Aelfride asked slyly. ‘We all know how mighty her fabled champion is.’


There was loud laughter at that, and Aren reddened furiously.


‘Come forward then, Dawnwardens,’ said Rilke. ‘Speak.’


Aren fought down the urge to turn his back and leave. Instead, he swallowed his pride and led the way into the circle, Mara and Vika following. Whatever his feelings, this was his last chance to persuade them. If they couldn’t turn the Fell Folk to their side, their mission would fail, and there’d be no revolution in the north. What that would mean to the Dawnwardens, and to Ossia, he didn’t dare think.


The Fell Folk wanted to avenge their fallen kin. They wanted to be won over.


He had no idea how he was going to do it.
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The Black Dog Inn had fallen quiet as night deepened around it. The presence of Brac’s guards had scared patrons away to other establishments, so apart from one bespectacled man who was writing a letter, Fen had the common room to herself. She sat near the unlit hearth – it was too warm for a fire – and whittled in the lanternlight. Outside, the distant clamour of celebration could be heard, but within there was only the creaking of the guard’s footsteps on the boards overhead, the scratch of the quill, the soft whickering of her knife as it teased form and shape from the wood in her hand.


If the dawn was Da’s gift to her, the art of the small blade was Ma’s. She couldn’t whittle without thinking of Ma doing the same on the porch of their cabin, back in the dreamy days of a childhood that seemed too happy to have ever been real. Da and Ma had been so in love, so unashamedly right for one another. They fit perfectly. That was how it was supposed to be. Not this taut awkwardness she felt whenever Aren was around.


But then, a slip of the knife, an infected cut. Ma had died and Da had been unable to live without her. So maybe these things never lasted. Maybe it was all just wishful thinking.


Aren had asked her to come to the council with them. She knew he wanted her support, but she needed this time to herself, and politics bored her. All that talk. Words meant little; she wanted to do something. Every Krodan soldier killed brought them a step closer to freedom. That was more tangible than the promises of strangers.


Still, she hoped Mara’s plan of establishing a base here came to something. She liked the Reaches. There were few roads and fewer towns. This was the kind of place she might feel at home in, wargs or no.


Her mind went back to the hunt, to the beast rearing over Aren, ready to bite. Gods, that had been close. At the time, she’d been calm as stone. She’d aimed and loosed and hit it in the only place that would kill it fast enough to save him. She’d only felt the terror afterwards, once the thing was dead. Only then had she understood how near she’d come to losing him.


She remembered the look of amazement on Edéan’s face. The admiration in his eye. The memory pleased her. That had shown him.


She heard the latch move and the door to the common room opened. From the corner of her eye, she saw somebody come in. One of the Riven Moon guards. Occupied with her whittling, she didn’t look up. She was on the fine detail now, and it took all her concentration. She’d never attempted the likeness of Sabastra before, the Aspect of Love, laughter and music. She was trying to capture her as she’d seen her in shrines, all ribbons and flowing dresses, always dancing and in motion. There was supposed to be an alien beauty to her, otherworldly, eyes enormous and her tiny features fish-smooth. Fen frowned as she tried to sculpt the lips just so, in an expression of flirtatious, mischievous joy.


‘Is that Sabastra?’


Edéan’s voice at her shoulder made her jump. The tip of her knife slipped, cutting through the swell of her lip and scarring the goddess’s half-formed face. She swore under her breath and gave the Fellman a venomous look.


‘Shouldn’t you be at the council?’


‘Some things are more important,’ he said.


‘Like bothering me?’ She put the figure aside with an angry tut. It was ruined now, but perhaps she could make something else of it later.


‘Apologising,’ he said.


She looked up at him warily, searching for a joke, but she found no mockery there. He sat on a chair on the other side of the hearth, took a moment to assemble his words, and spoke.


‘We’re used to soft sorts from the south,’ he said. ‘Town folk who’d cry for the watch if a wild boar broke cover ten feet from them. I thought that was you, at first. But then I saw you yesterday. You move like a hunter. And that shot you made … not one in a hundred of the Fell Folk could’ve done that.’


Fen tried not to squirm. He seemed in earnest, and it made her uncomfortable. She didn’t know how to take compliments, or apologies.


‘I wronged you that night by the fire,’ he went on. ‘Didn’t give you the respect you’re owed. You’re of the wild, like us. A lioness. So I came to say I’m sorry.’


He reached into his tunic and brought out a pendant which he held out to her, dangling from his fist. Hanging from the leather thong was a long yellow fang.


‘The eye tooth of the beast you killed,’ said Edéan. ‘It’s traditional among the Fell Folk to offer a gift when apologising.’


Fen stared at it, and then at him, confused.


‘It’s also traditional to accept a gift when it’s offered,’ he added gently. ‘Unless my apology isn’t sufficient to make amends?’


She took it from him hesitantly, out of her depth now. She wanted to still be angry at him, remembering the humiliation of that moment by the fire, but it seemed impossible now that he was humbling himself.


She turned the pendant over in her hand, fingering it in the lanternlight. She couldn’t deny it was a fine gift. He could hardly have chosen better.


A lioness. I like that.


‘It was a good shot, wasn’t it?’ she said with a smile.


Crows. Never a good sign when crows were about. Crows were the servants of Urgotha, always on the lookout for stories to bring back to him. They’d peck out the eyes of the dead to see what they saw, peck out their tongues to learn what was said. They liked to read words written on cold skin, although few wore their tales on the outside in this puzzling land.


Grub watched a crow perched on the eaves at the end of the alley. The bird watched him back with one beady, shifting eye. A chill ran through him, and he hunched his shoulders and shrank from the lamplight into the shadows. The Bone God wasn’t interested in the living. He only paid attention when death was at hand.


He couldn’t hold a crow’s gaze these days. Not now he’d seen the darkness. Not now he’d glimpsed the Forgetting.


For a moment he was back in the cold black water, his strength leaking away as he sank down into the abyss, and the emptiness gaped all around him, more profound than any he’d ever known. Mudslug had saved him in the end, but he’d come a snowflake’s width from drowning in Hammerholt. Three years later, it still woke him in the night, sweaty with terror.


That was what awaited him when he died. That was the ultimate destination of the disgraced, the exiles. Not the eternal feast in Vanatuk’s halls, the wild hunt on the ice fields of Quttak. He’d be Unremembered.


Such was his fate. Unless he could change it.


When he looked out again, the crow was gone, and there was only a narrow alleyway of sun-dried planks, busy with old nets and boxes and the scurrying industry of rats. Grub felt them nosing at his boots occasionally, wondering who it was that shared their hiding place, but he paid them no mind. His attention was on the peeling door nearby, which led into a tall wooden building that looked like an office of some kind. Scraggy and White-Hair had gone in there a short while ago, and if they didn’t come out soon, he might have to go in after them.


He’d followed them all day, even since he’d spoken to Bossychops and Mouse at the games. He was good at following people. He’d learned the trick of it as a young thief in Karaqqa, in the underground passageways and tunnels of that vast, snow-lashed necropolis. Tracking marks was a difficult business in those stony, echoing thoroughfares where there was little cover and nowhere to hide. By contrast, today’s work had been child’s play. He was more memorable here in Ossia, with half his body covered in tattoos, but it was so much easier to avoid being seen.


His instincts had been right, of course. Scraggy and White-Hair were up to something. Not just the two of them, either. Other people came and went, trading furtive conversation with Scraggy before heading elsewhere. Some of them were foreigners. There was a flamboyant Carthanian with facial hair so elegant it made Grub want to shove a dagger up his arse just on principle. And he reckoned White-Hair was Durnish. She had the look: wide-set blue eyes, hair the colour of snow. He’d seen enough Durnish to recognise one, albeit mostly dead. It was on a Durnish battlefield that he’d found the man whose skin he stole, all that time ago.


An odd lot, to be sure. But they were after the Ember Blade, he had little doubt of that. As they drifted around the meadow where the games were held, they never let Harod or the chest he guarded out of their sight.


He pegged Scraggy as their leader, so it was Scraggy and White-Hair he stuck with when the games began to wind down and the crowds dispersed. The sablewood chest was loaded onto a cart with Harod and taken to the Black Dog Inn, guarded by a retinue of Riven Moon warriors. Scraggy and White-Hair followed it only as far as the edges of town, where they exchanged glances with a sullen-looking Ossian slouching against a wall, and the other man took up the task. Switching tails, to ensure their faces didn’t get too familiar to the people being followed. This wasn’t the first time they’d done this.


Grub thought them mercenaries, most likely. But who did they work for? The Krodans? Harrow? The Ember Blade would be a potent bargaining chip for any power in Embria. Frustratingly, they wore no sign of their allegiance, and he couldn’t narrow it down based on their nationalities. By the end of the day, Grub was no closer to finding out.


Someone would be watching the Black Dog Inn. Probably had been all this time. He felt he ought to warn Bossychops, but he didn’t have enough to go on yet, and he couldn’t let Scraggy get away. Instead, he followed him and White-Hair into the heart of Hallow Cove.


By then, the crows and the events of the day had combined to make Grub feel paranoid. It wasn’t just Scraggy’s lot that bothered him now. Something was off about the residents of Hallow Cove, the Krodan and Ossian folk who lived here before the Fell Folk descended for their games. Some of the locals just didn’t seem very … local. He saw it in the way they moved, the small uncertainties and indecisions. They’d slow at the turning to a street, as if unsure where it would take them. They dithered while looking at shops, like they were searching for the right one.


At last, Scraggy and White-Hair came to a beer-hall where guards of various clans stood watch. Its angular, stern look, crossed beams and white plaster walls stood incongruously among the shabbier Ossian dwellings to either side, with their flaking paint and sagging dormers. Grub dimly remembered that this was where the council of clan-chiefs was to be held. Mudslug, Bossychops and Painted Lady would be heading there soon. He should have guessed this was their next target, if they were set on spying on the Dawnwardens.


They slipped down an alley opposite the beer-hall and disappeared through a door which they locked behind them. Grub could make short work of the lock, but it would be risky to follow them in, and for once he was mindful of Mara’s emphatic warning: Be careful. Instead, he’d taken station nearby, hidden among the junk, waiting to see if they came out. While he’d been here, the darkness had deepened and dozens of Fell Folk had passed the alley mouth as the beer-hall filled up for the council.


Something was definitely awry here, and Grub was determined to get to the bottom of it. He was still angry at missing out on the chance to kill those wargs. If he could foil this conspiracy, well, maybe that would be important enough to merit another tattoo, when the time came.


And yet even that small hope felt false. He couldn’t shake the feeling that he was doing something wrong. Remarkable deeds were all well and good, but he needed something extraordinary if he was to persuade the Sombre Men to undo his exile. Something more than slaying beasts and stealing things. He tried to think of the great heroes he knew – like Qull, who gave his teeth to a blood-witch in exchange for the lives of three babies, and almost starved to death before he could reclaim them – but he didn’t understand what set their acts apart from those of other mighty warriors who were not half so revered. He sensed there was some element he was missing, something that turned great deeds into legendary ones, but he didn’t know what it was.


He could have walked off with the Ember Blade, once upon a time, but he chose instead to stick with Mudslug and the others, to be part of something bigger still. He couldn’t be a bit player, though; he had to be a hero, a hero like Hagga, the only Skarl who’d ever overturned the disgrace of exile. When the skalds sang, it had to be his name on their lips. His eternity depended on it.


He’d been more patient than he’d thought it possible to be, waiting for the revolution to kindle. But still they hid and planned and made deals, and meanwhile time was running on, and the crows were watching.


Spurred by that thought, he decided it was time to act, warning or no warning. Scraggy and White-Hair weren’t showing any signs of leaving, so he needed to find out what they were up to in there. There might be anyone waiting behind that door, but a nearby gutter pipe looked sturdy enough to bear his weight. Climbing had always been a talent of his.


He scaled the pipe with ease, only slightly hampered by the awkward scabbard strapped to his back. There were no windows on the alley side of the house, but he reckoned if he got to the roof, he might find another way in. Upon nearing the top, however, he heard voices and slowed his ascent. He listened for a moment, but they were on the far side of the roof and he couldn’t make out the words. Curious, he risked a peek over the gutter.


There was a squat little bell-tower atop the building, but the roof surrounding it was flat, and Grub could see figures moving on the other side. Satisfied that he was well hidden, he climbed up and pressed himself against the bell-tower, peering around the corner.


There were Scraggy and White-Hair, and half a dozen others, crouched behind the parapets that faced the beer-hall. They were conferring with the look of conspiracy about them, but it wasn’t their words Grub was interested in. It was the crossbows in their hands.


With increasing alarm, he scanned the other roofs nearby. By the light of the moons, he saw a man in a window. There, another pair peering over the crest of a sloped roof. Hard to notice from the street, but easy to spot from up here. They had weapons, too.


They weren’t up here to keep an eye on things. This was an ambush.


Harod sat in an upstairs room of the Black Dog Inn, listening to the ticks and creaks of the building settling as it cooled, the slow tread of the guards patrolling the corridor beyond the door. Brac had afforded them two rooms next to each other, one for the men and one for the women. Ruck was curled up on Aren’s bed, tail over her face, huffing softly in sleep. The sablewood chest was at Harod’s feet, as ever, and his hand was on the hilt of his blade; but his mind was far away, in another place and another time.


As a boy, he’d been taught the ways of the Harrish highborn. Rules and regulations, tradition upon tradition. It was discipline that pulled Harrow out of barbarism after the Second Empire collapsed. Flexibility was weakness. Rigidity meant strength. There were codes of behaviour that were not to be deviated from. That way lay chaos.


But Harod had dreamed of love. Not the courtly, sterile partnerships of his own kind, but the raw, bleeding passion of the Carthanian poems smuggled to him by the smitten daughter of a maid. Perhaps she’d hoped he’d fall in love with her that way, but she’d been disappointed. Those poems set him aflame, but his tutors had made a cold shell for him and trapped him inside, and he didn’t know how to say or do the things his heart demanded.


Not until the day he saw Orica, and heard her sing. After that, nothing else mattered. He’d walked away from his betrothal to follow her, shamed himself and his family, burned his bridges and never looked back. She’d told him they could never be together, that it was forbidden for Sards to have relationships outside of their own kind, and he’d accepted that and gone with her anyway. Just to be near her. Because he’d known, even then, that he wouldn’t be able to bear life in her absence.


A flash of silver and shadow in the dark beneath Hammerholt, and she’d been taken from him. Her voice silenced for ever. He’d found the strength to tell her how he felt, at the last, but too late for it to matter.


I love you, he thought, for it was still a real and present thing. The only thing he could feel. All else – joy, anger, even sorrow – was muted, washed out, surface deep. He felt them at a distance; they didn’t penetrate. He moved in a world of shadow, fogged with loss.


What was left, then, when the heart of a man had burned out? Rules and regulations, codes of behaviour. At least he had that to thank his tutors for. The passion was dead in his breast, but the cold outer shell kept walking. Rigidity was strength.


He’d sworn to defend the Ember Blade. He’d sworn to see Orica’s people returned to Ossia and the Krodans driven from her homeland. These were his rules and regulations now. Oaths were his bones, duty his sinews. Were they not, he wouldn’t be able to stand a moment longer.


Ruck stirred on the bed, lifting her head, cocking an ear. Something in her manner made him take notice. It took him a moment to realise what was wrong.


He could no longer hear the footsteps of the guard outside.


Probably nothing. Probably he was only standing still. And yet a feeling was coming over him, creeping up his scalp like frost. Something was amiss. He knew it, without knowing why he knew. The hound had sensed it, too.


Ruck thumped to the floor and padded over to the door. Harod got to his feet and opened it. The corridor beyond was cramped and shadowy in the light of a single lantern overhead. Fish hooks and oars hung on the walls. At the end, where the stairs were, the glassy-eyed head of a mountain cat was mounted on a shield, frozen in an angry yowl. There was no sign of the guard that Athor had left here to watch them. He listened for the others but heard only an eerie silence.

OEBPS/images/map2.jpg





OEBPS/images/map1.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
“The Ember Blade is hands down the best fantasy novel I've ever read’






OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml






Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Contents



		Maps



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31



		Chapter 32



		Chapter 33



		Chapter 34



		Chapter 35



		Chapter 36



		Chapter 37



		Chapter 38



		Chapter 39



		Chapter 40



		Chapter 41



		Chapter 42



		Chapter 43



		Chapter 44



		Chapter 45



		Chapter 46



		Chapter 47



		Chapter 48



		Chapter 49



		Chapter 50



		Chapter 51



		Chapter 52



		Chapter 53



		Chapter 54



		Chapter 55



		Chapter 56



		Chapter 57



		Chapter 58



		Chapter 59



		Chapter 60



		Chapter 61



		Chapter 62



		Chapter 63



		Chapter 64



		Chapter 65



		Chapter 66



		Chapter 67



		Chapter 68



		Chapter 69



		Chapter 70



		Chapter 71



		Chapter 72



		Chapter 73



		Chapter 74



		Chapter 75



		Chapter 76



		Chapter 77



		Chapter 78



		Chapter 79



		Chapter 80



		Chapter 81



		Chapter 82



		Chapter 83



		Chapter 84



		Chapter 85



		Chapter 86



		Chapter 87



		Chapter 88



		Chapter 89



		Chapter 90



		Chapter 91



		Chapter 92



		Chapter 93



		Chapter 94



		Chapter 95



		Chapter 96



		Also by Chris Wooding



		Copyright













Page List





		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387



		388



		389



		390



		391



		392



		393



		394



		395



		396



		397



		398



		399



		400



		401



		402



		403



		404



		405



		406



		407



		408



		409



		410



		411



		412



		413



		414



		415



		416



		417



		418



		419



		420



		421



		422



		423



		424



		425



		426



		427



		428



		429



		430



		431



		432



		433



		434



		435



		436



		437



		438



		439



		440



		441



		442



		443



		444



		445



		446



		447



		448



		449



		450



		451



		452



		453



		454



		455



		456



		457



		458



		459



		460



		461



		462



		463



		464



		465



		466



		467



		468



		469



		470



		471



		472



		473



		474



		475



		476



		477



		478



		479



		480



		481



		482



		483



		484



		485



		486



		487



		488



		489



		490



		491



		492



		493



		494



		495



		496



		497



		498



		499



		500



		501



		502



		503



		504



		505



		506



		507



		508



		509



		510



		511



		512



		513



		514



		515



		516



		517



		518



		519



		520



		521



		522



		523



		524



		525



		526



		527



		528



		529



		530



		531



		532



		533



		534



		535



		536



		537



		538



		539



		540



		541



		542



		543



		544



		545



		546



		547



		548



		549



		550



		551



		552



		553



		554



		555



		556



		557



		558



		559



		560



		561



		562



		563



		564



		565



		566



		567



		568



		569



		570



		571



		572



		573



		574



		575



		576



		577



		578



		579



		580



		581



		582



		583



		584



		585



		586



		587



		588



		589



		590



		591



		592



		593



		594



		595



		596



		597



		598



		599



		600



		601



		602



		603



		604



		605



		606



		607



		608



		609



		610



		611



		612



		613



		614



		615



		616



		617



		618



		619



		620



		621



		622



		623



		624



		625



		626



		627



		628



		629



		630



		631



		632



		633



		634



		635



		636



		637



		638



		639



		640



		641



		642



		643



		644



		645



		646



		647



		648



		649



		650



		651



		652



		653



		654



		655



		656



		657



		658



		659



		660



		661



		662



		663



		664



		665



		666



		667



		668



		669



		670



		671



		672



		673



		674



		675



		676



		677



		678



		679



		680



		681



		682



		683



		684



		685



		686



		687



		688



		689



		690



		691



		692



		693



		694



		695



		696



		697



		698



		699



		700



		701



		702



		703



		704



		705



		706



		707



		708



		709



		710



		711



		712



		713



		714



		715



		716



		717



		718



		719



		720



		721



		722



		723



		724



		725



		726



		727



		728



		729



		730



		731



		732



		733



		734



		735



		736



		737



		738



		739



		740



		741



		742



		743



		744



		745



		746



		747



		748



		749



		750



		751



		752



		753



		754



		755



		756



		757



		758



		759



		760



		761



		762



		763



		764



		765



		766



		767



		768



		769



		770



		771



		772



		773



		774



		775



		776



		777



		778



		779



		780



		781



		782



		783



		784



		785



		786



		787



		788



		789



		790



		791



		792



		793



		794



		795



		796



		797



		798



		799



		800



		801



		802



		803



		804



		805



		806



		807



		808



		809



		810



		811



		812



		813



		814



		815



		816



		817



		818



		819



		820



		821



		822



		823



		824



		825



		826



		827



		828



		829



		830



		831



		832



		833



		834













Guide





		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Start Reading













OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE
SHADOW
(CASKET

BOOK TWO OF
THE DARKWATER LEGACY

CHRIS WOODING

i





