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  And each man stands with his face in the light of his own drawn sword. Ready to do what a hero can.




  Elizabeth Browning
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  The man on the table in front of the Aulian was dying. The soldiers with their forked beards crowded around, full of anxious faces, but they knew

  it. He was past help.




  ‘I’ll do what I can.’ The Aulian shook his head. ‘Leave him with me.’ When they did, that too was a sign of how little hope they had. A prince of the Lhosir left

  alone with an Aulian wizard. The Aulian opened his satchel and bag and set about making his preparations.




  ‘Who are you?’ The dying man’s eyes were open. The skin of his face was grey and slick with sweat; but there was a fierce intelligence behind those eyes and a fear too. A

  forkbeard prince who was afraid to die, but then who wouldn’t be when dying looked like this? The Aulian didn’t answer, but when he came close the Lhosir grabbed his sleeve. ‘I

  asked you: who are you?’




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




  ‘Can it?’




  ‘I will try, but I am . . . I am not sure that it can. If you have words to say, you should say them.’




  The Lhosir let him go. He was trembling but he seemed to understand. The Aulian lifted his head and tipped three potions into his mouth, careful and gentle. ‘One for the pain. One for the

  healing. One to keep you alive no matter what for two more days.’ Then he unrolled a cloth bundle and took out a knife and started to cut as gently as he could at the bandages over the

  Lhosir’s wound. The room already stank of putrefaction. The rot was surely too far gone for the Lhosir to live.




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




  The Aulian nodded. He mumbled something as he cut, not really listening. The Lhosir was fevered already and the potions would quickly send him out of his mind. Soon nothing he said would mean

  very much. ‘Even if you survive, your warring days are over. Even small exertions will leave you short of breath.’




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




  ‘Everyone is afraid.’ The Aulian lifted away a part of the bandage. The Lhosir flinched and whimpered where it stuck to the skin and the Aulian had to pull it free. The stench was

  appalling. ‘I’m going to cut the wound and drain it now. This will hurt like fire even through the potions I’ve given you.’ The Aulian dropped the festering dressing into a

  bowl of salt. As delicately as he could, he forced the Lhosir prince’s mouth open and pushed a piece of leather between his teeth. ‘Bite on this.’




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




  The Aulian stopped, waiting now for the potions to take the Lhosir’s thoughts. ‘Ironskins?’




  ‘The Fateguard.’




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




  So the Lhosir did, and the Aulian stood and listened and didn’t move, and a chill went through him. ‘There was another one like that,’ he said when the prince was done.

  ‘Long ago. We buried it far away from here under a place called Witches’ Reach. It was a terrible monster. Its power was very great, and very dangerous.’




  The Lhosir started to talk about the friend he’d left behind, the one he said the ironskins had taken. The Aulian listened until the Lhosir’s words broke down into a senseless

  mumble. The potions were taking hold. He turned his knife to the wound. The Lhosir screamed then. He screamed like a man having his soul torn out of him piece by piece. Like a man slowly cut in two

  by a rust-edged saw. The Aulian worked quickly. The wound was deep and the rot had spread deeper still and the stink made him gag. He cut it out as best he could, drained the seeping pus away, cut

  until blood flowed red and the screaming grew louder still. When he was done he tipped a handful of wriggling creatures onto the dying Lhosir’s bloody flesh and placed their bowl over the

  wound.




  The door flew open. Another Lhosir, with the dying prince’s bodyguards scurrying in his wake. They ran in and then stumbled and turned away, hit by the reeking air. The Aulian didn’t

  look up. He wrapped cloth over the wound as fast as he could, hiding what he’d done. The first of the soldiers was on him quickly, gagging. The dying prince was quiet now. Fainted at

  last.




  ‘Wizard, what have you done?’




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

  ‘Only if he lives.’




  But the Lhosir wasn’t looking at him; he was staring at the hole in the dying prince’s side – at the blind thing wriggling from under the cloth. The Aulian frowned. He’d

  been careless in his haste. He turned back to the soldier. ‘It will—’




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




  The Aulian tried to think of an answer, but all his thoughts were of another monster. The monster with the iron skin. And, as he fell to the floor and his eyes fixed on the dying Lhosir’s

  hand hanging down from the table, how the Lhosir seemed to have too many fingers.
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  Addic stopped. He blew on his hands and rubbed them together and took a moment to look at the mountains behind him. Hard to decide which he liked

  better: the ice-bitter clear skies of today or the blizzards that had come before. Wind and snow kept a man holed up in his hut with little to do but hope he could dig himself out again when it

  stopped. A clear day like this meant working, a chance to gather wood and maybe even hunt, but Modris it was cold! He stamped his feet and blew on his fingers again. It wasn’t helping.

  They’d gone numb a while back. His feet would follow before much longer. Cursed cold. He looked back the way he’d come, and it felt as though he’d been walking for hours but he

  could still see the little jagged spur that overlooked the hut where he’d been hiding these last few days.




  Up on the shoulder of the mountain beyond the spur a bright flash caught his eye, a momentary glimmer in the sun. He squinted and peered but it vanished as quickly as it had come and he

  couldn’t make anything out. The snow, most likely, not that snow glinted like that; but what else could it be so deep in the pass?




  Snow. Yes. Still, he kept looking now and then as he walked, until a wisp of cloud crossed the mountain and hid the shoulder where the old Aulian Way once ran from Varyxhun through the mountains

  and out the other side. The Aulians had fallen long before Addic was born, but that didn’t mean that nothing ever came over the mountains any more. The winter cold was a killer, but

  shadewalkers were already dead and so they came anyway.




  He quickened his pace. The high road was carved into the mountainside over the knife-cut gorge of the Isset. It was hardly used at the best of times, even in summer when the snow briefly melted.

  No one had come through since the blizzards, and so he was left to wade thigh-deep through the snow on a narrow road he couldn’t see along a slope that would happily pitch him over a cliff if

  he took a wrong step. It was hard work, deadly tiring, but he didn’t have much choice now and at least the effort was keeping him warm. If he stopped to rest, he’d freeze. And it

  probably hadn’t been another shadewalker high up in the mountains, but if it was then he certainly didn’t want to be the first living thing it found.




  By the time he ran into the forkbeards, hours later, he’d forgotten the shadewalker. By then he was so tired that his mind was wandering freely. He kept thinking how, somewhere ahead of

  him, one of the black lifeless trees that clung tenaciously to the gentler slopes above would have come down and blocked the road completely and he’d have to turn back, and he simply

  didn’t have the strength to go all the way back to his safe little hole where the forkbeards would never find him.




  And there they were: four of them, forkbeards armed to the elbows and riding hardy mountain ponies along the Aulian Way where they had no possible reason to be unless they’d finally caught

  wind of where he was hiding; and the first thing he felt was an overwhelming relief that someone else had come this far and ploughed a path through the snow so that he wouldn’t have to, and

  how that was going to make his walking so much quicker and easier for the rest of the way. Took a few moments more for some sense to kick in, to realise that this far out from Varyxhun the

  forkbeards had come to hunt him down, winkle him out of wherever he was hiding and kill him. He might even have been flattered if he’d been carrying anything sharper than a big pile of animal

  pelts over his shoulder.




  The crushing weight of failure hit him then, the futility of even trying to escape; and then a backhand of despair for good measure, since if the forkbeards had learned where he was hiding then

  someone must have told them, and there weren’t too many people that could be. Jonnic, perhaps. Brawlic, although it was hard to imagine. Achista? Little sister Achista?




  His shoulders sagged. He tried to tell himself that no, she was too careful to be caught by any forkbeard, but the thought settled on him like a skin of heavy stone. He set the pelts carefully

  down and bowed in the snow. The forkbeards seemed bored and irritable, looking for trouble. ‘My lords!’ They were about as far from lords as Addic could imagine, but he called them that

  anyway in case it made a difference. Maybe they were out here on some other errand. He tried to imagine what that might be.




  ‘Addic.’ The forkbeard at the front beamed with pleasure, neatly murdering that little glimmer of hope. ‘Very kind of you to save us some bother.’ He swung himself down

  from his pony, keeping a cautious distance. It crossed Addic’s mind then that although the forkbeards had horses, they were hardly going to take the High Road at a gallop in the middle of

  winter when it was covered in snow, nor even at a fast trot unless they were unusually desperate to go over the edge and into the freezing Isset a hundred feet below. And if they knew him, then

  there was only one reason for them to be out here. He turned and ran, or tried his best to, floundering away through the snow, not straight back down the road because that would make it

  too easy for them but angling up among the trees. The snow shifted and slid under his feet, deep and soft. As he tried to catch his breath a spear whispered past his face.




  ‘Back here, Marroc. Take it like a man,’ bawled one of the forkbeards. Addic had no idea who they were. Just another band of Cithjan’s thugs out from Varyxhun. They probably

  looked pretty stupid, all of them and him too, not that that was much comfort. Struggling and hauling themselves up through the steep slopes and the drifted snow, slipping and sliding and almost

  falling with every other step, catching themselves now and then on the odd stunted tree that had somehow found a way to grow in this forsaken waste. The forkbeards were right behind him. Every

  lurch forward was a gamble, a test of balance and luck, waiting to see what lay under the snow, whether it would hold or shift. Sooner or later one of them would fall and wouldn’t catch

  himself, and then he’d be off straight down the slope, a quick bounce as he reached the road maybe and then over the edge, tumbling away among the rock and ice to the foaming waters of the

  Isset. Which for Addic was no worse than being caught, but for the forkbeards it was probably a worse fate than letting him get away. Perhaps desperation gave him an advantage?




  But no, of course it was him that slipped and felt his legs go out from under him. He rolled onto his back, sliding faster and faster through the snow, trying to dig in his feet and

  achieving nothing. He could see the road below – with two more forkbeards standing on it right in his path – and then the great yawning abyss of the gorge. He threw out his arms and

  clawed at the slope but the snow only laughed at him, coming away in great chunks to tumble around him, past him. He caught a glimpse of the forkbeards on the road looking up. Laughing, probably,

  or maybe they were disappointed that the Isset and the mountainside were going to do their work for them. Maybe he could steer himself to hit them and they could all go over the edge together?




  Two forkbeards on the road? He wondered for a moment where they’d come from, but then he caught a rock which sent him spinning and flipped him onto his front so he couldn’t

  see where he was going any more. A tree flew past, bashing him on the hip; he snatched and got half a hand to it but his fingers wouldn’t hold. Then he hit the road. One foot plunged deep

  into the snow and wrenched loose again with an ugly pain. His flailing hand caught hold of something and tried to cling on. The forkbeards, maybe? Again a moment of wonder, because he

  could have sworn he’d only seen four forkbeards with their ponies and they’d all been chasing him, so these had to have come the other way, but that couldn’t be right . . .




  A hand grabbed him, and then another. He spun round, tipped over onto his back again, felt his legs go over the edge of the gorge and into the nothing, but the rest of him stopped. The

  forkbeards had caught him, and for one fleeting second he felt a surge of relief, though it quickly died: the forkbeards would have something far worse in mind than a quick death in the freezing

  waters of the Isset.




  A cloud of snow blew over him. When it passed he brushed his face clear so he could see. He was right on the edge of the gorge, the Isset grinning back up at him from far below. Two men stood

  over him. They’d let go and they weren’t hitting him yet and so his first instinct was to get up and run, but getting back to his feet and avoiding slipping over the edge took long

  enough for his eyes to see who’d saved him. He had no idea who they were or what they were doing out here on the Aulian Way in the middle of winter, but they weren’t forkbeards after

  all.




  The bigger of the two men held out a hand to steady him. They weren’t Marroc either. The big one, well, if you looked past the poorly shaven chin, everything about him said that he

  was a forkbeard. Big strong arms, wide shoulders, tall and muscular with those pitiless glacier eyes. The other one though . . . Holy Modris, was he an Aulian, a real live one? He was

  short and wiry, wasted and thin and utterly exhausted, but his skin was darker than any Marroc and his eyes were such a deep brown they were almost black. He was also bald. Their clothes

  didn’t say much at all except that they were dressed for the mountains.




  The four forkbeards were picking their way down from the slopes above, slow and cautious now. The two men who’d saved his life looked at him blankly. They were half dead. The

  Aulian’s eyes were glassy, his hands limp and his breathing ragged. The big one wasn’t much better, swaying from side to side. Addic thought of the flash he’d seen from the

  mountain shoulder hours ago and for a moment wonder got the better of fear. ‘You crossed the Aulian Way? In winter?’




  The forkbeards were almost down now and they had their shields off their backs. The first one slid onto the road in a pile of snow about ten paces from where Addic was standing. He pulled out

  his axe but didn’t come forward, not yet. He watched warily. ‘Hand over the Marroc.’




  The big man stood a little straighter. ‘Why? What’s he done?’ He was breathing hard and his shoulders quickly slumped again. He looked ready to collapse. An ally,

  maybe? But against four forkbeards? Addic glanced down the road, back the way he’d come.




  ‘Pissed me off,’ said the forkbeard with the axe. ‘Like you’re doing now.’




  The stranger growled. The Aulian put a hand on his arm but the big man shook it off. ‘Three years,’ he snarled. ‘Three years I’m away and I come back to this.’ The

  other forkbeards were on the road now, the four of them grouping together, ready to advance. The stranger drew his sword and for a moment Addic forgot about running and stared at the blade. It was

  long, too long to be a Marroc edge – or a forkbeard one either – and in the winter sun it was tinged a deep red like dried blood. ‘Three years.’ The big man bared his teeth

  and advanced. ‘Now tell me how far it is to Varyxhun and get out of my way!’




  ‘Three days,’ said Addic weakly, bemused by the idea of anyone telling four angry forkbeards to get out of my way. ‘Maybe four.’ The forkbeards were peering at

  the stranger’s shield, an old battered round thing, painted red once before half the paint flaked off. It had seen a lot of use, that was obvious.




  ‘Move!’ The stranger walked straight at them.




  ‘Piss off!’




  Addic didn’t see quite what happened next. One of the forkbeards must have tried something, or else the stranger just liked picking fights when he was outnumbered and exhausted. There was

  a shout, a red blur and a scream and then one of the forkbeards dropped his shield and bright blood sprayed across the snow. It took Addic a moment to realise that the shield lying on the road

  still had a hand and half an arm holding it.




  ‘Nioingr!’ The other three piled into the stranger. Addic wished he had a blade of his own, and if he had might have stayed. But he didn’t, and there wasn’t

  anything he could do, and so he turned to flee and ran straight into the Aulian.




  ‘Hey!’




  ‘Out the way.’ He pushed past. The darkskin had a knife out but obviously didn’t know what to do with it. ‘If I were you, I’d run!’




  The Aulian ignored him and took a step toward the fight. ‘Gallow!’




  Addic heard the name as he fled. It stuck with him as he ran. He’d heard it somewhere before.
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  ‘Gallow!’ The knife Oribas had was for stripping bark and carving wood, not for stabbing mad armoured men with forked beards, and even

  if it had been, he wouldn’t have known how to use it.




  The man Gallow had saved ran off down the road, back the way he’d come. Oribas watched him go. He ought to do the same – that would be sensible – but he didn’t. It would

  be nice to think his decision had something to do with honour or loyalty or friendship but the truth was crueller: he simply didn’t have the strength. He could barely even stand, and that was

  after Gallow had half carried him for the last two days through blizzards and snowfields deep enough to bury a man. Oribas couldn’t understand how Gallow was still on his feet, never mind

  spoiling for a fight.




  One of the forkbeards slammed Gallow with his shield and he stumbled. Oribas wanted to shout at them that it was hardly fair, taking on a man who’d just walked the Aulian Way in winter,

  but instead he put his knife back where it belonged and sat in the middle of the road and closed his eyes. His legs had had enough. Besides, the forkbeards probably didn’t care about what was

  fair, not after Gallow had chopped off their friend’s arm – he was lying in the snow, clutching his stump.




  They were both as weak as children from crossing the pass but it still surprised Oribas when Gallow went down. A second forkbeard was out of the fight by then, sitting in the road rocking back

  and forth, holding his guts. But then Oribas saw the red sword fall from Gallow’s hand and disappear into the soft snow at the big man’s feet. He saw Gallow stumble, one of the

  forkbeards jab the butt of his axe into his face before he could find his balance again, and that was that. The forkbeard who’d knocked him down went to look at his comrade who was now lying

  still in the road. He wrinkled his nose and prodded the body with his boot. ‘Fahred’s gone. Bled out.’




  The other one still on his feet stamped through the snow to Oribas and picked him up by his shirt. ‘The Marroc! Where’d he go?’




  Oribas pointed down the road.




  ‘And you didn’t stop him?’ The forkbeard snorted with contempt. ‘To the Isset with you then!’




  He didn’t so much throw Oribas over the cliff as simply let go and push. Oribas stepped back to catch himself, screamed when his foot found only air and kept on going, and down he went,

  spinning as he fell. The rest happened with blurring speed. For a moment he was looking towards the river far below, seeing that the cliff was actually more of a steep and jagged mess of stumps and

  skeletal branches and sharp prongs of stone waiting to smash him to pieces. There was a dead tree sticking out below him that probably wouldn’t take his weight but he reached out a hand for

  it anyway. His satchel slipped off his arm as he hit a boulder, flew down ahead of him and snagged on the tree, and then his fingers closed around the wood and his other arm was swinging around to

  grasp the bark as well, and his shoulders felt like they were being torn out of their sockets . . .




  The wood let out a horrible crack, shifted and shook him loose. Now he wasn’t falling as much as sliding, and a hundred fists punched him in the chest and the thighs as he spread-eagled

  over the stones and scrabbled for purchase. His foot hit something solid, twisted him sideways and drove his knee up into his ribs, almost pitching him out into the void again. His fingers were

  like the talons of an eagle, grabbing hold of whatever was there. And then he was still. By some miracle, he wasn’t falling any more.




  For a time he stayed exactly there, gasping, arms and legs ablaze with the effort of it but not daring to let his grip go even a fraction. His lungs were burning. Waves of pain washed over him.

  He tipped his head back and rolled his eyes as far as they’d go, looking up, half expecting to see the forkbeard who’d pushed him staring down, ready to drop rocks on him. But there was

  nothing, only sky. He shifted, trying to get himself more comfortable, then levered himself up onto the ledge that had caught him. The road was about twenty feet above. The boulder that he’d

  hit was half that. The dead tree would be a mere handspan beyond him if he got to his feet and stretched for it, but a handspan was still a handspan. His satchel hung off the end. It was all so

  close but all desperately beyond him.




  He hugged the ledge, listening, waiting for the forkbeards to see him when they finally threw Gallow’s corpse off the edge too, but they never did. He heard snatches of their talk for a

  few minutes, taut and angry, but neither came to the side of the road, and then he heard them mount their ponies and move away. He supposed they must have gone, but he waited a while longer to be

  certain. He had a good long look at the cliff above him. Gallow would have scaled it without a thought, like he was bounding up a flight of steps. Oribas summoned his courage and called out but got

  no answer. Gallow was dead or unconscious or the forkbeards had taken him then. In his mind he saw the big man lying helpless in the snow, slowly bleeding out. He’d have to climb up by

  himself. Ought to. Ought to right now. Get up onto the road and see what had happened but his arms and hands didn’t have the strength, his legs weren’t long enough.




  He sat and wondered what to do, and after a time he felt the cold creeping in through his furs, making him dopey. He’d fall sooner or later. Even if he kept awake through to nightfall, the

  cold would kill him before the next morning.




  ‘Hedge-born forkbeards!’ The shout came from close by on the road, probably loud enough to reach right through the valley. ‘Nioingr! All of you!’




  If there was more, Oribas didn’t hear. By then he’d taken a lungful of cold air and was yelling as loud as he could, and he kept on until a face peered over the edge and stared at

  him in wonder. It was the Marroc the forkbeards had been chasing.




  ‘You’re alive! What happened to your friend?’ The Marroc’s face was screwed up in confusion. ‘Do you need help?’




  ‘Yes.’




  The man disappeared and came back a moment later. ‘Forkbeard whelps took all my furs,’ he said. He looked at Oribas expectantly.




  ‘Have you got any rope?’




  The Marroc shook his head. ‘No.’




  Gallow had been carrying both their packs, had been for days. ‘My friend had some,’ he said. ‘Is he still up there? They didn’t throw his body over the edge. If he is, he

  has some.’ He closed his eyes and bit his lip.




  The face disappeared and then came back for a second time. ‘No, no body up here. Plenty of blood over the snow, but that’s all. Someone got hurt bad. You sure they didn’t throw

  him over?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Then they must have taken him with them.’ The Marroc frowned. ‘Why would they do that?’




  ‘I don’t know.’




  ‘Why do they do anything? Because they’re forkbeards. Why’d you help me?’




  ‘I didn’t.’ Oribas looked miserably away. ‘I just stood and watched. As for Gallow? I don’t know. It’s what he does but I never understood

  why.’




  The Marroc peered closer. ‘Gallow? That his name?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Funny. They were looking for a Gallow in these parts a few years back. Is he one of them? A forkbeard?’




  ‘A Lhosir. Yes.’ Oribas felt his heart sinking. Neither of them had any rope. This man was going to leave him here because there was nothing else he could do. The cold was chilling

  him deep now. His fingers and his feet were numb. He could feel himself slowly shutting down.




  Another pause. ‘Are you an Aulian?’




  ‘I suppose, if that means anything any more. Look, there are some trees on the slope above the road. You could cut some strips of bark and make a rope with those if you haven’t got

  any.’ His hands were turning stiff even stuffed down inside his furs. His legs were going too, not from the cold but just from having nothing left to give after the bitterness of the

  mountains.




  ‘I don’t know about that. Actually, I reckon you can just climb up from there unless your arms and legs are broken.’




  ‘No, I can’t.’




  ‘Yes, you can. It’s not even that hard.’




  Oribas shook his head and turned away. ‘I barely have the strength to stand, my friend.’




  The next thing he knew, snow was falling around him and the Marroc was climbing down. He made it look easy. A moment later he stood beside Oribas on the ledge. ‘See. Stand up.’




  ‘I don’t think I can.’




  ‘Then how were you going to climb a rope?’




  Oribas shrugged forlornly. The Marroc shoved him sideways, almost tipping him off into the river. Oribas swore. ‘Are you mad?’




  But for a moment he’d forgotten how tired he was. The Marroc nodded. ‘Better. Now how about you either stand up or I push you off this ledge and into the river. Either your legs get

  you up there or I do you a mercy.’




  It was the sort of thing Gallow would have done and it made Oribas feel pathetic and stupid. The Marroc coaxed and cajoled and threatened him until he wrapped his arms around the Marroc’s

  neck and his legs around the man’s waist, and then the Marroc climbed the slope for both of them as though he was half mountain goat. He swore a lot and called Oribas all sorts of things that

  Oribas didn’t understand and a good few that he did, and it took what felt like most of the rest of the day; but he did it, and when they got to the top they both fell onto the snow-covered

  road and lay there panting and sweating.




  ‘Thank you.’ Oribas had lost count of how many times he’d already said that.




  ‘Your friend saved my life. Modris put him there. He wouldn’t look very kindly on me leaving you after that. You all right now?’




  Oribas sat up. Standing was too difficult. ‘I will be. I just need a moment.’




  ‘Lhosir turd-beards.’ The Marroc wandered around the churned and bloodstained snow where Gallow and the Lhosir had fought. He chuckled to himself and shook his head. ‘You and

  your friend were heading for Varyxhun, were you?’




  Oribas nodded.




  ‘That’s another three or four days on foot. Those forkbeards came all this way looking for me and then they let me go and took your friend instead. What happened?’




  Oribas told him as best he could remember it. By the end the Marroc was grinning. ‘Took two of them down, did he? Good for him. But what were you doing out here?’




  ‘Gallow was on his way home. He never said much about it.’ Which was a long stretching of the truth but he didn’t know this Marroc who’d saved his life, not yet.




  The Marroc was poking around in the snow. ‘There’s a few farms between here and there. You should get to Brawlic’s place before it’s dark. Knock on his door and give him

  a penny and tell him that Addic pulled you off a cliff and sent you to him. He’ll put you up in the warm for the night and feed you a bowl of something. You look like you could do with

  it.’ The Marroc paused and began digging in the snow. ‘Hello, hello? What have we here?’




  Oribas felt himself rocking back and forth. He didn’t mean to; it was just . . . happening. And though he tried to look up, his head kept dropping towards his chest. The Marroc was

  burrowing into the bloodstained snow where Gallow had fallen. ‘O sweet Modris!’ He lifted out something long and dark that looked a lot like a sword, but now Oribas couldn’t lift

  his eyes to see properly. ‘Your friend. Gallow, was it? He ever call himself anything else?’




  Oribas nodded. His eyes slowly closed. Then the Marroc was shaking him, hauling him up, propping him under one shoulder. ‘No no no, Aulian, you don’t go and stop working on me

  now.’ He slapped Oribas with a handful of snow. ‘Fine. I’ll take you to Brawlic’s farm myself. Good a place as any to go. This sword, is it what I think it is?’ There

  were a lot of names for the sword he had in his hand. The red sword. Solace. The Comforter. The Edge of Sorrows. Oribas might have added a few of his own but he only shrugged and started to slip to

  the ground. The Marroc lifted him up again. ‘What were you doing out here anyway, Aulian? What were you really doing here?’




  ‘Oribas,’ said Oribas. ‘My name is Oribas. It’s a very long story.’




  ‘I want to hear it, Aulian. All of it.’
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  THE LORD OF VARYXHUN




   




   




   




   




  Cithjan of Varyxhun rose late. He dressed himself in Marroc finery and stroked the two braids of his forked beard and drank a bowl of warm honeyed

  milk that a Marroc serving girl brought to him. She had a frightened face, but so did all the Marroc in Varyxhun these days. He paid no attention as she took out the chamberpot from beneath his

  bed. When he was good and ready to face the day, he left his room and walked out into the dark passages of the castle. As he left, the iron-masked Fateguard that King Medrin Sixfingers had sent to

  watch over him fell in behind. The Fateguard made everyone nervous, even Cithjan. The iron-skin almost never said a word but you always heard him coming, clanking in all that iron he wore. And then

  he’d stop and become utterly silent, and that was when you knew he was right behind you. Cithjan shivered.




  He broke his fast with warm bread and cold meat and more honey, too much of all of them which was why he’d been getting steadily fatter ever since he’d crossed the sea to serve his

  new king after old Yurlak had finally died. The Fateguard stood behind him, silent, watching. You couldn’t argue with him as a bodyguard, but Cithjan quietly wondered whether the ironskin

  needed to be there all the time. It meant no one ever wanted to talk to him, and that wasn’t particularly useful when he was supposed to be the governor of a province permanently on

  the brink of revolt. The ironskin was almost certainly a spy, too. King Sixfingers was always watching. The ironskins had stayed in their temples before Yurlak had died. Then Sixfingers had gone

  and struck his bargain with the witch of the north and now, for whatever unholy reason, they were his.




  Once Cithjan was done eating, he took his time walking to the Hall of Thrones where old King Tane had held his court for a few weeks, back when the Screambreaker had been whipping his Marroc

  arse all the way from the sea to the mountains. Varyxhun was as impregnable a place as Cithjan had seen, layered up the side of a mountain in tier after tier of walls and gatehouses over a single

  winding road, and that was before you got to the castle proper. If the old Marroc king had held fast, Cithjan reckoned the Screambreaker would still be outside, trying to winkle him out. But Tane

  had headed off down the Aulian Way looking for Maker-Devourer-knew-what. He’d cut himself and the wound had gone bad and he’d died.




  The Hall of Thrones was a big room, gloomy and foreboding. The way it picked up and echoed every noise had everyone walking around on tiptoe and talking in whispers as though someone had died.

  It was like that all the time, every bloody day.




  ‘Well?’




  The Marroc they’d given him to deal with all the other Marroc slid up to the throne and fell to his knees. Cithjan had given up telling him not to do that.




  Clank clank. The Fateguard standing at his shoulder shifted slightly. The Marroc seemed to shrink into himself. Grisic. He was a weasel. You never knew with any Marroc quite where their

  loyalties were, and Cithjan had dark suspicions about this one and so he set little tests now and then. Grisic hadn’t given himself away yet, but maybe that accounted for his nervousness.




  ‘There are two farmers from Pottislet, your highness . . .’




  Cithjan rolled his eyes. Highness. Another habit the Marroc refused to break. ‘Governor.’




  ‘Yes, sir. Governor, sir.’ Fawning creep. ‘Two farmers from Pottislet come to beg for your aid your high— Governor. They say that ice wolves have come out of the

  mountains and are ravaging their herds.’




  Ice wolves? Had anyone ever seen an ice wolf? ‘Really? Another feeble effort to lure Lhosir soldiers out into the wilderness where they can quietly disappear?’

  Maker-Devourer knew they’d had enough of that.




  ‘They beg you—’




  ‘Send them away, Grisic.’ They were under siege here in Varyxhun. Men vanished every few days, just disappeared without a trace, but everyone knew exactly what happened to them. If

  they were Lhosir they had their throats cut and vanished down the Isset into the Crackmarsh. If they were Marroc the options were more varied: some simply vanished down the Isset like his own men

  did; others turned out to be alive and well and living out in the wilds where they happily murdered Lhosir if the chance came their way; a few of them had been hauled off to the villages deep in

  the hills where no one gave a stuff about threats and reprisals and had been ripped to pieces by horses for being collaborators – or, as Cithjan looked at it, for having gone on with their

  lives as best they could without murdering anyone. A few, the really lucky ones, got to be strung up in Varyxhun Square itself in the middle of the night. Each morning they were waiting for him. If

  his eyes hadn’t started to go a bit dim, Cithjan might have been able to see them from the castle walls. It took time to erect a gibbet and hang a man and cut his belly for all his entrails

  to dangle out, and yet no one ever saw or heard a thing. They’d done it to a Lhosir once last summer. Cithjan had seen to it that they never did it again. Do what you like to each other.

  Touch one of us and you all pay dear. It was a simple message.




  Clank clank behind him. He shuddered. Grisic flinched as he rattled on through other irritations that should never have come to Cithjan. More ice wolves. A shadewalker seen in the

  forests around Haradslet. An irate plea from Tevvig Stonefists at Boyrhun for more arrows, since his previous messages had been ignored and now he didn’t have any left and there were Marroc

  rebels openly shooting at his men. Yes, of course, three thousand arrows, and by the way what previous messages? But no need to ask Tevvig about that since it happened all the bloody time. A Lhosir

  messenger alone on the road? By the sound of things, this one had ended up disguising himself as a Marroc woman to get through to the Aulian Bridge and cross to this side of the Isset. Now there

  was a thing – a Lhosir disguising himself because he was afraid – Sixfingers would have his head if he ever heard about that. So yes, three thousand arrows and fifty armed men

  from Varyxhun and half the garrison out of Witches’ Reach to make sure the arrows arrived safely, and Stonefists was welcome to keep the men as long as he made sure the Marroc around Boyrhun

  learned a lesson or two. A hundred of them hung along the roadside should do the trick. Rebels for preference, but any would do because the rebels got their food and shelter from somewhere, right?

  Grisic did a good job of keeping a straight face at that. He barely winced at all.




  Boyrhun was thirty miles away as the crow flew, but since it was across the other side of the Isset gorge, it might almost have been in another country. The whole west bank of the river was

  virtually in open revolt and there was no pretending that Varyxhun would stay quiet if he left to sort it out. If he marched down the valley, crossed the Aulian Bridge, marched up the other side

  and set about murdering enough Marroc to make them get the message, then yes, he’d get all that done right enough, and then he’d have a fine view across the river as Varyxhun went up in

  flames. Sixfingers might put up with a little unrest, but he wouldn’t put up with that.




  Clank clank. Did the Fateguard ever get tired? He’d never seen this one rest, or eat, or do anything other than what he was doing right now, standing like an angry statue, putting

  the shits up everyone.




  ‘There’s one other thing.’ Grisic’s smile was ashen. ‘You put a bounty on the Marroc bandit Addic Snakefeet.’ Cithjan frowned and then nodded as though he

  remembered. He put bounties on so many Marroc these days that he’d long ago lost track of who and why. ‘Fahred and three of his men went out to bring you his head. They’ve come

  back.’




  Four Lhosir out on the road? And they’d come back at all?




  ‘They were set upon and—’




  Cithjan rolled his eyes. ‘How many of them are dead?’




  ‘Just Fahred himself. They say they were set upon by an Aulian and –’ he hesitated ‘– a Lhosir with no beard.’




  Clank clank. ‘A Lhosir?’




  Grisic was bobbing up and down like a frightened hare. ‘They killed the Aulian. They brought the Lhosir here. They said . . .’ He frowned. ‘They thought you might want to see

  him. He was carrying a shield of the Crimson Legion.’




  Now there was a thing. ‘One of Medrin’s men? Stolen, most likely.’




  Grisic bowed. ‘Yes. As you say.’




  ‘Well we can’t hang him with all the Marroc. Send him to the Devil’s Caves.’




  Clank clank. Cithjan turned, ready to snap at the ironskin fidgeting behind him, but the Fateguard had moved around beside him and was leaning over. Cithjan couldn’t help himself

  from shrinking back. The black iron crown and mask would do that to anyone, wouldn’t they? The ironskin hissed, ‘I would like to question this Lhosir first.’




  Cithjan stared at the Fateguard. After a moment he blinked a few times and nodded. ‘Yes. Well. You can do that. If you want.’




  Clank clank clank. The Fateguard stalked across the Hall of Thrones, the echoes of iron on stone freezing everyone in their tracks. No one moved. When he was gone, Cithjan let out a

  deep breath – for some reason he’d been holding it. He stared after the ironskin and then at Grisic. ‘You’d better show him where to go then, hadn’t you?’




  The Fateguard in his iron mask strode through the doors of the Hall of Thrones. Eyes cast his way were full of dread. Marroc ran at the sight of him and even Lhosir tautened

  their faces and gritted their teeth and waited desperately for him to go away; and that was but the smallest of the curses on those who served the Eyes of Time.




  The Marroc snake Grisic slithered out of the hall behind him and trotted on ahead, bowing and scraping and beckoning as though he wasn’t quite sure whether he was leading a man or some

  sort of animal. He wore his mask of servility well, but the Fateguard had blessings to go with their curses, and one such blessing was to see the truth of a man’s heart. Good or evil, kind or

  cruel, the men of iron cared little, but liars made the ice-cold blood burn in their veins, and this Marroc had a yellow streak of treachery to him.




  He ignored Grisic. Varyxhun was an ancient castle, carved out of the mountainside by Aulian miners, comforting in its darkness and its age and its deep old roots tunnelled far into the stone. He

  crossed the courtyard, past gates that had never been sundered by any foe, not even the all-conquering Screambreaker. Below them, the gatehouse stairs wound down. There were tunnels here forgotten

  even by the Marroc, tunnels that reached all the way to the town of Varyxhun and perhaps further, as far as the old Aulian fortress at Witches’ Reach or even the Aulian Bridge, the great span

  that crossed the gorge of the Isset before the river tumbled through cataracts and rapids into the swamp of the Crackmarsh.




  The Fateguard embraced the gloom. He took a candle to light his way, but when the Marroc weasel took a torch for himself, the Fateguard gripped it in his iron-clad hand and crushed it out. Gloom

  and darkness were an ironskin’s friends. They were where he belonged, in the shadows with the shadewalkers; but then he’d been to this place so often he could have done with no light at

  all. The place where prisoners came and were broken and made to talk, where he would listen and hammer a nail into a man’s flesh for every lie that he heard.




  He passed two cells without bothering to look. The smell was of old rot and filth. He stopped at the third. Here was the Lhosir. Beardless, weak and thin and pale and beaten, but here he

  was.




  There’s only one way into the valley of Varyxhun for a Lhosir, and that is to cross the Aulian Bridge. Yet not for you. The Fateguard stared hard at the man in the cell. He had an

  air to him. A meaning. A significance felt even in the Hall of Thrones, but there was something else, something the Fateguard had not expected. ‘Gallow? Gallow Truesword. Gallow Foxbeard.

  Gallow the thief of the red sword.’




  The Lhosir looked up and stared. He seemed neither frightened nor pleased, merely resigned. Slowly the Fateguard lifted off his mask and crown. Light burned in the beardless Lhosir’s eyes

  and then at last a flash of recognition. ‘Beyard?’




  The Fateguard curled his lip. ‘Hello, old friend.’
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  UPRISING




   




   




   




   




  Oribas had little memory of his last few miles down the Aulian Way. The cold had reached inside him by then, the sunlight was fading and he was as

  close as he could be to dead without actually dying. He had some hazy notion of being dragged off the road and along a track between the black leafless bones of winter trees, of climbing and

  climbing, step after remorseless step up some steep winding path, of being hauled through a doorway, of light and heat and a delicious warm fire, and then he’d been asleep.




  He thought he might have been asleep for a whole day, but only an hour or two passed before he woke again. Now there were half a dozen Marroc in a big open room that, as far as he could see, was

  their whole house. A young woman was waving a pot of something warm and delicious-smelling under his nose. Oribas stared at her. Maybe he was delirious with fatigue or with disbelief that he was

  somewhere warm, but she had the most beautiful elfin face and he couldn’t stop looking at her.




  She reddened and looked away. ‘I know you want rest,’ she said, ‘but you need some food first to give you back your strength.’




  Behind her, the other Marroc were looking at him. Addic smiled but the others were less friendly. They were passing the red sword between them, the Edge of Sorrows. His eyes strayed back to the

  woman. She looked small and young and determined. Her smile, when it came, was a shy fragile thing. ‘Who are you?’ he asked her.




  She shook her head. ‘Eat.’




  ‘You have beautiful eyes. Full of sadness and steel and passion.’




  She laughed at him, and he had to smile back at the way her face lit up. ‘And you have a mind addled by the cold.’ She fed him one spoonful at a time, and it very likely wasn’t

  even remotely the best food he’d ever had, but that was how it seemed.




  ‘My friend,’ he asked when his eyes started to close again. ‘What happened to Gallow?’ But she only smiled and nodded some more and he wasn’t sure she even heard

  him, and after that he must have fallen asleep again, because when he woke up it was the middle of the next morning and the house was empty and he felt deliciously wonderfully warm.




  ‘Drink.’ The woman was squatting beside him. She must have woken him again. His head felt clearer now, sharp and focused, not all blurry like the night before. He remembered what

  he’d said and cringed and felt stupid.




  ‘I’m sorry.’ He sat up and looked at her, properly this time. She was offering him a warm bowl of something brown and lumpy and full of grease, and even if it was the same as

  whatever she’d given him yesterday, a night over the warm embers of the fire hadn’t done it any favours. He wrinkled his nose and tried not to gag; he was hungry, though, and

  he ached all over. And she was pretty, in a boyish sort of way.




  ‘Addic says you were in the mountains.’ She shook her head as though at an errant child. ‘In the winter? You’re lucky the cold didn’t take you.’




  ‘I know. But there were two of us. What happened to my friend?’




  ‘Addic’s outside.’ She smiled. ‘I’ll tell him you’re awake once you’ve eaten.’




  ‘No. My other friend.’ The food wasn’t so bad when he managed not to think about it, not to look at it and not to let it linger in his mouth any longer than necessary.

  ‘The one who came with me across the mountains.’




  ‘Like you?’ She touched his cheek and it took him a moment to realise why – she’d never seen someone like him before. ‘Where do you come from?’




  ‘Somewhere far away. I lived in a desert on the other side of what was once the Aulian Empire.’




  ‘Then it must have been something very important to make you come all this way and cross the mountains.’ Somehow, without realising it, he’d emptied the bowl.




  ‘I came because my friend asked me to.’




  ‘I’ll find Addic.’ She rose and left him and he watched her go, eyes following her to the door with an unexpected longing until she was gone. Fate had carried Gallow all this

  way with her sweet false promises of family and friendship, and Oribas had followed; now he was trapped by the winter in this land with nothing and no one, and Gallow was surely dead. Cruel and

  unkind to bring a man so far and then cut him down so close to home.




  Three Marroc came in. Two had knives in their hands. A broad brawny one with a straggly beard and a thin-faced clean-shaven one with a mean look in his eye. The third was Addic. The brawny one

  grabbed him by the arm. ‘Aulian, I should cut your throat!’




  Addic put a hand on the brawny one’s arm. ‘This one’s not a sorcerer, Brawlic. He didn’t summon the shadewalkers.’




  ‘Three already in one winter and the forkbeards do nothing!’ The thin-faced one tutted and shook his head. ‘No wonder people are so restless. I’m sure they’d love

  nothing more than an Aulian they could call a sorcerer, just so they could hang him in Varyxhun square.’ He walked slowly to the corner of the room and picked up the Edge of Sorrows from

  where it stood, propped against the wall. They had no scabbard for it – that was still hanging from Gallow’s belt, or perhaps some other Lhosir now. The thin-faced one lifted the sword

  and swung it a few times. The air whistled and moaned as it parted before the rust-red steel. He looked at Oribas. ‘So you came over the mountains with a Lhosir with no beard who fought some

  of his own on the Aulian Way and saved Addic’s life. That right? Addic says you called him a name: Gallow. What was his deed name, Aulian?’




  ‘His what?’




  Addic stepped between them. ‘Forkbeards give themselves names. What was the rest of his name?’




  Oribas blinked, confused. ‘He said he was Gallow Foxbeard among his own.’




  The thin-faced Marroc turned to the other two. He brandished the sword and his face had a greedy gleam to it. ‘The Foxbeard. Then you know what this is, Addic? You know . . .’




  Addic held up a hand but his eyes had a hungry glitter to them too. Yes, he knew all right. He crouched down beside Oribas. ‘The forkbeards came here hunting one they called Gallow the

  Foxbeard three summers ago after Andhun fell to the Vathen. They were after a sword. Did he ever call this sword by a name?’




  Oribas shook his head. He felt weak and stiff but his wits were back where they should be now and they were saying that they didn’t much like the looks on any of these Marroc faces right

  now. They knew the red sword for what it was, or they thought they did. The Edge of Sorrows if you were Aulian. Other names to others.




  Addic smiled but the glitter in his eyes was made of daggers, not of laughter. ‘I’ll tell you what I’ve heard of Gallow the Foxbeard, Aulian, and then you can tell me if this

  is the man who kept me from falling into the Isset and stood and fought four of Cithjan’s bastards. He was a forkbeard who never went back across the sea after old Tane died. When the Vathen

  swept out of the east with the Sword of the Weeping God, he was there when the forkbeards met them outside Andhun and they slaughtered each other. The forkbeards say the Widowmaker slew the Weeping

  Giant and took his sword, and that Gallow was at his side when he fell and that he stole it for himself. They say it was because of him that Andhun fell to the Vathen and that he’s why their

  king is Medrin Sixfingers where once he had twelve. Most tales say Gallow drowned in the seas below Andhun’s cliffs, but others whisper he came this way, looking for the Marroc family

  he’d left behind. Either way, neither his body nor the sword were ever found.’ Addic bared his teeth. ‘Is this the Gallow who crossed the mountains with you, Aulian? Because if he

  is then we’ve all heard a great deal of his deeds, good and ill. And this sword is Solace, the red sword of the Vathen, taken by the Widowmaker and whose edge our forkbeard king greatly

  desires.’




  Oribas licked his lips. ‘I’ll tell you of the Gallow I knew. Decide for yourself if he’s the same Gallow Foxbeard of whom you speak, for I cannot say, and he never called his

  sword by any name that I recall. I come from a desert at the far edge of what was once the Aulian Empire—’




  ‘You speak our tongue,’ interrupted the thin-faced one.




  ‘Where I came from I was a scholar. I learned many tongues. Many years ago a monster came to my town. It wore the guise of a man, though it was not, and we didn’t know it for what it

  was, not for many weeks. It brought ruin and murder and much worse. You speak of the ghosts of the old empire, of the shadewalkers. This creature was a thousand times more terrible. Rakshasa, it

  was once named. When finally it was revealed, it left us all but destroyed. I followed its trail but I could never find it, nor find a way to destroy it. In my despair I prayed to the old gods in a

  place we call the Arroch Ilm Daddaq, the Tainted Well. They sent me a vision and I followed that vision to the shores at the end of the world, and there I found Gallow, washed up from some

  shipwreck with others of his crew. He told me he had come from a place the Aulians knew long ago as the Glass Isles, to which the gods sailed after Mouth Catht split asunder. I understood: now the

  gods had sent him back to me. They had listened to my prayer after all and here was their answer. Together we hunted the Rakshasa that destroyed my town. We hunted it for many months and in the end

  we found it and put an end to it. All these things you speak of?’ He shrugged. ‘The gods sent Gallow to me. All he ever asked of his fate was to be allowed to return to his home across

  these mountains. He told me he was once the Gallow Truesword who fought beside the Screambreaker, but that that man was long gone.’




  ‘What about the sword, Aulian?’




  ‘I have a name, Marroc. I am called Oribas.’




  Addic nodded. ‘And I’m Addic. My surly friend here is Brawlic and this is his farm. His wife Kortha has cooked the food you’ve eaten and my sister Achista has fed it to you. My

  other friend here is Second Jonnic.’ He laughed. ‘The last of six brothers, Second, and his poor father ran out of names. There are some who call him Vengeful Jonnic instead, though,

  and with good reason.’




  Second Jonnic watched Oribas coldly. ‘My brother who shared my name was killed by the forkbeards in Andhun.’ He turned to Addic. ‘He’s only telling us half the truth. He

  knows more and I’ll have it out of him.’
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