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“Blaise—” Alf choked on the name. “Blaise sent you?”


“I did not see him that night,” admitted Ceremos, “nor have I heard any word of him since the departure of the Uncrowned King. But who else could speak so?”


“He’s dead,” said Alf. “He’s been dead for a long time.” Olva told me he was dying when they fled the tower. The Skerrise was there. She’d not have spared him. He’s dead. I grieved him.


“And yet,” said Ceremos, “I am here.”


Alf’s mouth was dry as dust. “What message?”


“He said: ‘Tell the Lammergeier that Blaise has need of him for one last service. Tell him to come at once. Tell him to bring his sword.’”
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Alf felt young again.


He stood on the balcony atop the Wailing Tower, outside Blaise’s study. Below, the city was laid out like a corpse. The bleached bone of marble, streets like old scars. Necromiasma for a winding sheet, the spires cutting trails through wheeling fog-banks.


How had he come here? Had he scaled the tower? He’d done that once, with Berys. His knife gripped so tightly in his teeth that he thought he’d never be rid of the taste of it, muscles burning with exertion, rain-slick stone treacherous in his grip.


Or had he flown on a dreadworm? That was how he’d usually arrived.


Black-winged things wheeled through green fog.


Why could he not remember?


He didn’t have his sword. Where was the damned sword? He’d put it down somewhere, but couldn’t remember where.


He turned his back on the city and peered through the window. Blaise was there, the hooded wizard reciting an incantation from a great tome. Always so serious, so determined. Derwyn was there, too. Alf’s nephew lay on a slab. Skin marble-pale against the fierce red of his many wounds, the green of slime from the Pits. Young Derwyn had died in the Pits, Alf remembered, and Blaise was bringing him back to life.


That was it. He remembered now. They were in the middle of the second siege. The Wilder were attacking. They would bring Derwyn back from the Grey Lands of Death and save the day. The last triumph of the Nine, before the Defiance and the war. A good day.


But then Alf glimpsed his sister, sitting in a dark corner by her son’s bier, and she was so old! The witch-mark of her foot – she hadn’t had that then. It came later. After she’d changed.


This was all wrong, all jumbled. Time and space spun around Alf, the ages of the city and the years of his life blurring. He clutched the railing to stop himself falling into the abyss that gaped beneath the Wailing Tower – the crater he’d left when he destroyed Lord Bone’s temple, and the endless Pits below.


A dark bird flew down and perched beside him.


That was familiar. That was part of the story.


“You’re not Lath,” he said. Lath, his friend, the Changeling of the Nine.


The bird cocked her head. “No. I am Death.”


“I told you,” said Alf, “you don’t have to be. They brought you from the Grey Lands, aye, and Death came back with you—” He glanced towards Blaise’s study, where the wizard was conducting the same ritual. “Just like we brought Derwyn back, and Lord Bone came with him. But you don’t have to be Death. You’re Thurn’s daughter, and you can live how you want. Not bound by the stories they made of you. I told you all this before, didn’t I?” At last he realised. “Oh. This is a dream.”


Death spread her wings. “Not a dream.”


“Ah,” said Alf. He thought for a moment. “Bugger. Does this mean that you’re going to give me a prophecy, or a quest, or somesuch?”


“I did as you counselled, Aelfric Lammergeier,” said Death, and she wasn’t a bird any more. She was a young woman, strong and tall. Her clothing was a strange silken wrap from some distant country. Though she had none of the tattoos or furs favoured by the Wilder, Alf could see her father Thurn in her face, and his heart leapt. He heard the laughter of children, and unseen little hands tugged at her skirts. “I flew far from Necrad, far from the elven-lands, and I forgot I was Death. I am Talis, and in the language of my new home Talis means the-girl-who-came-from-nowhere. I have lived as I chose, Aelfric Lammergeier.”


“Aye, well,” said Alf. “That’s good. I tried to do the same.”


That was what had happened to the sword. He’d left it behind. He was free of it.


“But I am still Death.” She was a bird again. “And I did not forget you. You ask for a prophecy—”


“I bloody well do not!”


“So I shall give you one.” Her voice was cruel and mocking. “Know this, Aelfric Lammergeier – eight of the Nine are mortal. Eight are mine to take. In gratitude for your counsel, I say this: I will take you last of all.”


Death spread her wings and looked at Alf. The bird’s eyes were human, and brimmed with tears. She cried out in a woman’s voice.


“Lath is dead.”









CHAPTER ONE
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Alf woke with a burning need to piss. He peeled back the blanket and stumbled across to the chamber pot. Pungent urine dribbled out of him. The dream dissolved like steam, leaving only snatches. He’d dreamed of Necrad, of things that had happened more than twenty years ago. Or more than forty. How long had it been since he and Berys climbed the Wailing Tower? Was it fifty years?


Berys was dead now by all accounts. Thurn was dead. And Gundan. Jan – she was gone like Peir. Jan had faded, and Peir had come back with Derwyn only to fade again. Blaise was dead, too – he’d helped Olva and Derwyn escape Necrad, all those years ago. They’d fled the wreckage of a dream gone sour.


Of the mortals, only Lath was left. Lath and Laerlyn.


Words from the dream floated through Alf’s brain, flotsam from a sinking ship. In gratitude for your words. He had warned Death, hadn’t he? He’d told her that the Erlking had made the spell that summoned her, and so he could unmake it. And only a few months later, Alf himself had stood before the Erlking as the old elf threatened to undo another spell – the spell that had conjured humans. Rule in my name, the Erlking had said, marry my daughter and be the king of Summerswell, or I will destroy the human race. And the Erlking was gone now, the Everwood destroyed. The sword’s doing. He’d put the blade down, but another hand had picked it up and brought ruin.


All things break.


But Laerlyn was still young, still immortal. She was still the same as when he’d first met her, a lifetime ago. Laerlyn still lived.


Lath is dead. But that was just a dream.


He groaned as he bent to pick up the chamber pot. His hand trembled under the weight. He opened the door of the farmhouse and threw the contents onto the dung heap. It was still dark, the stars like jewels, but the sky was brightening in the east over the treetops. No point in going back to bed now.


One of the pigs squealed in expectation of breakfast.


“She’s not back yet.”


The pig looked up and grunted.


“Maybe tomorrow,” said Alf, yawning.


He stretched, old joints cracking, then went back in to dress and start the day. There was work to be done, after all.


Alf had grown up a stone’s throw away from this spot. His father, Long Tom, had been a peasant farmer, paying his rent with labour on the big farm. Now it was his sister Olva who was the landlord, hers the big farm. Big for Ersfel, of course, didn’t mean much, but some deep-rooted instinct in Alf was impressed by it. The same instinct made him feel like he was trespassing, that at any moment someone might shout at him to get away from where he didn’t belong.


In Necrad he’d dwelt in a palace he’d taken from a living god by force of arms. But here he was still Long Tom’s son from the little cottage under the oak. On mornings like this, the early pale-gold light slanting through the mist, the croaking of crows up on the wooded hills, unhurried sheep grazing in the field, the years slipped away and he forgot the wars, the Nine, the sword, and he could almost believe Necrad and all the rest was but a dream. Ersfel had scarcely changed in the seventy or so years of his life. Ignore the new watchtower on the hilltop, and the new cottages on the east side, and it was just as it was when he’d gone on the Road with Gundan long, long ago.


Lath is dead. It was only a dream.


Thomad and his boy came by mid-morning to help Alf with the farm work. The storm of a few days ago had damaged one of the sheds. The whole roof needed fixing. They’d taken down the thatch the day before, so today’s job was replacing the broken rafters. Despite Thomad’s doubtful look and prophecies of doom, Alf climbed up on the ten-foot stone wall to rip out the damaged timbers. I scaled the Wailing Tower, he thought, I can handle a cowshed.


Alf wrenched the last of the broken rafters from its socket and threw it down. “Pass that up,” he told Thomad. The cotter and his boy lifted the heavy replacement up to Alf. What was the lad’s name? Something simple, wasn’t it? A good Mulladale name, plain and serviceable.


Strange how his brain remembered the heraldry of knights long dead, or the paths through the Pits, but couldn’t remember the boy’s name.


Thomad’s boy shot nervous glances towards another shed, the locked one where Olva was said to keep her witching things. The villagers told stories of cauldrons and talismans, of familiars in jars, chattering skulls and charmstones. Everyone in the Mulladales told tales of the Witch of Ersfel, the woman who’d once been an honest widow, but had gone away for a year and came back different. Olva was a Changeling now. Lath had initiated her atop Death’s grave at Daeroch Nal. The use of earth-magic had been forbidden in Summerswell for centuries, but Olva had thrown herself into the study of it, leaving Alf to tend the farm while she flew off in search of buried secrets.


Twenty years ago, the church would have sent exorcists to drive the earthpower out of Olva, or sent paladins to burn her if the exorcism didn’t take. But that was before everything changed. The little shrine on the hill was empty. Old Thala – gone fifteen years now – had been the last priestess to minister to the village. Empty thrones above, empty thrones below, people said. The Anarchy, the poets called this time. Provinces splintered into little kingdoms, and any man might call himself Lord with a good sword and a pack of brigands. Summerswell was broken, the old order overthrown. The law handed down by the Erlking to the first Lords was gone.


You let that happen.


The thought sounded like the sword.


I tried to stop it, Alf argued with himself. I tried to make peace – even though Berys was right, the Erlking was a monster. I tried putting the sword down, and someone else took it up. Maybe things didn’t turn out for the best, but I did what seemed right in the moment. That’s all you can do.


Lath is dead, whispered the memory of the sword, and its voice rang with malicious pleasure.


“Watch it!” cried Thomad. Alf snapped back to the present. He’d leaned out too far and unbalanced himself. The packed earthen floor of the shed seemed as far below him as the streets of Necrad from atop the tower. As he toppled, he caught himself on one of the new rafters. The timber creaked under his weight. Alf hung from the rafter for a moment, then dropped to the floor below. Thomad’s lad ran to his side to steady him.


“I’m all right,” said Alf. He rubbed his knee. “Let’s have something to eat.”


Thomad frowned. “You likely cracked that rafter when you put all your weight on it, you ox.”


Alf shrugged. “Likely it’d have broken in the next storm anyway, then.”


Afternoon brought weapons drill. The war rarely touched Ersfel, which lay tucked in an obscure corner of the Mulladales, but other villages had been raided. Olva’s reputation as the Witch helped, but still Alf trained the locals to defend themselves. Old men complained that such things were unknown when they were young, when the Lords guarded the roads and kept the peace. Maybe a stout spear could ward off the Anarchy that consumed the wider world, and maybe it couldn’t, but in these days of brigands and petty Lords it was best to be watchful. Everyone knew that Big Alf had been a mercenary and fought in the war – even if they were hazy on which war exactly.


They practised with spears and wooden swords on the village green, lads and lasses falling about, poking each other, making a game of it. Alf kept his temper in check, not waiting to spoil their innocence. He watched one girl – Quenna’s youngest, a spitfire named Cerlys, hair pinned back with a broken silver comb – sparring with another lad. The boy slipped, and she struck him hard in the belly. When he was done spewing, he protested that it didn’t count, that it was a lucky strike and a low blow. But Cerlys had already declared herself the winner, and added that she’d beat anyone in the village in a contest of archery to prove her victory wasn’t a matter of chance. With that, she loosed an arrow, and hit the mark a finger’s breadth from dead centre.


“Berys herself couldn’t have done better!” she shouted.


Somehow, that turned into a wager that whoever outshot Cerlys would earn a kiss from her, and now all the boys were scrambling up to the line, arrows falling wildly around the straw target. Alf chuckled at the chaos, and that made an old wound in his chest ache.


“Enough,” he called. “None of you are going to beat her.”


“I want another chance!” complained the lad, sour at his defeat and his vomit-stained breeches. He drew another arrow, but Alf grabbed the bow from his hand.


“It’s getting dark. I don’t want you putting an arrow through Genny Selcloth’s window.”


The boy scowled. “I can beat Cerlys. And Berys the Thief was a traitor anyway. My da says the Nine brought nothing but ruin.”


“They saved us all from Lord Bone up in Necrad,” said another, shoving his friend.


“Saved us, then ruined us. Like giving a gift with one hand and snatching it back with the other.”


“Ruined, are you?” said Alf. “And what fortune have you lost, lad? What great height have you fallen from?”


“What would you know?”


Anger filled Alf. He drew back the bow, nocked an arrow, and loosed it. Dead centre. “More than you, lad.”


He handed the bow back to the stunned boy and strode away across the green. His shoulder ached with the effort of the draw.


Cerlys froze as if Alf was an ogre coming to demand his prize. “You’re good, lass, and quick, but quick isn’t always enough. It’s one thing to strike the first blow, and another to strike the last one in a fight.” He snorted as he walked past her. “And then there’s the matter of the right blow, and the right battle. That’s a whole other riddle.”


“Was I not right?”


“Eh. Hit him a bit hard, maybe.”


She followed him, eagerly bouncing at his shoulder. “But it wasn’t a lucky blow.”


“Still brooding about that, are you?”


“It wasn’t luck.”


“He slipped. But there’s nothing wrong with getting lucky. Luck keeps you alive. What matters is what you do with the chances you get.” Alf thought that was a good bit of hard-won wisdom, but Cerlys had already moved on.


“There’s a tourney in Highfield in a month’s time.”


“Aye.”


“There’ll be an archery contest there.”


“Aye, most years.”


“But the prize for archery is only a third of what the winner of the sword gets.”


“And the tourney winner gets more than both of ’em.” He’d won his share of tourneys by battering the opposition down. Back then, he’d taken satisfaction in unhorsing all those nobles. Knights brought low by a nameless farm boy.


All those knights were dead now, in one war or another. Their children’s children fighting now – and not in tourneys, but real battles.


“The tourney doesn’t favour me,” said Cerlys. “It doesn’t reward skill or speed. But if I had a proper sword, I’d have a chance in the duelling ring.”


“Would you now?” Alf smiled at her audacity.


“Jon says you’ve got a shield and armour in the Widow’s house.”


“Which one’s Jon?”


She pointed at Thomad’s son, who was busy rolling the straw archery targets away – or pretending to do so while watching Cerlys. He blushed and looked away hastily.


Jon. That was the lad’s name.


“Have you got a proper sword, too?” she asked.


He stumbled, his knee twisting under him. He felt impossibly ancient.


“Go and help tidy up. And unstring your bow, girl. Take care of your weapon.”


He called into Genny Selcloth’s alehouse. “Need me?” Alf helped behind the counter sometimes, especially when there were strangers around. Tonight, there was a travelling pot-smith in town, a dwarf who’d come up the Road from Kettlebridge, so the parlour was crowded with those seeking news.


“Take your rest,” said Genny, and Alf settled into his usual seat by the fire. Genny squeezed his shoulder as she passed behind him.


“It’s bad, friends,” said the dwarf. “Buy me another drink, so I have the strength to tell the tale.” Another mug was duly produced. “A new warlord has arisen! Ironhand, they name him, and he is fearsome indeed. He swept out of the west, and the Riverlands fell before him! Arshoth has yielded to him, and he was anointed by the high archon. Good Lord Merik—”


Alf snorted at the “good lord” part. He’d met Merik once, briefly, back when he was just Sir Merik, a knight in Lord Brychan’s army. The man had not struck Alf as good or lordly. They’d crown anyone these days.


The dwarf glared at Alf’s interruption, then continued. “Good Lord Merik met Ironhand in battle near Harnshill, and alas! Fortune did not favour Merik. Treacherous knights of Ilaventur joined Ironhand’s host, and Merik was beset from all sides.”


Alf stopped paying attention halfway through. There’d always be another villain, another would-be dark lord. Heaven and earth both overthrown, and chaos loosed on all Summerswell. This Ironhand was just the latest. And if he came to Ersfel, young Cerlys would put an arrow in his eye. Saving the world was a job for the young, and Alf was content to be done with it. He’d had his time riding the wheel of fate, and he would roam no more.


Some days – most days, if he was being honest – he suspected he’d done more good fixing sheds and teaching children like Cerlys than all the rest of his days.


When the dwarf’s tale was done, Alf approached him.


“You don’t bear any letters, do you? My sister has a friend in the Dwarfholt.”


But there were no messages from the north.


Alf returned home. The hearth was cold, the house chill. Olva wasn’t back yet. Alf bent to set the fire, his knee protesting as he put weight on it.


What had that dream been about, again? It had seemed important this morning. So many things that once seemed important really weren’t, in the end. Tales of lords and knights and Good Lord Merik and Ironhand, the anger on that boy’s face, it’d all be forgotten in the morning, and that cracked rafter would still need fixing no matter what. He’d get an early night, he decided, because if Olva came home and the shed roof still wasn’t done, she’d have words for him.


And ever since his little sister learned magic, her words had real power.


The fire refused to light. The cold bit deeper than it used to. He’d once crossed the Clawlands in winter, travelling in the teeth of icy winds howling down off the Dwarfholt peaks, and still the farmhouse felt colder. What had he done today? A few chores, and he’d watched some children fight with sticks. When he was young, he’d have done all that work in an hour, and fought in a real battle. All things break.


A knock at the door. “Alf?” Kivan, one of the village men. “Is the Widow back?” He sounded shaken.


“Not yet,” said Alf. “What is it?”


“There’s a monster in the wood.”


It was dark and Alf no longer had the sword-sight. He hunted by smell. He’d never forget that foul blend of rotten eggs and something burned, mixed with a chill in the air. He’d lived with that smell for years, and he pushed through the trees until he found its source.


The dreadworm was mostly dead. Wings paper-thin and full of scorched holes – it had flown in sunlight, flown a long, long way. The eyeless head rose and hissed at him, baring the ring of teeth in its approximation of a mouth. Dreadworms weren’t living things, exactly – magic conjured them into being. There wasn’t much of a gullet beyond that mouth. Their hungers were an echo of what real animals felt.


No sign of a rider. Was it here by accident? Alf could imagine the monster being blown off course by winds, or getting lost and blindly wandering in the sunlight. His foot brushed against a branch. There were more broken branches – and they were cold and slick with worm-slime. The monster had not landed, but crashed out of the the sky.


No sign of a rider. But that didn’t mean a rider hadn’t survived the fall.


“What is it?” called Kivan. He and a half-dozen other villagers stood well back from the carcass of the worm.


“It’s no threat. Lend me that spear.”


He pushed the point into the yielding pseudo-flesh of the worm’s throat until the creature perished, falling apart into mush and ice. By morning, there’d be nothing left but a stain.


It was only a dreadworm. But it was the first thing he’d killed in a long, long time.


“Is it gone?” asked Kivan.


“Aye. But it might have had a rider. A Witch Elf. Maybe a scout.”


Kiven brought the light from his torch close to the ground. “I don’t see any tracks.”


Elves step lightly. “Let’s have a look about, to be sure.”


Up went the hue and cry. No one in the valley slept that night. Every house was roused with the warning that enemies might be close by. A torch kindled in every doorway. Dogs bayed, chickens squawked, children shrieked with excitement or burst into confused tears. The hunt went on until first light, but came to nought. No sign of an intruder.


Alf felt a weight lift from him. The worm had been blown off course by some storm. Its arrival was an accident, not a portent.


He went home again, his bed calling more loudly than the sword ever had. Off across the fields through the morning mist he could see Thomad weeding in the vegetable patch, and smoke rising from the cooking fires in the cottages. The pigs, oddly, were all huddled near the stump of the big oak. Something had spooked them.


The door of Olva’s house was ajar.


Alf’s grip tightened on the half of the borrowed spear. He pushed the door open with the tip.


A pale figure. Witch Elf.


Red eyes glimmered in the dark.


Witch Elf vampire.


“Sanctuary,” whispered the vampire. “Sanctuary, Aelfric Lammergeier.”









CHAPTER TWO
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Alf did not recognise the elf at first. Most elves looked alike, preserved in the prime of life for eternity. They faded rather than aged. Even the truly ancient elves Alf had encountered – all save one – were untouched by the passing millennia. Nor did this intruder bear any symbols or tokens of his house; his ragged clothing offered no clue.


Then Alf saw the echo of the child in the face of the man.


“Ceremos?”


The vampire nodded, biting his lip. His teeth were very sharp. Alf closed the door to shut out the sunlight.


“Why are you here?”


“A message,” said Ceremos, thickly, his tongue stumbling over the human words, “from Necrad.” He backed away into a corner, long white fingers clinging to the wall. His red eyes flickered to Alf’s hand. There was a little smear of blood; a cut from a thorn in the woods. Ceremos pressed his head against the wall. “I thirst,” he whispered.


Alf warily stepped towards the vampire boy – and then saw a tangled mess of skin and blood at the back door. One of the piglets, torn to pieces.


“You did that?” snapped Alf.


“Forgive me,” said Ceremos. “I have come far, Lammergeier, in seeking you. I have not fed for so long, I—”


There came a knock at the door.


“Mister Alf? Da sent me over to help with the thatching.”


Ceremos lunged towards the door with a snarl. He was so fast, elven grace augmented with desperate hunger. Alf used the spear to trip Ceremos and caught the elf’s ankle with the edge of the blade. Ceremos came up scowling, red eyes ablaze, but Alf got the tip to the boy’s throat.


“Don’t move,” Alf hissed, “and stay quiet.” Ceremos quivered, all his instincts at war, then curled into a ball, pressing his hands into his face.


Alf raised his voice. “It’s all right, lad,” he called to Thomad’s boy. “I’ll attend to it tomorrow. Go home now.”


“All right.” The sound of Jon’s footsteps crunching on the path, and tuneless whistling. He’d never know how close he’d come to death.


Alf pulled Ceremos to his feet. The vampire’s head lolled as if he was drunk or exhausted beyond measure. “Blood,” he whispered, then a long litany of elvish. Alf caught the word agearath, which meant something like blood-giver. An elf vampire had to feed, or they’d fade, their body melting away and their immortal soul slipping into the wraith-world. Ceremos was only twenty-five or so; most elves lasted thousands of years before fading, but he’d been wounded as a child in Necrad.


Alf had mortally wounded the child. This was his responsibility.


“Come on,” snapped Alf. He dragged Ceremos across the kitchen to the little spare room under the stairs. It was crammed with old tools, old treasures, old junk. More of Olva’s magic paraphernalia, a few bits of furniture Alf had been meaning to fix for years. A stack of yellowing letters from Torun, all covered in tiny neat handwriting. A bed, too, somewhere beneath all that. Alf fumbled around, clearing space. The butt of his borrowed spear swept jars from a high shelf to shatter on the floor behind him.


“Lammergeier, hark! I bear—”


“Shut up,” he ordered. He pushed Ceremos into the little room. “Stay there. Stay quiet. I’ll be back.”


First things first. He fetched a shovel and buried what remained of the piglet. Then he ate, salvaging what he could from the jars he’d broken and piling the mess of jam and preserved meats onto slices of bread. He kept the spear within arm’s reach, kept staring at the door under the stair. But there was only silence.


Through the window, Alf saw a half-dozen youths from the village approaching the cottages across the field. He spotted Cerlys’ raven-black hair. The boys with her had spears. They searched for the dreadworm’s rider. If they found Ceremos, it would not end well for anyone.


He went outside. When Cerlys and her company started to cross the field, Alf waved at them, a cheery reassurance that all was well. They turned and headed up into the hill to search the holywood again.


Hunting for the Witch Elf.


Alf had killed a lot of Witch Elves in his time. The Witch Elf elders of Necrad had gone vampire, sustaining themselves on mortal blood. They’d enslaved the Wilder-tribes, convinced the mortals that the elves were gods and taken the blood as tribute. The Nine had put a stop to that. They’d killed most of the vampires, herded the rest along with the surviving Witch Elves into the prison quarter of the Liberties.


It was there that Alf had killed the child. He and Gundan had gone in on a fool’s errand. He’d had Spellbreaker summon a dreadworm. The sword had warned him that its magical control of the worm was slipping, that Alf had asked too much.


While Alf and Gundan were distracted, the worm broke free.


Alf remembered pressing his hand over the boy’s belly, holding Ceremos’ intestines in. Gundan pulling at him, shouting that they had to fall back, that they’d started a riot. Do these filthy elves know who we are? The dwarf’s voice echoing across the years. Then, later, the voice of Ceremos’ father. We shall lose him again. The hunger will consume him. And Alf had promised he’d help, he’d make things right. He’d let Ceremos feed from him again, to sustain the child as he healed. And he’d sent money so they could buy blood.


Better you had never come to Necrad at all.


He sat there in the kitchen, watching clouds scud across the sky. Birds took flight over the holywood, their fierce grace so different to the ungainly flailing of dreadworms. Where are you, Olva?


A message, Ceremos had said.


Alf opened the door and peered in. Ceremos scurried away to cower in the corner.


“Here,” said Alf, “I brought you blood.” He placed a bowl on the floor and pushed it towards Ceremos.


“It is not fresh,” he complained.


“It bloody well is,” said Alf. “I just fucking bled it.”


“It . . . it fades,” said Ceremos. “Better to have agearath. To drink from the spring.”


Alf leaned against the doorframe, lightheaded. “Aye, well. That’s not happening. This spring’s old and dry.”


Ceremos sniffed at the dregs with distaste. “I agree. You taste foul.”


“Ungrateful wretch.”


“But I feel better. The edge is gone.” He wiped his face. “I am myself again.”


“All right then. Talk.”


The young elf pushed the empty bowl away and sat cross-legged on the floor. “I have not used the mortal tongue in a long time, Lammergeier, but I shall tell the tale as best I can . . . ”


*


Necrad. My Necrad.


It was my city, and mine alone. The other elves knew Necrad as it was in the dawn, when it was new, the city of sorcery. They knew Necrad as it was when we took it back from the usurpers. They dwelt there when Lord Bone came to the city gates as a beggar, and they watched him grow in power. They knew Necrad in its glory.


(Ceremos’ face flushed as the blood restored him. His voice grew eager as he told his tale.)


I knew the city in ruin. I grew up playing amid the rubble, Lammergeier. I was the only elf-child in the city, so my playmates were mortal children and Vatlings. To me the streets were always choked in rubble, the gates always watched by dwarf-guards. It was natural for me that a half-dozen elves dwelt in a single house, even as they shared memories of the palaces denied to them. All their songs were sad, but I knew nothing else, and so I was happy.


I do not remember the day you killed me, or the time just after. My father spoke of it often. He was greatly shamed he could not save me, so I know well what happened, but it is no more real to me than a dream. No, what I remember is the third time I drank of you. Do you remember? You were about to leave for the parley with the Wilder at Lake Bavduin. You came with Ildorae Ul’ashan Amerith, and you had the Spellbreaker. My mortal friends were amazed that so great a hero deigned to visit my sickbed.


When the siege came, they told me not to fear, because the Lammergeier was leading the defence of the city against Death’s host. I remember the heat of your blood in my belly, and thinking how lucky I was to have a share of your strength. And after the siege, I cheered the coming of the Uncrowned King, for he was your kinsman – and mine, too, I thought.


We were related by blood, after all.


The other elves rejoiced, too, seeing the strength of the Firstborn restored. They had the palaces and temples of the Sanction once more. You had gone away south by then, yes, but it was whispered in the Liberties that you had spoken in support of restoration, that you had made Ildorae the captain of your honour guard. I thought it was glorious – the best of elves and best of mortals united in common purpose, and I was at the heart of it. I dreamed that when I grew up I would join you on the battlefield. My mother told me tales of Acraist the Wraith-Knight, our kinsman, the Hand of Bone and first wielder of the Spellbreaker – and I thought I might be like him, only better, brighter. Your ally, not your foe.


Your sister, the Widow Queen, was kidnapped by Earl Idmaer and his followers, and there was war with the mortals of the New Provinces. Once again there—


(“That’s not what happened,” interrupted Alf. “Olva – Lord Bone’s shade was in Derwyn, and he killed Bessimer. Olva – she explained it to me. She wasn’t kidnapped, she went to Lath at Daeroch Nal . . . ” But he tripped over the words and fell silent. The truth didn’t matter half so much as the story.)


Once again there were dreadknights in the skies. I watched my father put on his armour again. He brought home prisoners from the sack of Athar, and I feasted for the first time in my second life.


Ildorae freed your sister from captivity and brought her back to Necrad. What happened then, I do not know – but there was great strife atop the Wailing Tower, and lightning wracked the city. I remember hiding in my bedroom, listening to the crash of thunder, fearing I would perish and thinking how unfair it was that I alone of the elves should have so short a span.


But dawn came, and with it word that the Uncrowned King had fled and the city belonged to the elves again. Amerith, the Oracle who had led us since the Sundering, was gone, so the Skerrise claimed the throne.


There were no mortals left in Necrad. The Skerrise and the other elders still needed blood, of course, but they had ways to procure it. My mother went to the Palace of the White Deer and begged the Skerrise to provide for me, and for a time I was vouchsafed a little trickle of blood, the leavings of the great ones.


The Skerrise commanded that all elves return to Necrad. My father and other dreadknights flew south to the ruins of the Everwood, and gathered the wayward ahedrai – the Wood Elves, as you mortals called them. They sailed to join us in the north, as Amerith did long ago, and for a time it seemed a joyous reunion. But there was . . . dissent. The newcomers questioned the Skerrise’s right to be the sole leader in Necrad, they said we should not cut ourselves off so completely from the outside world, that the works of Lord Bone should be cast aside. The Skerrise said she would consider their counsel, and withdrew to the Wailing Tower.


Then . . . There was no moment of revelation, no sudden crisis – certainly, not one that I was privy to, but I was the youngest and least of the elves of the city. But from my rooftop perches I saw the little changes. A new breed of Vatlings appeared, ones loyal to the Skerrise alone. She called them guardians of the peace and set them to watch the city gates and the entrances to the Pits below. Later – for the safety of the newcomers, it was said – these Vatlings took charge of more and more of the city. The old Sanction, the new breeding vats and arsenals – the Skerrise tightened her hold on them all. But there was merriment under the stars, and the singing of ancient songs, and the majesty and beauty of the city of the Firstborn, so most were content to look away.


It was in that time that my father disappeared. He flew away with a company of dreadknights, on a mission to the Everwood, and was lost. They told me that the outside world is full of perils – and I believed them, for I had never set foot outside Necrad. A storm might have brought down his dreadworm, or a monster, or the treachery of mortals. He will return, they said, in time. If he lives, he will find his way home, and if he has perished, his wraith will be drawn back to the city and he will one day be reborn, for elves cannot die. My mother Elithadil took comfort in that, but I could not.


After that, the Skerrise forbade elves to fly beyond the Gulf of Tears. She said the Vatlings could serve as well, and perish better if needs be. Vatlings now guarded the skies. Pitspawn were set to guard the gates within and without.


Necrad grew ever stranger to me, and more confining. I grew restless. I missed my mortal friends, and the home I had known. I thought: why, you have the blood of the Lammergeier in you, the blood of heroes. Go and seek your fortune.


“Your fortune,” echoed Alf. He swayed in the doorway. The vampire’s red eyes blazed with pride, and Alf found himself horrified. He remembered twenty years ago or more, Olva sitting in the kitchen of his grand mansion in Necrad, talking about Derwyn. He idolises you, Alf. Always full of tales of your deeds. He’s a good lad . . . he left home. He went on the Road, in search of you. And that had led Derwyn into the Grey Lands of death.


In the wars, too – they’d used his legend to inspire others. The false Lammergeier leading the revolt in Arden, and the streets of Arden awash with blood. The head of young Remilard, staring up at him. They’d all heard the stories of the Lammergeier, and thought that he was an example to be followed.


He’d never wanted that. He’d never been that.


The sun whirled through the sky overhead.


“Lammergeier?” asked Ceremos, suddenly concerned. The vampire reached out to catch Alf before he toppled.


“Stay back!” said Alf. “Stay hidden.” He stepped back, slammed the door shut, fell against it. He closed the bolt, but his fingers were shaking too much to reattach the padlock. “Stay there!” he said again.


“As you command, Lammergeier,” replied Ceremos. His voice seemed to come not from the far side of the wooden door, but from deep underground.


Alf stumbled back to the farmhouse and fell into the chair by the hearth. It was suddenly very cold, he thought, pulling a blanket around him. Seek my fortune, Ceremos had said. What did the boy expect – to wander the land as a mystery knight, elven features concealed behind a helm? I have saved you from that ogre, maiden fair. As a reward, I ask only a single kiss – and to rip out your throat and feast upon your blood. Even if he could control his thirst for a while, the boy was immortal. One day, he’d slip and become another monster.


You should strike him down before he’s too powerful to stop.


The sword had said that, long ago. Its voice echoed in Alf’s head.


Not about Ceremos. About someone else. Alf fell into a dark abyss of memory, faces and snatches of old conversations flickering around him, the abyss becoming a corridor underground, a dungeon passage in the Pits. He was slaying monsters down there again, and he was young again, strong again, sword in hand and friends by his side.


Lath was there in the dark with him. A hulking beast, a reassuring wall of fur and claws. And Gundan, laughing as he fought, his shield protecting Laerlyn as she drew back her bow. Thurn’s spear, always certain, never missing the mark. Berys somewhere off ahead of them. Jan and Blaise behind Alf, guarded by him, guiding him.


Peir’s hammer wreathed in holy fire. A light in the abyss.


But all around, the roars of monsters.


Alf woke with a start. It was twilight outside. The roaring in his dream, he realised, was the grunting of the pigs as they hungrily devoured their dinner. He looked around, bleary-eyed, trying to sort dream from reality. A shape moved in the kitchen.


“Olva?”


“Only me,” said Thomad. “Jon’s feeding the pigs. He got out, you know.”


“What?” Panic seized Alf at the thought that Ceremos had escaped.


“Barrel. The big boar. It’s fine, Jon saw him across the field, and we chased him back to his pen. He was hungry. You hadn’t fed him.” Thomad bent down to peer at Alf’s face. “You look ill.”


“Just tired.”


“Aye, you and half the village. Jon was running about ’til daybreak looking for . . . ach, who knows what?” Thomad sat down by the fireside. “More’n twenty years since anything came out of the north – though they were telling tales of raiders in Ellscoast at the Highfield fair, last year. A bad omen.”


“It’s just one dreadworm,” said Alf.


“What’s a dreadworm?” There was a pot bubbling on the fire. Thomad stirred it. Porridge dripped and hissed on a burning log.


“I saw them in the war,” said Alf. “From a distance,” he added, quickly. “You don’t need to be here. All’s fine. Go home.”


“It’s no trouble.”


“Go on. Maybe I am a bit unwell. Might be catching. Stay home.”


“What about that roof?”


“I’ll get it done.”


Thomad and his boy left again. Alf sat by the fire a while. He ate the whole pot of porridge without tasting it, but the weight of it in his belly helped.


The Lammergeier was a killer, but he was the Lammergeier no longer.


He rose and crossed the yard. He paused outside the door.


“You can see in the dark, right?”


“I can,” replied Ceremos.


“Aye. Right. Give me a hand with this roof,” said Alf, “then come inside.”


Alf remembered the first time the Nine entered Necrad. They’d crept through the Pits, under the city’s impenetrable walls, then fought their way back up to the surface. He remembered stepping out onto the eerie streets, white marble turned ghoulish-green by miasmalight. One by one they’d emerged. Jan was quietly weeping, and Alf had thought she was just scared. Now he knew that she was mourning the loss of her connection to the Intercessors. The spirits had no power under the necromiasma. Thurn’s face grim as ever, as he stormed the heaven of his people. Gundan smeared in ichor, his beard matted with gore, snarling as he looked for the next fight.


And he remembered Laerlyn’s face, full of light and wonder. The first Wood Elf to enter Elvenhome in centuries, the first to return to the city of her people. Ceremos reminded him of that look, that moment, in the way the Witch Elf looked around the human farmhouse in amazement as if he was trespassing in some unearthly realm beyond imagination.


Alf cleared a sack of onions and a bundle of unwashed clothes off the other chair by the fire. “Sit down, lad. You’ve a tale to finish.”


Ceremos perched on the edge of the chair for a moment, but the young vampire was too full of energy to stay sitting. He prowled about the farmhouse as he spoke, miming his escape from Necrad.


As I said, I had grown dissatisfied, and yearned to travel beyond the city walls. I begged permission to leave. The Skerrise refused. All the Firstborn, she said, should dwell within the holy precincts of the First City. All the Firstborn should dwell in bliss and security. I said I was too restless for bliss, and that I welcomed the perils of the wider world. She refused again – and to chastise me she denied me the stipend of blood I needed. The Skerrise would rather keep me as a wretched prisoner, the least of the least of immortals. I was a cautionary tale to the other elves who doubted her. Look upon him, and remember the sorrows inflicted upon us by mortals! I longed to flee the cold city. Eternal my prison seemed.


Again, my thoughts turned to you, Lammergeier. You slew Lord Bone and liberated Necrad once. Now the Skerrise walks the same ruinous path—


*


(“Hold up,” interrupted Alf. “The Nine went to Necrad to end the war, to finish what Bone started. He’d already invaded Summerswell.”


“I never knew Lord Bone, but I have heard the tales. I fear the Skerrise will force my kinfolk into another war. Darkness rises in the north—”


Alf groaned. “Don’t fucking put it like that.”


“—and Necrad calls out for heroes. You swore an oath, Lammergeier, to watch over the city.”


“All that was a long time ago. I can’t help you, lad.”


But Ceremos was undeterred. The vampire’s eyes gleamed like rubies.


“Listen to the end of my tale, Lammergeier, before you judge.”)


I attempted to steal a dreadworm. I took my father’s sigil of command. I climbed atop the House of the Horned Serpent and held that sigil aloft to the green sky.


Three times I called out.


Three times, but no worm heeded me.


Other ears, though, were listening. Vatlings found me. They were of the new sort, made under the Skerrise, and loyal to her. They assailed me. I broke free, they pursued me through the streets. And in my headlong flight, I ran to the very heart of Necrad, and the Wailing Tower. And I saw that the door of the tower was open.


Know this, Lammergeier—


(“Don’t call me that. Just Alf.”)


Know this, Aelfric: since the Uncrowned King fled, the door of the Wailing Tower has been sealed. For twenty years, no one save the Skerrise has entered the tower. It is guarded by the most fearsome Pitspawn, and wound around with spells of forbiddance. None can pass that threshold. The Vatlings dared not pursue me there.


And yet, I found that door open to me. The Pitspawn laid down their misshapen heads and fell into slumber as I approached. The spells did not bar my passage. I entered the tower, and a voice spoke. It seemed to come from all around me. It knew me by name. It commanded me to seek out the Lammergeier and give you a message. The sigil in my hand – I could feel it shiver with renewed magic.


I fled, and as soon as I was out I called a worm. The beast had been told where to find you; once I had escaped all pursuers I let it have its head, and it flew arrow-straight, over the Gulf of Tears to the lands of mortals, and it brought me here.


“Blaise—” Alf choked on the name. “Blaise sent you?”


“I did not see him that night,” admitted Ceremos, “nor have I heard any word of him since the departure of the Uncrowned King. But who else could speak so?”


“He’s dead,” said Alf. “He’s been dead for a long time.” Olva told me he was dying when they fled the tower. The Skerrise was there. She’d not have spared him. He’s dead. I grieved him.


“And yet,” said Ceremos, “I am here.”


Alf’s mouth was dry as dust. “What message?”


“He said: ‘Tell the Lammergeier that Blaise has need of him for one last service. Tell him to come at once. Tell him to bring his sword.’ ”









CHAPTER THREE
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Earth-smell, grave-smell, blood and dirt. Olva-otter, slick-wetfur, nose twitching as she follows the scent deeper into the cave. Limping, always limping, one paw forever twisted, and otter-brain too small to remember why for now. For the otter there is only the now. No place for past or future. Only here, only now, only the dark: hot breath, predator-stench, meat-stench, and the urge to flee. But Olva-ness is more stubborn than old tree-roots, and though otterskin crawls, she keeps going.


There’s her quarry! The great wolf lies on its side, belly swollen, muzzle red-caked. Slumbering, twice the size of a natural wolf. Her front paws not right, the suggestion of human hands as they flex. Before her, bones, gnawed and broken. Torn pieces of mail, a shattered spear-shaft, helm and skull alike crushed by the terrible force of those lupine jaws.


The smell’s too much for otter-courage to endure. Olva lets the skin-shape slip and becomes herself again, falling back into human thought and time.


The wolf stirred. Olva had to work quickly now.


First, light. A simple spell called on the earthpower and conjured a faint glow that suffused the whole cave. She did not need light to work, but humans are creatures of daylight and firelight. They see, they touch with their hands. Even as the wolf stirred, Olva reached out and caught the wolf’s too-human paws, her own wrinkled, dirt-encrusted fingers probing beneath the fur to find the vestigial fingers.


Perdia, that’s what the villagers said her name was. Perdia. The miller’s girl.


Olva drew upon the earthpower, and was unsurprised to find it running strong and thick in this cave. Invisible currents surged beneath the ground. A rushing river, untapped for centuries. No wonder this poor girl drowned in it – but Olva could use that power, too, as she waded into the magic to extract Perdia from the wolfshape. She threw a spell of binding, compelling muscle and bone to remain stock-still.


The wolf’s massive jaws gaped wide, but froze before they could snap shut on Olva’s arm. The wolf’s green eyes – human eyes, staring helpless from an animal skull – bulged in confusion and terror.


Twenty years ago, Olva had lost herself. The earthpower had caught her as she fell from the Citadel in Necrad. In bird-skin she’d soared, forgetting her fears, escaping her mortal life. It was Lath who found her and brought her back, and in the dark under Daeroch Nal she’d learned to control this power.


So she could do this.


“Listen now,” said Olva, “listen to my words. Think on them. You can understand me, Perdia.”


She talked as she worked. The words were for Perdia’s benefit, just like the light. Human speech, human thought overlaid on the instincts and passions of the animal. Speaking beasts, as the elves called them.


“There’s magic in the ground, Perdia, and in the sky and in living things. It’s the earthpower, the magic of this world. There are two sorts of magic, see – there’s the magic of the stars, and the magic of the earth.


“Star-power – that’s elf magic. Every star has authority over some aspect of existence. All very orderly, very precise. Invoke the right star, speak the right words, follow all the customs and forms, and you can work magic. All clever sums and angles and incantations. Elves do it like breathing. Humans can learn to do it, too, but it’s hard and slow. Takes years to gather enough magic for even a single spell.


“For a long time, star-magic was the only magic we were allowed to use. You’re young, so maybe you never heard the priests telling us that earth-magic was wrong, that it was monstrous. But the priests were wrong. The Intercessors lied to them, and the Erlking lied to them. They didn’t want humans to have this power.”


As she spoke, Olva drew on the earthpower, very carefully, disentangling threads of magic from Perdia’s soul. The wolf-shape was a potent one; an easy skin to find, hunger and fear and anger leading to strength and cunning and ferocity. Pull too quick, corner the wolf-shape, and the beast would devour the human in Perdia. The woman would be lost for ever, a Changeling unable to change back.


“It is wild magic, I’m not denying that. Dangerous. Earth-magic can go sour if you’re not careful. They feared it, so they taught us to fear it, too. But it’s ours.”


A shiver ran through the wolf. The jaws inched closer to Olva’s face.


“I know what happened. I know you were angry, and scared. You felt like you were going to burst, you were so full of fury – and then you drank the earthpower, and your skin swelled up so you could hold all that wrath. But let it go now. It’s done. Breathe it out.”


The wolf exhaled, right in Olva’s face, so hot it was like a dragon’s flame. On and on, a torrent of anger, the earth-current rushing through Perdia. Olva let it flow over her, and endured that breath until she found that she was holding a woman’s hands, staring into a woman’s face, and Perdia was weeping.


“It’s all right,” said Olva. “Let it all out.” She wrapped her arms around Perdia and cradled her like a child for a long while. Then, when Perdia’s shoulders sagged with exhaustion, Olva wiped her face clean.


“There we are,” she said. She clenched her fist, gathering the diffuse earthlight into a flaming sphere so they could see. “Let’s get out of here. Let’s get you home.”


Perdia beheld the mangled corpse at her feet for the first time. “They burned the mill. They attacked . . . I . . . ”


“They did,” said Olva gently. “And you did. These things all happened. But there’ll be time to think about that later.”


They hobbled out of the cave together, old and young. Olva had left clothes for both of them at the entrance, and shoes for Perdia. Olva’s own left foot was forever caught halfway between human and crane, a witch-mark she’d incurred the first time she drew on the tainted power of Necrad. She’d suffered worse marks in their desperate escape from the city.


Perdia pulled on one boot, then stopped to stare at the other in her hand. They were boots taken from dead soldiers. She doubled over in anguish. “I ate them. Oh heavenly Intercessors, I ate them. I – I . . . ” She clasped her hands over her mouth. “What am I?”


“A skin-changer, like me. A Changeling.”


“Am I cursed?”


Olva took a wooden bowl from her bundle and fetched some fresh water. “Not you in particular. All mortals have it in them to touch the earthpower. We get that from Grandmother Death, the first of our kind. It’s nothing you did. But most people never make a connection to the power that flows in the world.” She sat down next to Perdia. “You did. When those raiders attacked, you picked up a weapon. You might have grabbed a stick or a stone with your hand. But you reached out with your soul.”


Perdia stared at her mud-covered hands. She held them palmdown, like paws. Gently, Olva turned them over before washing them clean.


“Listen. There’s a choice before you. You don’t need to make it now, but it’ll help settle your mind knowing there are clear paths. Most people who touch the earthpower accidentally, it’s only a light touch. My mother – she had dreams of faraway places sometimes, and that was her brushing against the current. Light touches like that, they’re accidents. They fade.” Olva took the other boot and pulled it onto Perdia’s foot, dressing her like a child. “But you went deep. The connection’s made and it won’t go away easily.”


“It’s unholy—” Perdia flinched, and in that moment the invisible earthpower twisted around them. Perdia might have changed again, the wolf rising in her. But Olva grabbed Perdia’s hands even as she forced the current back with an effort of will. She could almost see the river of energy deflecting away from Perdia. Nearby trees creaked, the leaves rustled.


“Listen!” Olva hissed. “I can teach you to control this power. It’s a craft, same as any other, and you’ve got a talent for it. You can use it to do good – but it’s not easy or safe. Or, if you want to put it aside, there are ways to do that, too.”


Perdia looked at Olva properly for the first time, her gaze taking in Olva’s weatherbeaten face, her still-strong frame, her strings of charmstones and talismans – and the twisted crane-foot. “How do you know so much of magic?”


“I came to it late, but I’ve worked hard to learn. Lath himself taught me, Lath of the Nine. I’ve got friends who know some, and I’ve spent years digging up what the church and the College Arcane tried to bury. I don’t know everything, mind you, but enough to help you.


“Now – listen to me – we’re going to walk back to Hayhurst together. For now, try not to think about what happened, and don’t speak of it. I promise, I’ll teach you what you need to know.”


Perdia nodded, and numbly followed Olva as they picked their way through the trees.


It was not hard to find the way back to the village. All Olva had to do was look for the pillar of black smoke rising from the smouldering ruins.


Perdia and Olva emerged from the edge of the wood. Villagers crowded around them. “The wolf’s gone,” said Olva, loudly. “I drove it away, and it won’t be back anytime soon. It dragged poor Perdia here off to its lair, but she’s not hurt. She needs sleep. Lots of sleep.”


“You poor girl,” said one, “let’s get you some food.”


She won’t be hungry, thought Olva, but she did not say it.


She spotted Snaroc hurrying towards her. She’d known Snaroc a long time; in another lifetime, he bought piglets from her every autumn. Now he was one of the elders of Hayhurst, and she was the fearsome Widow-witch of the Mulladales. She waited in the shade as he came hurrying up. Soot covered his face, the black dust cut with the traces of tears, and his right arm was bandaged.


“Thank you, Widow Forster, for finding the lass and bringing her back.”


“Who are her people here?”


Snaroc frowned. “She’s fostered by Methdrel the miller – her father’s cousin. Her mother’s dead ten years or more.”


“The father?”


“He went off down the Road and hasn’t come back. Nine years he’s been gone” He flexed his hand and winced. “So, she doesn’t have any left, not with Methdrel dead. But she’s a good lass. I know she’s talked of Tyrn Gorthad—”


“The monastery? She wanted to become a nun?”


“Aye. Methdrel was against it, but now . . . ” Snaroc sighed. “Maybe it’s best for her.”


“No,” said Olva. “She must come back to Ersfel with me. It’s not safe, otherwise.”


“Is there nothing else that can be done? The priests spoke of prayers—”


“And who’d be answering them? The Intercessors are gone. Exorcisms don’t work any more.”


“We must trust in your methods, then.” She could hear the nervousness in his voice; like her, Snaroc was raised to think of the earthpower as something monstrous. She touched his wounded arm and muttered a healing spell.


“How bad was it?”


“Three were killed by the raiders. Another two mauled—”


“Snaroc,” interrupted Olva, “they were all killed by the raiders, aye? The dead can bear such things better than the living.”


“Five dead. Another few injured – I’d have numbered Breca’s son among the dead, if you hadn’t worked your magic on him. The mill’s gone, of course. The raiders didn’t get much – they ran when the giant wolf showed up.” Snaroc spat. “I fear that means they’ll come back.”


“Who were they?”


“I don’t know. Maybe just brigands, but I’ve heard of trouble down in Ilaventur. The Road’s alive with tales that Lord Merik’s losing, and if he falls, the Mulladales are next.” He lowered his voice. “They were asking questions of the miller, before the fighting started. It may be there was some quarrel there. Methdrel was . . . well, I won’t speak ill of the dead, but he had a temper.”


“That was no quarrel over the price of bread.”


“Aye.” Snaroc sighed. “This has the stink of lords and kings. Tell me, who do we look to if war comes to the Mulladales? Who’s going to protect us? The harpers sing of the Mad Monk or Sir Erryn Greencloak, but no one rode to our rescue when those raiders came.”


“One day, if Perdia’s got the courage for it, you’ll have a Changeling of your own watching over Hayhurst. Until then . . . ” Olva sighed. “Until then, do the best you can. It’s foolish to put all your hope in heroes.”


*


They set off for Ersfel. Perdia walked without seeing. Olva guided her feet and kept her from stumbling. Her own feet ached, and she longed to fly instead of trudging all the way. The crane-form was easy for her – it was the first shape she’d worn, other than the human one she’d been born into. The crane-skin felt fresh and unworn compared to Olva’s natural shape. She understood in her tired bones why old stories warned of the allure of the earthpower. The flight-hunger – to keep going until the air cracked cold, until there was snow on the trees, harsh sunlight on the little lakes. Strange lands meant unexpected currents of power, and the risk of being swept away.


But it was still joy beyond measure to fly, as the crane unfolded in her soul and her human skin fell away. Wind under wing! So much better than walking with these weary old bones! But for Perdia’s sake, Olva kept to her human skin for now, walking in silent sympathy.


From time to time, Olva pointed out some aspect of the land, a hill or stream or ancient tree, and spoke of the currents that flowed between them. Perdia stared with hollow disinterest, and Olva saw herself reflected in those glassy eyes – a crazy old woman, muddied and worn, one booted and one bandaged foot, muttering about unseen powers. No matter. Once or twice, she’d tried Lath’s trick of taking on different human shapes, or even just a younger version of herself. She’d never managed to hold such forms for long, and the strain was immense. She’d never equal Lath in power or skill, and she was content with that. Her legacy would be in those she helped and healed, like Perdia.


Three days walk brought them to Kettlebridge. It was market day, but the little town was subdued. Fearful people huddled in knots, armed men at the gate. Perdia flinched at the sight of the crowded village green, and Olva clasped her hand tightly. Her thumb probed Perdia’s fingernails; claws herald the change, she thought. At a market stall, Olva bought provisions for the last leg. Someone in the crowd laughed loudly with forced humour, and Perdia flinched again.


“They don’t know. They’re all just going about their days. About their lives. The raiders killed—” A sudden sob, and her nails drew blood from Olva’s palm. “– my uncle Methdrel, and burned our home and these people don’t care. It’s like nothing’s changed.” The last word a bestial growl.


“Oh, they know, child. They know. Bad news travels fast. They’ll have heard about what happened in Hayhurst. But their lives go on. When my Galwyn died, I wanted the sun to crack. I wanted the world to be as broken as my heart. But the world’s bigger than any of us. It rolls on, battered but still whole. Your old life’s gone, aye, but you’ll find a new place for yourself in time.”


Perdia tried to pull away. There was panic in her eyes. Earthpower surged, drawn by her will, unseen and unfelt by the crowd around them. Olva grunted with the effort of pushing the current away.


“I don’t want this,” wept Perdia. “I shouldn’t be here.”


“There’s no going back,” said Olva. “I’m sorry. We go on, not back.”


And they walked again, all through the afternoon and into the long evening, until Perdia was so exhausted she slept without a struggle.


Olva stroked the girl’s head. “Tomorrow night,” she said, “we’ll be in Ersfel. And we’ll stay there a good long while, and you can find peace.”


Rather than bring Perdia through the village, with all its peering eyes and gossiping tongues, Olva took her through the hills on the long way round. The thick smell of the trees enveloped them.


Her crane-foot ached as she approached her home. There was a light burning; Alf was there, instead of down at Genny Selcloth’s or off training the militia. Poor village children, beaten up and down the green by the Lammergeier himself. She chuckled as she opened the—


The door was barred.


The door was never barred.


“Alf, what’s going on in there?” All she could think was that her buffoon of a brother had made some sort of ungodly mess in there and was trying to clean it up before she saw it.


“Olva. I’ll open the door in a moment, all right?” came Alf’s reply. “But – look, I’ll explain everything, all right? Just give me a minute.” From inside, whispered voices, hasty movement. Footsteps on the stair.


Olva spoke a word, and the wooden bar splintered. The door flew open.


Forty years fell away when she saw the red eyes of a vampire profaning her home.









CHAPTER FOUR




[image: ]





Wind tore through the farmyard as the earthpower surged. Behind Olva, the roof of the repaired shed collapsed. Smoke billowed from the fireplace. Perdia made a little noise in her throat, like a bark, and without looking Olva grabbed the girl’s hand to restrain her. Alf hurried forward to interpose himself between Olva and the vampire. The red-eyed creature cowered on the stairs.


It’s not Acraist. It’s not an elder, thought Olva. Damnation. It’s the one Alf made. The boy from Necrad.


But still a vampire.


“Get it out of my house.”


“Ol, he—”


“Out. Now.”


“I mean no harm,” muttered Ceremos.


Alf grabbed the elf by the arm. “Come on. Back to the shed.”


Olva stepped aside and let the two men pass her and Perdia. Alf stumbled on the way across the yard, and Ceremos caught him. The vampire stepped into the shed and turned around, eyes gleaming in the dark.


“Lock it,” ordered Olva.


“You need not fear me, Widow Queen,” said the elf. But Olva remained still and silent until the door was locked. Then she stamped back into the house, leading Perdia by the hand. “There’s a bedroom through there.” Olva pulled a blanket from a cupboard. “Go and make yourself at home. There should be food in the pot, but it seems my idiot of a brother’s had guests over.” She handed the blanket to Perdia – she had to push it into her hands, the girl was frozen in confusion – and guided her into the little room under the stairs. It was like enough to a wolf’s den that she might be at home there.


Olva closed the door firmly behind Perdia and turned on her brother. Alf stood there with his head bowed. Sheepishness radiated from him, which annoyed her even more.


“How often has he fed from you?” snapped Olva. She tried to keep her voice down.


“Only once. And not that much.” That, she knew, was a lie. Alf looked like a wrung-out dishrag.


“Which means he’s hungry. And what do we do when he can’t control himself?” Olva glared at the locked shed. It wouldn’t hold a determined goat. She wanted to scrub the floors, to purge any trace of Necrad from her home. “Does anyone else know he’s here?”


“No. Least, I don’t think so. But they’re looking.”


“You roused the hue and cry?”


“Aye. I didn’t know the boy wasn’t a threat.”


“Not a threat?” How could he say that? How could he think that? The memory of the black sword in the vampire’s hand, Galwyn’s blood gushing across the floor, that little sad sound he’d made at the end, the way he’d reached for her as he died . . . But all that was long ago, she told herself. Even the memory was rehearsed. It had become a story she told herself as much as anything else. The feeling of the unexpected warmth of the blood against her bare foot – that, strangely, had stayed with her, the sensation perfectly preserved. All else was a retelling – but the presence of another vampire brought it all back with terrible intensity. Olva felt like she was being skinned alive. The fear robbed her of the skin of the Witch of Ersfel that she’d grown, tough and gnarled and clawed, and clothed her in the shape of the terrified young bride she’d been, or the fearful protective mother.


Neither of those shapes were who she was now. She didn’t even have the same foot.


She forced herself to stay calm.


“He doesn’t mean any harm,” Alf said. As if saying it made it so! “He fled Necrad. He came here looking for my help.”


“He is harm. Even if he were just a Witch Elf and not a vampire, too – he’d bring trouble. The people here trust us, but there are travellers on the Road, and tales spread quick.” She shook her head. “He can’t stay here.”


“We won’t.”


Olva’s glare switched to Alf.


“He brought a message. From Blaise.”


“Blaise,” said Olva, very carefully, “is dead.”


“Ceremos says he’s still in the tower. Blaise says he needs me, Ol. Me and the sword.”


“Oh, for heaven’s sake.” She grabbed the poker and thrust it violently into the fire. Sparks shot up. “Blaise is dead, Alf. And you’re rid of that fucking sword. Digging that damnable thing up again would be the death of you. It’s done. It’s all done. Forget it.” Angrily, she raked the poker back and forth, spreading the burning logs across the hearth. The fire began to die down. “I’m going to bed, Alf. I need sleep.” She looked back at the shed. “Assuming I can sleep, with that out there.”


She climbed up the stairs to her bedroom, crane-foot slapping on every step.


After a few minutes, the stairs creaked under Alf’s weight, and then something scraped the floor outside her door. He’d carried one of the heavy wooden chairs upstairs. He was sitting there, guarding her. The vigilant sentry, warding off monsters through the night.


And it worked. She fell into a dreamless, renewing slumber, safe with Alf watching over her.


The next morning, Olva stepped around the snoring watchman. She looked in on Perdia; the girl was lost beneath a tangle of blankets, but at least she was sleeping.


Olva attended to the morning chores, mapped the subtle shifts in earthpower. Thomad saw that she was home and walked across the fields to greet her. After, she went in and made breakfast. The smell of the frying eggs and bacon must have stirred Alf, because he promptly came shambling downstairs.


“I’ve been thinking, Ol,” he said. “And you’re right. It’s foolish.”


“What’s foolish, exactly?”


Alf nodded at the locked shed. “What the boy said. Blaise’s message. Going back to Necrad. Put aside young Ceremos’ nonsense about the Skerrise, I know that’s beyond me.”


Olva grunted an endorsement.


“But going back at all. Blaise is dead, so it’s certainly a trap or something. And . . . and even if we were all wrong, and somehow he’s still alive – he used us both, manipulated you and Derwyn. I don’t owe him anything. It’s not my fault. And, anyway, the message told me to bring the sword, and I don’t have the sword. It’s down in the Neverwood, and it’s broken. It’s all nonsense, like you said.” He started to cut thick slices of bread, hewing at the loaf as if it was the neck of a monster. “I’ll send Ceremos on his way. Tell him there’s nothing for him in Ersfel. And if he won’t go . . . morthus lay-necrad lunktool amortal, as the elves say.”


“They don’t. It’s morthus lae-necras l’unthuul amortha. The gift of death shall not be rejected by the undeserving.” She shovelled cooked eggs and bacon onto a plate. “Go out and tell Thomad and his boy that breakfast is ready, then wake Perdia.”


“Who?”


“The girl I brought home. She’s a Changeling, or might be. Perdia of Hayhurst. She’s got potential.”


“Oh aye,” said Alf, continuing to massacre the bread. She snatched the blade from him. “Did you say Thomad’s here?” asked Alf.


“His boy’s in the shed, feeding the vampire.” Olva started piling food onto her own plate. She’d need her strength for the journey. “I’ve known Thomad since he was two. I was midwife at Jon’s birth. I know ’em. They’ll keep a secret. And I want Ceremos well fed before we set off, because I’m not letting him touch me on the Road.”


“I don’t understand.”


“He can’t stay here, Alf. But there’s a place where he can find safety. Or, at least, where they can keep watch on him, and he won’t bring trouble.”


“The Valley.” Up on the High Moor was a place both sacred and secret.


“Aye. I can get him there without anyone seeing us. He’s young, and I can skin-change. We’ll get there in a few days if we hurry. You’d slow us down. You stay here.”


Alf nodded.


“And pack. Be ready to leave when I get back.”


He looked up, befuddled.


“But – I said I wasn’t going.”


Olva laughed. “You said, yes. But Blaise is one of the damned Nine, and I know you. You’ll spend a while saying you’re not going, and brooding about it, and moping. And you’ll break things by accident because you’re angry. And in the end you’ll find some excuse. Maybe you’ll have a dream, or hear some tale in the tavern that spurs you, but you’ll find your excuse to go off on the Road again. You’ll go because it’s the Nine who call, and you always answer. So we’ll both go.” She paused. “Just promise me one thing, Alf.”


“Aye?”


“The sword. Fetch it if you must. But you don’t listen to it. You don’t wield it. You lock it in a box, and you put it aside again when you’re done.”


He nodded, and she spooned the remainder of the breakfast onto Alf’s plate. “Go on. Eat up. Get your strength back. No questing on an empty stomach.”


Thomad, Jon and Ceremos joined them. Jon, unsurprisingly, looked ashen, while Ceremos was renewed, a gallant young elf-lord despite his rags. Olva fussed over young Jon, ensuring he stayed warm and treating the wound with a poultice. Perdia hid in the corner by the fireplace, as if longing to slip out the door of this madhouse. But she ate hungrily.


“I could come with you, Lammergeier,” said Ceremos, “when you go to retrieve the Spellbreaker.”


“It’s for me to do, lad,” said Alf.


“And you certainly aren’t wandering around Summerswell,” snapped Olva. “Alf left the Spellbreaker stuck in the Erlking’s tree. We’ll have to cross all of Ilaventur and the Eaveslands, not to mention the Great River, to get to the Neverwood. Two old Rootless wanderers of no particular importance, no one will notice us. A Witch Elf’s another matter.”


“She’s right, lad,” said Alf. “We’re not looking for trouble. The plan is to go south, get the sword. Maybe find Lae and talk to her. She’ll want to hear Blaise’s message.”


“I can be of service!” insisted Ceremos. “I did not escape Necrad to dwell in a mortal dungeon.”


“It’s not a dungeon. It’s a cowshed. And you’re not staying here. I’m going to bring you someplace you’ll be safe.”


“Excuse me,” said Thomad, “but can I just ask – are ye all saying that Alf here is, in truth, the Lammergeier, knight of the Nine?”


Alf paused, then nodded. “I was.”


“Ha!” Thomad leaned back with an air of great satisfaction. “An old bet. Carry on, don’t mind me.”


“Even without Ceremos, we’ll need to watch ourselves on the Road,” mused Alf. “There’s fighting down south, and the name of the Lammergeier’s cursed.”


“Is the Lammergeier not a hero to mortals?” asked Ceremos.


“That was before he killed the Erlking and threw the lands into chaos,” muttered Olva.


“Wasn’t me who killed the Erlking. It was Bor. And, anyway, he’s not dead. Lae banished her father instead of killing him.”


“But all his works were destroyed. The wizards’ magic, the church, the law of the Lords. The land runs wild now,” said Olva, “and the world will be the better for it, I hope, in time. But whatever shape Summerswell takes in the end, it’s been a hard birthing, and Alf certainly made enemies. People look for someone to blame, and he’s thick-headed enough to pay heed to ’em. That’s why I’m going, too, to keep an eye on him.”


Later, she took Perdia out walking. Hesitant, nervous mouse-steps, and the awkward hobble of Olva’s crane-foot. She caught Perdia staring at the witch-mark. “Not all changes go smooth,” explained Olva. “You don’t get through life without some scars.”


They sat down on the grassy glade by the old shrine in the holywood. The shrine was empty, the door locked. Some in the village still came up here to maintain the shrine and pray to the Intercessors on holy days. They came only rarely, these days, and that was to Olva’s liking. The lies of the Intercessors deserved to be forgotten. Long ago, people had worshipped the earthpower here. They would again, in generations to come.


“You’re going away,” said Perdia. “With the vampire.”


“For a few days, only.”


“Can . . . ” She pulled at the grass. “Can I come?”


“Best you stay here. Get to know the land.”


“You said you were bringing him somewhere safe.”


“Safe for the likes of him. It’s a strange place for . . . well, for strange folk, I guess.”


“You think I’m not strange? I was . . . I turned . . . ”


“You put on a wolf’s skin. It’s a natural gift of the earthpower. Humans have been doing that since the beginning. We’ve been taught to fear it, but we shouldn’t. It’s a power to be respected, not feared.” Olva hesitated for a moment, careful to hide her thoughts from Perdia. “No, you stay here. I need you to mind my brother, aye? And he’ll get you ready for the journey. Once we’re rid of the vampire, we’ll be setting off south, the three of us. A long way.” I’ll teach her along the way. She’ll be useful too. Alf’s not as strong as he was, and it’ll be good to have someone else to talk to. We’ll go to the wood and fetch the sword, and then . . .


Then could attend to itself.


“Alf will keep you safe until I’m back. Don’t tell anyone, but he used to be something of a warrior.”


Olva and Ceremos left the next morning. She borrowed clothing from Jon to disguise Ceremos. She’d hoped to leave quietly in the early hours, but as they came around the hill a trio of young archers led by the doughty Cerlys popped out of the undergrowth and challenged them. Ceremos had the wit to conceal his face and let Olva take the lead, and a few muttered threats of Changeling-curses sent two of the three youths running for cover.


To her credit, Cerlys did not blanche even when Olva threatened to turn her into a goat. She merely lowered her bow and said, “Well, I hope you don’t get lost this time. My mother still talks about when you went up to Highfield for a day and didn’t come back for a year.”


“Impudent girl,” muttered Olva, “her mother was the same at that age.” Derwyn had mooned over Quenna when he was young. In some other world, Cerlys might have been Olva’s granddaughter. And I’d still turn her into a goat.


They kept to the Road for the first part of the journey. The same path she’d taken years ago with Bor. Back then, she had feared to go on the Road without a protector. Now, her guardian was all around her, in the earth and in the sky, and she walked without fear.


It struck her that she’d travelled with an elf before, too. She hadn’t known – how could she possibly have known – that her dog was possessed by an elven-spirit sent to watch over her, or that the fallen Intercessor had turned on the Erlking and played a part in his downfall. One of Olva’s great regrets was that she’d never have a chance for a long conversation with Cu, or the Knight of Hawthorn, or whatever he was truly called. With the breaking of the Erlking’s spells, Cu had faded into the wraith-world with the other dead elves. In time, he might be reborn, but Olva would be long dead by then.


While travelling with Ceremos did remind Olva of walking with Cu, it wasn’t because of anything elvish. No, the young vampire had the enthusiastic energy of a puppy, bounding this way and that. Everything was new and strange to him – every tree, every stream, every patch of dirt. All he knew was the twisted desolation of Necrad.


Ceremos’ unlikely joy amused Olva, but she could never let herself forget the danger he posed. The elf’s natural span had been cut short twenty years ago; only blood kept him bound to the physical world. If his hunger grew too great – well, Olva was not her brother.


They left the Road and cut through the wild hills of the eastern Mulladales. The terrain became much more challenging in these lands of steep hills and bramble-choked gullies. No one dwelt in these lands any more; they passed ill-omened ruins almost lost beneath the forest, and did not linger. Olva took to changing her skin, ranging ahead as a bird or slipping through the undergrowth in fox-shape. The elf, full of the grace and vigour of the Firstborn, kept up with her easily.


On the fifth day, they camped by the shore of a little lake. Across the lake, the land rose higher and higher, and the trees grew thinner and more stunted. They had come to the edge of the High Moor.


Ceremos perched on a stone and looked at his reflection in the waters, pale hands brushing against the rough cloth of his human garb. He looked over at Olva.


“You’re taking me to the Valley of the Illuminated One.”


“Aye.”


“My father told me tales of it. He rode with the Wraith-Captain on the hunt. He said it was . . . ” The boy muttered some elvish words, searching for the right translation. “Exposed, maybe? He said the sun was an eye, judging him. I have no wish to go there. You should take me with you when you journey south. I can be as dangerous as anything in your lands. The hunger gives me strength.”


That’s exactly why you’re not coming. “We’ll be there soon enough,” said Olva, “and you can see for yourself. It’s a safe place. A holy place, some would say.”


Ceremos plucked a reed and he pointed back the way they’d come. “The Nine fled that way, did they not? They fought the dreadknights in the Valley, and then fled into the mortal lands. My father hunted them, but could not find them.”


“They came back to Ersfel,” muttered Olva. “They hid there.” The memory was still painful. The Oracle sent us here. We have travelled far in search of the Nine. For thy own sake, let this not be a wasted journey. And Galwyn’s blood spilling across the floor.


“My mother was one of the Oracle’s handmaidens,” continued Ceremos, heedless of Olva’s pain. “They sang mighty songs to coax the nechrai out of hiding. Nine times nine they sent wraiths to hunt the mortals.”


“They served Lord Bone,” said Olva. Your father was part of the invasion that brought such suffering to Summerswell! Your mother helped guide Acraist to my door.


She could become a wolf. There was no one to witness the jaws snapping, elf-skull shattering. He’s immortal. He’ll feed on humans for thousands of years. How much suffering would I spare if I ended him here and now?


“They did,” said Ceremos. “Lord Bone had secret police Vatlings who reported on any disloyalty.” Angrily, he swung the reed like a sword whistling through the air. “I wouldn’t have served him. I’d have fought back.”


“Easy to tell a story,” said Olva.


Ceremos scowled at her. “Acraist slew the Illuminated One and his cultists. Who lives in the Valley now?”


“People.” Olva sat down by the shore, watching the evening light probe the shadowed valleys across the lake. “Jan the Pious, for a while, but she’s gone, too. Now, it’s just people. When I was young, monks from the valley still used to come down to the Mulladales, begging for alms. We all thought they were mad, but I can’t deny there’s a power in the valley. The people there . . . I don’t know? Seek it? Tend it? Worship it? I don’t pretend to understand it myself. But it’s peaceful. It helped my son.”


“The Uncrowned King!” said Ceremos.


“He’s not called that any more,” said Olva.


Olva led Ceremos unerringly across the landscape of bracken and thin grass. The sun was indeed like a piercing eye, and there were no clouds that day to soften its glare. The earthpower ran thin here, sinking deep like an underground stream, unresponsive to her will. Olva walked, crane-foot burning on sun-baked stones. They marched for long hours, resting in the shade of a crag before continuing until nightfall. A second day followed, much like the first, and even the elf was wearied by the barren emptiness of the moor. He hid his face from the sunlight and became sullen, his fangs more prominent, the red eyes dull and glassy. She felt hollow, too, an automaton stumbling forever forwards until she toppled off the sea-cliffs at the edge of the world.


But at twilight on the second day, keen-eyed Ceremos spotted little glimmers of light like dancing sparks. They followed these down into the Valley of the Illuminated.


A man and a woman, both clad in rough-spun robes of brown cloth, waited at the foot of the path. “Who have you brought us, Olva?”


“Ceremos of Necrad,” she said. She looked at the vampire. “They’ll show you around. Do whatever they tell you.”


He bowed. “As you command, O Widow Queen.”


Little brat, she thought. She hurried down the path.


“Where are you going?” called Ceremos.


“She goes to see the Tattersoul,” answered one of the monks.









CHAPTER FIVE
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Alf found his old travelling cloak under the stairs. His cooking pot, though, had been repurposed by Olva as a container for onions. He emptied it out and wrapped it and some cheese and bread in a cloth. “Stupid,” he muttered to himself. Olva would not be back for days. There was no need to throw things into a bag immediately – and, anyway, a hunk of cheese wouldn’t last him all the way to the distant Neverwood. He laughed at himself, and it felt good to laugh.


Perdia flinched, and Alf immediately regretted his good cheer. The house was not his alone. Their guest sat huddled in Olva’s chair, feet tucked under her legs, making herself as small as possible. She watched Alf warily.


“Do you have travelling gear?” he asked. He couldn’t tell if she’d shaken her head in response or just quivered.


“Have you gone on the Road before?”


“I . . . No.” Her voice was so quiet he had to strain to hear. “I was going to travel. The nunnery at Tyrn Gorthad – I was going to go there.”


“As a pilgrim?” Tyrn Gorthad was a famous holy site in Arshoth, sacred to the Intercessors. He recalled Jan mentioning it, although the details were lost in the mists of memory.


“As an initiate,” Perdia replied. “My parents are . . . were Atoners.”


“They’re the lot who think the Intercessors will come back, aye?”


“If we are worthy.” She shivered.


The Intercessors were an elven lie, Olva would say. Or Berys. Alf knew that the heavenly spirits were a deceit – hell, he’d destroyed two of them in Avos. He’d killed so many things over the years. But he was done with slaying now, and didn’t have the heart to be stern.


“Well,” he said, as cheerily as he could. “Tyrn Gorthad is on the way. Maybe we can visit as we go.”


“They mustn’t let me in!” said Perdia in a panic. “I’m unclean!”


“Unclean? Oh.”


Alf had only known a handful of Changelings in all his many years – Lath, foremost among them. He’d encountered a few Wilder-Changelings in the far north, savage berserkers riding a red tide of power. And he’d known Death, a little or a great deal depending on which of her faces you counted.


Olva, too, of course, but that was different. She was his sister first, and he’d know her no matter what skin she wore. He’d never quite understood Changelings. He’d never heard the land speak, or seen shapes in the wind, or longed to change his skin. He was always and only Alf, no matter what titles were bestowed upon him or what songs were sung.


But there was something he shared with all of them. He put the cheese aside and sat down opposite Perdia.


“You did nothing wrong, you know.”


She stopped breathing. Eyes of a frightened deer.


“Olva told me some of what happened at Hayhurst. About how you were attacked. You did nothing wrong.”


She whispered words Alf couldn’t hear. He leaned in and she shrank back.


“Just speak up, all right. I’m a bit deaf in this ear.” Ever since the thunderbolt at Bavduin.


“They came out of the woods,” she whispered. “I didn’t do anything.”


“Aye, I know. But it’s afterwards I’m talking about. You lived. You stayed alive. And there’s nothing wrong with that.”


She scraped her nails along her forearms, plucking at her skin. “You don’t know what I did.”


“I can guess a bit, seeing as Olva brought you here. I’m telling you it doesn’t matter. I’ve been in more fights than I can remember. Stack all the corpses I’ve made, and they’d make a pile bigger than that hill. Dig up all the friends I’ve buried, and the grave’s deeper than the Pits of Necrad. And I’m telling you that none of it comes with certainty.”


He found a walking stick and held it up like a sword.


“There’s skill and training and clever tactics and all that. And magic. Magic does make a difference. But even magic doesn’t make it certain. I’ve killed things that people said couldn’t be killed. Sometimes, you live when by all rights you should have died – and I’ve seen friends die who should’ve lived. Sometimes, it’s just luck, and there’s no reason for it. Understand?”


Her head shook, and Alf’s heart sank. He wanted to help the girl. If Olva were here, he’d turn to her. Or Jan – Jan would have known what to say. Peir would have inspired her. Lae or Thurn, they’d have the words.


“Look, there was this one time I was with a dwarf friend of mine, Gundan, and we were fighting the Ogre Chieftain.” Alf stood, miming the battle. He could barely remember the actual fight, but he’d heard the stories often enough. “So the ogre’s got this magic helmet, aye, that magnifies his strength. I’m stabbing him from behind with my old sword Sunrazor, but it’s not really hurting the bastard. And Gundan’s down on the ground, dodging the ogre’s blows—”


He glanced over, hoping the retelling would stir something in Perdia, a laugh at least, but the girl stared back blankly.


“And then the Chieftain smashes Gundan’s axe, Chopper. And – damnedest thing I ever saw – a shard from the axe-head flies up and cuts the leather strap of the helmet, and it slips down over his eyes. And he’s blundering around, roaring that he’s been struck blind, and he runs his big belly right into my sword!” Alf thrust the walking stick into the air for emphasis. “So there’s blood everywhere, oceans of it, and the Chieftain slips, and right away Gundan’s on the ogre’s face, dagger in each hand, and he bites onto the bastard’s nose to hold fast while he’s stabbing away at the eye sockets . . . ”


Alf became aware, slowly, that there was a faint whistling noise emanating from Perdia’s throat, like a swallowed scream. He paused. “Thomad’s boy probably needs some help feeding the pigs. You go out to him, aye, and make yourself useful. I’ll finish the story some other time.”


She nodded – again, the motion almost too faint to see, the quiver vertical instead of horizontal – but she ran past him, out into the sunlight, grateful for the release. Alf could tell he’d done no good there, but for the life of him he couldn’t tell where he’d gone wrong. Even after all these years, most things confused him.


He finished the story for himself. Gundan skewered the ogre in the eye, and the monster stumbled again, and Alf leaped forward to catch him in the throat with Sunrazor. The walking stick wobbled on the killing blow. All his warrior’s instincts were dulled by the years. He’d got comfortable here. He’d been happy here, let himself be part of the world. No wariness, no edge. His eagerness drained from him as he realised that all the travelling cloaks and provisions in the land couldn’t make up for his age. He was too old to be wandering the Road.


And he was out of breath, so he settled into Perdia’s chair.


A journey. He hadn’t gone on a journey in a long, long time. He’d meant to go looking for Lath, but there’d always been a reason to delay. Hiding from vengeful Lords, all the Roads north closed, and then work to do here in Ersfel. He’d never decided not to go – his travelling cloak had waited by the door for years – but the moment never came.


He remembered setting off with the Nine, all those years ago. He’d carried Blaise’s pack of books and reagents, his arcane tools. Alf had tried to wrap the bundle in the delicate net of a star-trap, and the wizard had snapped at him, and Alf still remembered feeling oafish. But that evening, under a brilliant starry sky, Blaise had apologised in his way.


“Each star, Aelfric, holds dominion over a particular aspect of fate. In the College Arcane there are great leather-bound ledgers recording the work of generations of astronomers, as they try to map these correspondences. There are more than eight thousand stars visible in the skies of Summerswell, yet we know the magical correspondences of only a few hundred. Look you, I have arranged my trap to catch the light of the constellation of the White Deer, yonder. My trap condenses that light, and through that condensed power I borrow the authority of the White Deer, who rules over fortune in battle.”


Gundan had laughed, and said that human wizardry was weak as a baby’s piss – and it’s an anaemic baby, too. Not going to make it through the winter, this infant. And Berys had thrown her cup at the dwarf in feigned anger.


But a week later, fighting the dreadknights up on the High Moor, Alf found his sword cut more cleanly, and he’d heard Blaise chanting a spell behind him.


Bring your sword, Lammergeier.


What might it mean? Ceremos plainly thought it a call to arms – that Blaise expected the Lammergeier to leap up and rush north to slay another dark lord. Maybe forty years meant nothing to an elf, but Blaise was human. He must be as old as Alf now – if he was still alive. Olva said Blaise had been fighting with the Skerrise when she’d fled Necrad – why would the Skerrise keep him alive?


Lath is dead. Why dream about Lath, and then get a message from Blaise? But Blaise had been in that dream, too, hadn’t he? Was it all connected, somehow? All the thinking made Alf’s head hurt, and he rested his heavy skull in his hands, eyes closed. What if this was a trap? Ceremos hadn’t actually seen Blaise, and Olva was sure he was dead. Who might seek to bring Alf to Necrad? Was it a trap for him alone, or the other survivors of the Nine? Was that what had happened to Lath? Or what if Blaise was alive, but was trapped in Necrad, and in need of rescue? Perhaps he’d made other attempts at escape, sent other messages, but Ceremos was the first to slip through the Skerrise’s nets. Or had Blaise sent a message to Lath first, and that was what had got poor Lath killed?
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