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  PROLOGUE




  EVNIS




  The Year 1122 of the Age of Exiles, Wolf Moon




  Forest litter crunched under Evnis’ feet, his breath misting as he whispered a curse. He swallowed, his mouth dry.




  He was scared, he had to admit, but who would not be? What he was doing this night would make him traitor to his king. And worse.




  He paused and looked back. Beyond the forest’s edge he could still see the stone circle, behind it the walls of Badun, his home, its outline silvered in the moonlight. It would be so easy

  to turn back, to go home and choose another path for his life. He felt a moment of vertigo, as if standing on the edge of a great chasm, and the world seemed to slow, waiting on the outcome of his

  decision. I have come this far, I will see it through. He looked up at the forest, a wall of impenetrable shadow; he pulled his cloak tighter and walked into the darkness.




  He followed the giantsway for a while, the stone-flagged road that connected the kingdoms of Ardan and Narvon. It was long neglected, the giant clan that built it vanquished over a thousand

  years ago, great clumps of moss and mushroom growing between crumbling flagstone.




  Even in the darkness he felt too vulnerable on this wide road, and soon slithered down its steep bank and slipped amongst the trees. Branches scratched overhead, wind hissing in the canopy above

  as he sweated his way up and down slope and dell. He knew where he was going, had walked the path many times before, though never at night. Nineteen summers old, yet he knew this part of the

  Darkwood as well as any woodsman twice his age.




  Soon he saw a flicker amongst the trees: firelight. He crept closer, stopping before the light touched him, scared to leave the anonymity of the shadows. Turn around, go home, a voice

  whispered in his head. You are nothing, will never equal your brother. His mother’s words, cold and sharp as the day she had died. He ground his teeth and stepped into the firelight.




  An iron cauldron hung on a spit over a fire, water bubbling. Beside it a figure, cloaked and hooded.




  ‘Greetings.’ A female voice. She pushed the hood back, firelight making the silver in her hair glow copper.




  ‘My lady,’ Evnis said to Rhin, Queen of Cambren. Her beauty made him catch his breath.




  She smiled at him, wrinkles creasing around her eyes and held out her hand.




  Evnis stepped forward hesitantly and kissed the ring on her finger, the stone cold on his lips. She smelled sweet, heady, like overripe fruit.




  ‘It is not too late, you may still turn back,’ she said, tilting his head with a finger under his chin. They stood so close he could feel her breath. Warm, laced with wine.




  He sucked in a breath. ‘No. There is nothing for me if I turn back. This is my chance to . . .’




  His brother’s face filled his mind, smiling, controlling, ruling him. Then his mother, her lips twisted, judging, discounting.




  ‘. . . matter. Gethin has arranged a marriage for me, to the daughter of the poorest baron in Ardan, I think.’




  ‘Is she pretty?’ Rhin said, still smiling, but with an edge in her voice.




  ‘I have only met her once. No, I cannot even remember what she looks like.’ He looked at the cauldron on its spit. ‘I must do this. Please.’




  ‘And in return, what would you give me?’




  ‘The whole realm of Ardan. I shall govern it, and bow to you, my High Queen.’




  She smiled, teeth glinting. ‘I like the sound of that. But there is more to this than Ardan. So much more. This is about the God-War. About Asroth made flesh.’




  ‘I know,’ he whispered, the fear of it almost a solid thing, dripping from his tongue, choking him. But exciting him, too.




  ‘Are you scared?’ Rhin said, her eyes holding him.




  ‘Yes. But I will see it through. I have counted the cost.’




  ‘Good. Come then.’ She raised a hand and clicked her fingers.




  A hulking shadow emerged from the trees and stepped into the firelight. A giant. He stood a man-and-a-half tall, his face pale, all sharp angles and ridged bone, small black eyes glittering

  under a thick-boned brow. A long black moustache hung to his chest, knotted with leather. Tattoos swirled up one arm, a creeping, thorn-thick vine disappearing under a chainmail sleeve, the rest of

  him wrapped in leather and fur. He carried a man in his arms, bound at wrist and ankle, as effortlessly as if it were a child.




  ‘This is Uthas of the Benothi,’ Rhin said with a wave of her hand, ‘he shares our allegiances, has helped me in the past.’




  The giant drew near to the cauldron and dropped the man in his arms to the ground, a groan rising from the figure as it writhed feebly on the forest floor.




  ‘Help him stand, Uthas.’




  The giant bent over, grabbed a handful of the man’s hair and heaved him from the ground. The captive’s face was bruised and swollen, dried blood crusting his cheeks and lips. His

  clothes were ragged and torn, but Evnis could still make out the wolf crest of Ardan on his battered leather cuirass.




  The man tried to say something through broken lips, spittle dribbling from one corner of his mouth. Rhin said nothing, drew a knife from her belt and cut the captive’s throat. Dark blood

  spurted and the man sagged in his captor’s grip. The giant held him forward, angling him so that his blood poured into the cauldron.




  Evnis fought the urge to step back, to turn and run. Rhin was muttering, a low, guttural chanting, then a wisp of steam curled up from the cauldron. Evnis leaned forward, staring. A great gust

  of wind swept the glade. A figure took form in the vapour, twisting, turning. The smell of things long dead, rotting, hit the back of Evnis’ throat. He gagged, but could not tear his eyes

  away from where two pinpricks glowed: eyes, a worn, ancient face forming about them. It appeared noble, wise, sad, then lined, proud, stern. Evnis blinked and for a moment the face became

  reptilian, the eddying steam giving the appearance of wings unfurling, stretched, leathery. He shivered.




  ‘Asroth,’ whispered Rhin, falling to her knees.




  ‘What do you desire?’ a sibilant voice asked.




  Evnis swallowed, his mouth dry. I must take what is owed me, step out from my brother’s shadow. See it through.




  ‘Power,’ he rasped. Then, louder, taking a deep breath. ‘Power. I would rule. My brother, all of Ardan.’




  Laughter, low at first, but growing until it filled the glade. Then silence, thick and heavy as the cobwebs that draped the trees.




  ‘It shall be yours,’ the figure said.




  Evnis felt a trickle of sweat slide down his forehead. ‘What do you want in return? What is your price?’




  ‘My price is you,’ the swirling figure said, eyes pinning him. ‘I want you.’ The lips of the ancient face in the steam twitched, a glimmer of a smile.




  ‘So be it,’ said Evnis.




  ‘Seal it in blood,’ the ancient face snarled.




  Rhin held her knife out.




  See it through, see it through, see it through, Evnis repeated silently, like a mantra. He clenched his teeth tightly together, gripped the knife, his palm clammy with sweat and drew it

  quickly across his other hand. Curling his fingers into a fist, he stepped forward, thrusting it into the steam above the iron pot. Blood dripped from his hand into the cauldron, where it

  immediately began to bubble. A force like a physical blow slammed into his chest, seemed to pass through him. He gasped and sank to his knees, gulping in great, ragged breaths.




  The voice exploded in his head, pain shooting through his body.




  He screamed.




  ‘It is done,’ the voice said.
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  EXCERPT




  The Writings of Halvor




  Discovered in 1138 of the Age of Exiles, beneath the ruined fortress of Drassil. Over two thousand years after it was written




  The world is broken.




  The God-War has changed all things, Asroth’s scheming, Elyon’s wrath, corrupted and destroyed so much. Mankind has vanished, annihilated or fled these shores, and we are so few,

  now. We giants, Sundered, the one clan split beyond all reconciliation.




  A thousand years I, Halvor, have lived, Voice of the King. Now great Skald is dead, his kin scattered. I shall not live a thousand more. I lament the past, I remember and weep.




  I am still the Voice, though I do not know who will listen. But if I do not speak, do not write, then there will be nothing for those who follow. All that has happened would be forgotten.

  And so I shall write a record . . .




  When the starstone fell we should have listened to mankind and turned our faces from it, but its power sang to us, called us. Just as Asroth planned.




  Asroth was first-created, Elyon’s beloved, captain of the Ben-Elim, the Sons of the Mighty. But that was not enough for him, the great deceiver. He spread his deep malice and his lies

  amongst the Ben-Elim, until a host grew about him. The Kadoshim they became: the Separate Ones.




  Elyon saw, but could not bear to raise his fist against his beloved, and so war raged between the Kadoshim and the Ben-Elim, there in the Otherworld, the place of Spirit. Asroth was defeated

  and banished to a solitary portion of the Otherworld.




  Then Elyon continued his plan of creation, making the worlds of flesh, of which earth was first. Giants and men were created as lords of this earth, immortal overseers of all else that

  roamed or grew, and they lived in harmony with their creator and all that he had created.




  And Asroth hated us.




  Asroth’s starstone fell to earth, vast and filled with power. Somehow it carved a link between the world of flesh and spirit, between the earth and the Otherworld. Men were fearful of

  this strange object, but the giants forged from it, made items of wonder and power, great Treasures. First was the cauldron, its power used to heal. Then a torc, given to Skald, the giant’s

  king, and a necklace for Nemain, his queen.




  Asroth used the starstone to spread his influence on earth, whispering, corrupting. Skald was slain, the first murder, his torc stolen, and death entered the world, immortality stripped from

  all things as Elyon’s punishment and warning. Then came the Sundering. War erupted, giant fighting against giant, and the one clan became many. More Treasures were carved from the starstone,

  this time things of war: spear, axe, dagger. And finally a cup, said to bring strength and long life to all who drank from it.




  The mantle of death fell upon the world as war spread. Mankind was caught in it, giving their oaths to the giant clans in the hope of capturing the Treasures and restoring their immortality.

  Blood was spilt in rivers, and Asroth rejoiced.




  Finally, Elyon’s wrath was stirred. He visited his judgment upon the earth, which we named the Scourging. The Ben-Elim were let loose, spreading his judgement in fire and water and

  blood. Seas boiled, mountains spewed fire and the earth was broken as Elyon set about destroying all that he had created.




  When his judgement was almost complete Elyon heard something, echoing in the Otherworld. The laughter of Asroth.




  Elyon realized the extent of his foe’s deception, saw that all had been done to bring him to this point. In horror he ceased the Scourging, leaving a remnant alive. Elyon’s grief

  was beyond all comprehension. He turned from us, from all creation, and retreated to a place of mourning, cut off from all things. He is there still.




  The Ben-Elim and Kadoshim abide in the Otherworld, their war eternal. Asroth and his fallen angels seeking to destroy us, the Ben-Elim striving to protect us, a token of their abiding love

  for Elyon.




  And here in the world of flesh the breath of life goes on. Some strive to rebuild what was lost in this place of ash and decay. As for me, I look upon the world and mourn, here in Drassil,

  once-great city, heart of the world. Now broken, failing, like all else. Even my kin are leaving: Forn is too wild, too dangerous, now, they say, and we are too few. North they are going,

  abandoning all. Abandoning me. I shall not leave.




  I dream now, and in those dreams are glimpses, perhaps, of what may come to be, a voice whispering. Of Asroth’s return, the deceiver made flesh, of the Ben-Elim’s last great

  stand, and of the avatars waging the God-War once more . . .




  I shall stay and tell my tale, hope that it may serve some purpose, that eyes shall see it and learn, that the future will not repeat the mistakes of the past. That is my prayer, but what

  use is prayer to a god that has abandoned all things . . .
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  CHAPTER ONE




  CORBAN




  The Year 1140 of the Age of Exiles, Birth Moon




  Corban watched the spider spinning its web in the grass between his feet, legs working tirelessly as it wove its thread between a small rock and a clump of grass. Dewdrops

  suddenly sparkled. Corban looked up and blinked as sunlight spilt across the meadow.




  The morning had been a colourless grey when his attention first wandered. His mother was deep in conversation with a friend, and so he’d judged it safe for a while to crouch down and study

  the spider at his feet. He considered it far more interesting than the couple preparing to say their vows in front of him, even if one of them was blood kin to Queen Alona, wife of King Brenin.

  I’ll stand when I hear old Heb start the handbinding, or when Mam sees me, he thought.




  ‘Hello, Ban,’ a voice said, as something solid collided with his shoulder. Crouched and balancing on the balls of his feet as he was, he could do little other than fall on his side

  in the wet grass.




  ‘Corban, what are you doing down there?’ his mam cried, reaching down and hoisting him to his feet. He glimpsed a grinning face behind her as he was roughly brushed down.




  ‘How long, I asked myself this morning,’ his mam muttered as she vigorously swatted at him. ‘How long before he gets his new cloak dirty? Well, here’s

  my answer: before sun-up.’




  ‘It’s past sun-up, Mam,’ Corban corrected, pointing at the sun on the horizon.




  ‘None of your cheek,’ she replied, swiping harder at his cloak. ‘Nearly fourteen summers old and you still can’t stop yourself rolling in the mud. Now, pay attention, the

  ceremony is about to start.’




  ‘Gwenith,’ her friend said, leaning over and whispering in his mam’s ear. She released Corban and looked over her shoulder.




  ‘Thanks a lot, Dath,’ Corban muttered to the grinning face shuffling closer to him.




  ‘Don’t mention it,’ said Dath, his smile vanishing when Corban punched his arm.




  His mam was still looking over her shoulder, up at Dun Carreg. The ancient fortress sat high above the bay, perched on its hulking outcrop of rock. He could hear the dull roar of the sea as

  waves crashed against sheer cliffs, curtains of sea-spray leaping up the crag’s pitted surface. A column of riders wound their way down the twisting road from the fortress’ gates and

  cantered into the meadow. Their horses’ hooves drummed on the turf, rumbling like distant thunder.




  At the head of the column rode Brenin, Lord of Dun Carreg and King of all Ardan, his royal torc and chainmail coat glowing red in the first rays of morning. On one side of him rode Alona, his

  wife, on the other Edana, their daughter. Close behind them cantered Brenin’s grey-cloaked shieldmen.




  The column of riders skirted the crowd, hooves spraying clods of turf as they pulled to a halt. Gar, stablemaster of Dun Carreg, along with a dozen stablehands, took their mounts towards huge

  paddocks in the meadow. Corban saw his sister Cywen amongst them, dark hair blowing in the breeze. She was smiling as if it was her nameday, and he smiled too as he watched her.




  Brenin and his queen walked to the front of the crowd, followed closely by Edana. Their shieldmen’s spear-tips glinted like flame in the rising sun.




  Heb the loremaster raised his arms.




  ‘Fionn ap Torin, Marrock ben Rhagor, why do you come here on this first day of the Birth Moon. Before your kin, before sea and land, before your king?’




  Marrock looked at the silent crowd. Corban caught a glimpse of the scars that raked one side of the young man’s face, testament of his fight to the death with a wolven from the Darkwood,

  the forest that marked the northern border of Ardan. He smiled at the woman beside him, his scarred skin wrinkling, and raised his voice.




  ‘To declare for all what has long been in our hearts. To pledge and bind ourselves, one to the other.’




  ‘Then make your pledge,’ Heb cried.




  The couple joined hands, turned to face the crowd and sang the traditional vows in loud clear voices.




  When they were finished, Heb clasped their hands in his. He pulled out a piece of embroidered cloth from his robe, then wrapped and tied it around the couple’s joined hands.




  ‘So be it,’ he cried, ‘and may Elyon look kindly on you both.’




  Strange, thought Corban, that we still pray to the All-Father, when he has abandoned us.




  ‘Why do we pray to Elyon?’ he asked his mam.




  ‘Because the loremasters tell us he will return, one day. Those that stay faithful will be rewarded. And the Ben-Elim may be listening.’ She lowered her voice. ‘Better safe

  than sorry,’ she added with a wink.




  The crowd broke out in cheers as the couple raised their bound hands in the air.




  ‘Let’s see if you’re both still smiling tonight,’ said Heb, laughter rippling amongst the crowd.




  Queen Alona strode forward and embraced the couple, King Brenin just behind, giving Marrock such a slap on the back that he nearly sent his nephew over the bay’s edge.




  Dath nudged Corban in the ribs. ‘Let’s go,’ he whispered. They edged into the crowd, Gwenith calling them just before they disappeared.




  ‘Where are you two off to?’




  ‘Just going to have a look round, Mam,’ Corban replied. Traders had gathered from far and wide for the spring festival, along with many of Brenin’s barons come to witness

  Marrock’s handbinding. The meadow was dotted with scores of tents, cattle-pens and roped-off areas for various contests and games, and people: hundreds, it must be, more than Corban

  had ever seen gathered in one place before. Corban and Dath’s excitement had been growing daily, to the point where time had seemed to crawl by, and now finally the day was here.




  ‘All right,’ Gwenith said. ‘You both be careful.’ She reached into her shawl and pressed something into Corban’s hand: a silver piece.




  ‘Go and have a good time,’ she said, cupping his cheek in her hand. ‘Be back before sunset. I’ll be here with your da, if he’s still standing.’




  ‘’Course he will be, Mam,’ Corban said. His da, Thannon, would be competing in the pugil-ring today. He had been fist champion for as long as Corban could remember.




  Corban leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. ‘Thank you, Mam,’ he grinned, then turned and bolted into the crowd, Dath close behind him.




  ‘Look after your new cloak,’ she called out, smiling.




  The two boys soon stopped running and walked along the meadow’s edge that skirted the beach and the bay, seals sunning themselves on the shore. Gulls circled and called above them, lured

  by the smell of food wafting from the fires and tents in the meadow.




  ‘A silver coin,’ said Dath. ‘Let me see it.’




  Corban opened his palm, the coin damp now with sweat where he had been clutching it so tightly.




  ‘Your mam’s soft on you, eh, Ban?’




  ‘I know,’ replied Corban, feeling awkward. He knew Dath only had a couple of coppers, and it had taken him moons to earn that, working for his father on their fishing boat.

  ‘Here,’ he said, delving into a leather pouch hanging at his belt, ‘have these.’ He held out three coppers that he had earned from his da, sweating in his forge.




  ‘No thanks,’ Dath said with a frown. ‘You’re my friend, not my master.’




  ‘I didn’t mean it like that, Dath. I just thought – I’ve got plenty now, and friends share, don’t they?’




  The frown hovered a moment, then passed. ‘I know, Ban.’ Dath looked away, out to the boats bobbing on the swell of the bay. ‘Just wish my mam was still here to go soft on

  me.’




  Corban grimaced, not knowing what to say. The silence grew. ‘Maybe your da’s got more coin for you, Dath,’ he said, to break the silence as much as anything.




  ‘No chance of that,’ Dath snorted. ‘I was surprised to see this coin – most of it fills his cups these days. Come on, let’s go and find something to spend it

  on.’




  The sun had risen high above the horizon now, bathing the meadow in warmth, banishing the last remnants of the dawn cold as the boys made their way amongst the crowd and traders’

  tents.




  ‘I didn’t think there were this many people in all the village and Dun Carreg put together,’ said Dath, grunting as someone jostled past him.




  ‘People have come much further than the village and fortress, Dath,’ murmured Corban. They strolled on for a while, just enjoying the sun and the atmosphere. Soon they found

  themselves near the centre of the meadow, where men were beginning to gather around an area of roped-off grass. The sword-crossing ring.




  ‘Shall we stay, get a good spot?’ Corban said.




  ‘Nah, they won’t be starting for an age. Besides, everyone knows Tull is going to win.’




  ‘Think so?’




  ‘’Course,’ Dath sniffed. ‘He’s not the King’s first-sword for nothing. I’ve heard he cut a man in two with one blow.’




  ‘I’ve heard that too,’ said Corban. ‘But he’s not as young as he was. Some say he’s slowing down.’




  Dath shrugged. ‘Maybe. We can come back later and see how long it takes him to crack someone’s head, but let’s wait till the competition’s warmed up a bit, eh?’




  ‘All right,’ said Corban, then cuffed his friend across the back of the head and ran, Dath shouting as he gave chase. Corban dodged this way and that around people. He looked over

  his shoulder to check where Dath was, then suddenly tripped and sprawled forwards, landing on a large skin that had been spread on the floor. It was covered with torcs, bone combs, arm-bands,

  brooches, all manner of items. Corban heard a low rumbling growl as he scrambled back to his feet, Dath skidding to a halt behind him.




  Corban looked around at the scattered merchandise and began gathering up all that he could see, but in his urgency he fumbled and dropped most of it again.




  ‘Whoa, boy, less haste, more speed.’




  Corban looked up and saw a tall wiry man staring down at him. He had long dark hair tied tight at his neck. Behind the man were all sorts of goods spread about an open-fronted tent: hides,

  swords, daggers, horns, jugs, tankards, horse harness, all hanging from the framework of the tent or laid out neatly on tables and skins.




  ‘You have nothing to worry about from me, boy, there’s no harm done,’ the trader said as he gathered up his merchandise. ‘Talar, however, is a different matter.’ He

  gestured to an enormous, grey-streaked hound that had risen to its feet behind Corban. It growled. ‘He doesn’t take kindly to being trodden on or tripped over; he may well want some

  recompense.’




  ‘Recompense?’




  ‘Aye. Blood, flesh, bone. Maybe your arm, something like that.’




  Corban swallowed and the trader laughed, bending over, one hand braced on his knee. Dath sniggered behind him.




  ‘I am Ventos,’ the trader offered when he recovered, ‘and this is my faithful, though sometimes grumpy friend, Talar.’ Ventos clicked his fingers and the large hound

  padded over to his side, nuzzling the trader’s palm.




  ‘Never fear, he’s already eaten this morning, so you are both quite safe.’




  ‘I’m Dath,’ blurted the fisherman’s son, ‘and this is Ban – I mean, Corban. I’ve never seen a hound so big,’ he continued breathlessly, ‘not

  even your da’s, eh, Ban?’




  Corban nodded, eyes still fixed on the mountain of fur at the trader’s side. He was used to hounds, had grown up with them, but this beast before him was considerably bigger. As he looked

  at it the hound growled again, a low rumble deep in its belly.




  ‘Don’t look so worried, boy.’




  ‘I don’t think he likes me,’ Corban said. ‘He doesn’t sound happy.’




  ‘If you heard him when he’s not happy you’d know the difference. I’ve heard it enough on my travels between here and Helveth.’




  ‘Isn’t Helveth where Gar’s from, Ban?’ asked Dath.




  ‘Aye,’ Corban muttered.




  ‘Who’s Gar?’ the trader asked.




  ‘Friend of my mam and da,’ Corban said.




  ‘He’s a long way from home, too, then,’ Ventos said. ‘Whereabouts in Helveth is he from?’




  Corban shrugged. ‘Don’t know.’




  ‘A man should always know where he’s from,’ the trader said, ‘we all need our roots.’




  ‘Uhh,’ grunted Corban. He usually asked a lot of questions – too many, so his mam told him – but he didn’t like being on the receiving end so much.




  A shadow fell across Corban, a firm hand gripping his shoulder.




  ‘Hello, Ban,’ said Gar, the stablemaster.




  ‘We were just talking about you,’ Dath said. ‘About where you’re from.’




  ‘What?’ said the stablemaster, frowning.




  ‘This man is from Helveth,’ Corban said, gesturing at Ventos.




  Gar blinked.




  ‘I’m Ventos,’ said the trader. ‘Where in Helveth?’




  Gar looked at the merchandise hung about the tent. ‘I’m looking for harness and a saddle. Fifteen-span mare, wide back.’ He ignored the trader’s question.




  ‘Fifteen spans? Aye, I’m sure I’ve got something for you back here,’ replied Ventos. ‘I have some harness I traded with the Sirak. There’s none

  finer.’




  ‘I’d like to see that.’ Gar followed Ventos into the tent, limping slightly as always.




  With that the boys began browsing through Ventos’ tent. In no time Corban had an armful of things. He picked out a wide iron-studded collar for his da’s hound, Buddai, a brooch of

  pewter with a galloping horse embossed on it for his sister, a dress-pin of silver with a red enamel inset for his mother and two sturdy practice swords for Dath and himself. Dath had picked out

  two clay tankards, waves of blue coral decorating them.




  Corban raised an eyebrow.




  ‘Might as well get something my da’ll actually use.’




  ‘Why two?’ asked Corban.




  ‘If you cannot vanquish a foe,’ he said sagely, ‘then ally yourself to him.’ He winked.




  ‘No tankard for Bethan, then?’ said Corban.




  ‘My sister does not approve of drinking,’ replied Dath.




  Just then Gar emerged from the inner tent with a bundle of leather slung over his back, iron buckles clinking as he walked. The stablemaster grunted at Corban and walked into the crowd.




  ‘Looks like you’ve picked up a fine collection for yourselves,’ the trader said to them.




  ‘Why are these wooden swords so heavy?’ asked Dath.




  ‘Because they are practice swords. They have been hollowed out and filled with lead, good for building up the strength of your sword arm, get you used to the weight and balance of a real

  blade, and they don’t kill you when you lose or slip.’




  ‘How much for all of these,’ Corban asked.




  Ventos whistled. ‘Two and a half silvers.’




  ‘Would you take this if we leave the two swords?’ Corban showed the trader his silver piece and three coppers.




  ‘And these?’ said Dath, quickly adding his two coppers.




  ‘Deal.’




  Corban gave him their coin, put the items into a leather bag that Dath had been keeping a slab of dry cheese and a skin of water in.




  ‘Maybe I’ll see you lads tonight, at the feast.’




  ‘We’ll be there,’ said Corban. As they reached the crowd beyond the tent Ventos called out to them and threw the practice swords. Instinctively Corban caught one, hearing Dath

  yelp in pain. Ventos raised a finger to his lips and winked. Corban grinned in return. A practice sword, a proper one, not fashioned out of a stick from his back garden. Just a step away from a

  real sword. He almost shivered at the excitement of that thought.




  They wandered aimlessly for a while, Corban marvelling at the sheer numbers of the crowd, at the entertainments clamouring for his attention: tale-tellers, puppet-masters, fire-breathers,

  sword-jugglers, many, many more. He squeezed through a growing crowd, Dath in his wake, and watched as a piglet was released squealing from its cage, a score or more of men chasing it, falling over

  each other as the piglet dodged this way and that. They laughed as a tall gangly warrior from the fortress finally managed to throw himself onto the animal and raise it squeaking over his head. The

  crowd roared and laughed as he was awarded a skin of mead for his efforts.




  Moving on again, Corban led them back to the roped-off ring where the sword-crossing was to take place. There was quite a crowd gathered now, all watching Tull, first-sword of the King.




  The boys climbed a boulder at the back of the crowd to see better, made short work of Dath’s slab of cheese and watched as Tull, stripped to the waist, his upper body thick and corded as

  an old oak, effortlessly swatted his assailant to the ground with a wooden sword. Tull laughed, arms spread wide as his opponent jumped to his feet and ran at him again. Their practice swords

  clacked as Tull’s attacker rained rapid blows on the King’s champion, causing him to step backwards.




  ‘See,’ said Corban, elbowing his friend and spitting crumbs of cheese, ‘he’s in trouble now.’ But, as they watched, Tull quickly sidestepped, belying his size, and

  struck his off-balance opponent across the back of the knees, sending him sprawling on his face in the churned ground. Tull put a foot on the man’s back and punched the air. The crowd clapped

  and cheered as the fallen warrior writhed in the mud, pinned by Tull’s heavy boot.




  After a few moments the old warrior stepped away, offered the fallen man his hand, only to have it slapped away as the warrior tried to rise on his own and slipped in the mud.




  Tull shrugged and smiled, walking towards the rope boundary. The beaten warrior fixed his eyes on Tull’s back and suddenly ran at the old warrior. Something must have warned Tull, for he

  turned and blocked an overhead blow that would have cracked his skull. He set his legs and dipped his head as the attacking warrior’s momentum carried him forwards. There was a crunch as his

  face collided with Tull’s head, blood spurting from the man’s nose. Tull’s knee crashed into the man’s stomach and he collapsed to the ground.




  Tull stood over him a moment, nostrils flaring, then he pushed his hand through long, grey-streaked hair, wiping the other man’s blood from his forehead. The crowd erupted in cheers.




  ‘He’s new here,’ said Corban, pointing at the warrior lying senseless in the mud. ‘I saw him arrive only a few nights ago.’




  ‘Not off to a good start, is he?’ chuckled Dath.




  ‘He’s lucky the swords were made of wood, there’s others have challenged Tull that haven’t got back up.’




  ‘Doesn’t look like he’s getting up any time soon,’ pointed out Dath, waving his hand at the warrior lying in the mud.




  ‘But he will.’




  Dath glanced at Corban and suddenly lunged at him, knocking him off the rock they were sitting on. He snatched up his new practice sword and stood over Corban, imitating the scene they had just

  witnessed. Corban rolled away and climbed to his feet, edging slowly around Dath until he reached his own wooden sword.




  ‘So, you wish to challenge the mighty Tull,’ said Dath, pointing his sword at his friend. Corban laughed and ran at him, swinging a wild blow. For a while they hammered back and

  forth, taunting each other between frenzied bursts of energy.




  Passers-by smiled at the two boys.




  After a particularly furious flurry of blows Dath ended up on his back, Corban’s sword hovering over his chest.




  ‘Do – you – yield?’ asked Corban between ragged breaths.




  ‘Never,’ cried Dath and kicked at Corban’s ankles, knocking him onto his back.




  They both lay there, gazing at the clear blue sky above, too weak with their exertions and laughter to rise, when suddenly, startling them, a voice spoke.




  ‘Well, what have we here, two hogs rutting in the mud?’
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  CHAPTER TWO




  VERADIS




  Veradis shifted in his saddle, trying to ease his aching muscles. He prided himself on being a good rider, smiled as he remembered his sixteenth nameday and his warrior trial,

  where he had become a man. He had executed a near-perfect running mount in front of his father’s gathered warband, all those days of youth and practice summed up in one moment, and although

  over two years had passed, he could still recall every detail: how he had clicked the grey stallion into a trot when his turn had arrived, run alongside it, his shield gripped in his left hand. The

  sound of hooves thudding on the ground, merging with the beating of his heart. Time had seemed to stand still as he grasped a handful of mane and launched himself from the ground, landing perfectly

  in the saddle in one fluid move. He remembered tears streaming from his eyes, the soaring sense of elation as dimly he heard the roaring of his father’s warband shouting their approval,

  clashing spears on shields. Even his father, Lamar, Baron of Ripa, had risen to his feet and cheered him.




  He leaned forward and scratched his knee, the worn leather strips of his kilt plastered to his leg. Absently he patted the neck of the grey he was riding, a gift from his brother Krelis after

  his Long Night. Then he grimaced, shifting his weight again. Twelve nights straight in the saddle would test anyone, no matter how accomplished a horseman they were.




  ‘Sore arse, little brother?’ he heard a voice say behind him.




  ‘Aye. A little.’




  Krelis urged his horse forward so that they rode side by side. ‘You’ll get used to it,’ he said, his black beard splitting in a smile. ‘Anyway, I’d wager your pains

  are nothing compared to his.’ He gestured with his thumb over his shoulder. ‘The only thing he’s ever ridden before is a ship’s deck.’




  Veradis twisted in his saddle to look at the prisoner they were escorting to Jerolin. Iron rings in the man’s beard clinked gently with the rhythm of their pace as he looked straight

  ahead, blue eyes like chips of ice in his weathered face. He was covered in a lattice of scars, Veradis’ eyes drawn to the man’s nose, or what was left of it, its tip missing. Although

  his hands were bound behind his back, half a dozen warriors from Krelis’ warband still encircled the prisoner.




  ‘Do you really think he’s going to tell the King anything?’ asked Veradis.




  His brother shrugged. ‘Father thinks so. And so does our precious brother, although he was too unwell to make this journey.’




  ‘Ektor is always unwell.’




  Krelis smiled again. ‘Aye, little brother, he is a sickly thing. But his mind is sharp, as Father always reminds me. He will be my counsellor one day, when I am Baron of Ripa.’




  Veradis looked up at his older brother, towering above him on his great black warhorse. You will make a good lord, he thought. Krelis, Lamar’s firstborn, had always been larger

  than life, leading men with an unconscious ease.




  ‘And you,’ said Krelis with a grin. ‘You will become my battle-chief, no doubt. Why, if you were a few handspans taller and wider I might be scared of you myself.’ He

  clapped Veradis across the shoulder, nearly knocking him from his horse.




  Veradis smiled. ‘You don’t have to resemble a mountain to wield a sword, you know.’




  ‘Maybe not that little pin you like to call a sword,’ Krelis laughed, ‘but anyway, battlechief of Ripa is for another day. Let us see what our King Aquilus makes of

  you first, and what he turns you into.’




  Veradis walked into the great hall of Jerolin, huge black stone columns rising up and disappearing into the shadowed darkness of the vaulted ceiling. Great tapestries hung

  along the walls of the chamber, sunlight pouring through narrow windows dissecting the hall. Warriors lined either side of the room, wearing gleaming silver helms, hooked nose-bars giving them a

  raptor-like appearance. Silver eagles were embossed on black leather breastplates; even the leather strips of their kilts shone, polished and gleaming. They gripped tall spears, longswords hanging

  at their hips.




  His steps faltered and the warrior behind trod on his heel. He balanced himself and quickened his pace to keep up with Krelis, who was striding purposefully towards the far end of the hall, his

  iron-shod sandals cracking out a quick rhythm on the stone floor. People were gathered in clumps about the hall, waiting on their king – servants tending to those in the court, barons come to

  petition Aquilus on border disputes, no doubt, crofters, all manner of people seeking the King’s justice on a host of matters.




  People parted before Krelis and the warrior leading them. ‘Armatus,’ Krelis had whispered to him, a grizzled, knobbly-armed man, his skin looking like the bark of an ancient tree. He

  was weapons-master of Jerolin, King Aquilus’ first-sword, a man whose reputation with a blade was known to all.




  They made their way quickly through the hall, a handful of Aquilus’ eagle-guard striding behind Veradis, the Vin Thalun prisoner somewhere amongst them. Veradis passed through an open

  doorway, a spiral staircase before him. Without pause, Armatus led them down wide stone steps, then the floor levelled and they were marching along a narrow corridor.




  Armatus turned off the corridor and stepped through a doorway into a large, bare room: no furniture, no windows, flickering torches the only light. Iron rings were sunk into the stone of the

  walls and floor, rusted chains and manacles hanging from them.




  Three figures stood at the far end of the room, a man and woman standing in the light, the vague form of someone else shrouded in the shadows behind them.




  Aquilus and Fidele, King and Queen of Tenebral. Veradis recognized them vaguely from the last time they had visited Ripa, half a dozen years gone, attending the barons’ council. Fidele

  looked much the same, pale and perfectly beautiful, though Aquilus looked older, more creases around his eyes and mouth, more silver in his close-cropped hair and stubbly beard.




  ‘Krelis,’ King Aquilus said with a nod. ‘Where is this man?’




  Krelis had been ushered into Aquilus and Fidele’s presence as soon as they had arrived at the black-stoned fortress, leaving Veradis and their warriors to guard the prisoner. Krelis had

  not been gone long, though, returning with orders to present the prisoner immediately.




  ‘Here, my King,’ Krelis said, stepping aside so that the eagle-guard could herd the captive forward. He stood before Aquilus with head bowed, hands shackled. In the flickering

  torchlight his many battle-scars stood out like dark tattoos. One of the eagle-guards grabbed a chain fixed to the floor and locked it to the man’s bonds.




  ‘I have not seen your kind for many a year,’ the King said. ‘How is it that a Vin Thalun raider is in my realm, in my keep?’




  ‘He was part of a raiding galley, lord, looking for plunder. They burned more than one village along the coast, but they sailed too close to Ripa . . .’




  Aquilus nodded, staring thoughtfully at the man, whose head was still lowered, eyes fixed on the iron ring sunk into the floor that he was chained to.




  ‘And I am told that you have information for me. Is this so?’




  The man did not respond, stayed perfectly still.




  With a snort, Krelis leaned over and cuffed the prisoner, bringing his head up with a snap, eyes flashing, teeth bared for an instant. The iron rings woven into braids in his beard chinked

  together, one for each life he had taken.




  ‘Let us start with something easier,’ Aquilus said. ‘What is your name?’




  ‘Deinon,’ the Vin Thalun muttered.




  ‘Where did you come by so many scars, Deinon?’




  ‘The Pits,’ said the warrior with a shrug.




  ‘The Pits?’




  ‘The fighting pits. There’s one on each of the islands,’ Deinon said, glancing at the scars on his arms. ‘Long time ago,’ he said dismissively.




  Veradis shuddered. When the Vin Thalun raided they took people for plunder as well as food and wealth. Veradis had heard tales that the boys and men taken were forced to fight for the Vin

  Thalun’s pleasure, the fiercest being given a chance to earn their way out of the pits, and a spot pulling an oar on a Vin Thalun ship. This man had done well to graduate to warrior.




  ‘And is what Krelis says true? That you were part of a corsair galley, raiding my lands?’




  ‘Aye.’




  ‘I see. But you raided too close to Ripa, and Krelis caught you. And now here you are.’




  ‘Huh,’ grunted the corsair.




  ‘And you know the sentence for what you have done is death? But you have some information that I may wish to hear?’




  ‘Aye,’ the man muttered.




  ‘Well?’




  ‘My information in return for my life. That is what he told me.’ The Vin Thalun nodded at Krelis.




  ‘That would depend on the information. And if it is truth.’




  The prisoner dipped his head, licking his lips. ‘Lykos has a meeting planned, here in Tenebral.’




  ‘Lykos,’ Aquilus said, frowning.




  Years ago, when Veradis was a child, the Vin Thalun had been a scourge along the coasts of Tenebral, even raiding deep into the realm, travelling up the rivers that flowed like arteries through

  the land, striking at Tenebral’s heartland, stealing, burning. But something had happened. There had been a great raid on Jerolin itself, beaten off with many casualties on both sides. After

  that things had gone quiet, the inland raids stopping, even the coastal ones becoming rarer. Around the same time the name of a man amongst the Vin Thalun had begun to be heard: Lykos, a young

  warlord. Over the years he had risen high in their ranks, one by one subduing the three islands, Panos, Nerin and Pelset, defeating their warlords, uniting the Vin Thalun for the first time in

  their history. The last great sea-battle amongst them had been less than a year ago. Since then the raiding had begun to grow again, although mostly still along the coast.




  ‘Tell me of this Lykos,’ Aquilus said.




  ‘He is our king,’ the corsair shrugged. ‘A great man.’




  ‘And he is the sole leader of the Vin Thalun, now?’ Aquilus pressed.




  ‘Our king; he is more than a leader. Much more.’




  Aquilus frowned, mouth a tight line. ‘So, why is he planning to set foot on my land.’




  ‘A meeting with one of your barons. I know not who, but the meeting is south of here, close to Navus.’




  Veradis heard gasps around the room.




  ‘How do you know this?’ Aquilus snapped.




  Deinon shrugged. ‘I hear things. My brother, he’s Lykos’ shield-man. His tongue flaps after a jug of wine.’




  ‘When?’




  ‘Soon. The last night of the Wolf Moon. If I saw a map I could show you where.’




  Aquilus stared long moments at the prisoner. ‘How can I trust you, a corsair who would turn on his own?’




  ‘Loyalty doesn’t seem so important, when you’re faced with that walk across the bridge of swords,’ the corsair muttered.




  ‘Aye, mayhaps,’ Aquilus said quietly. ‘And if you lie, you would only have delayed your journey. Your head would soon be parted from your shoulders.’




  ‘I know it,’ Deinon mumbled.




  ‘We must send a warband, Father,’ a voice said from the shadows behind Aquilus and Fidele; a figure stepping forward. It was a man, young, little older than Veradis. He was tall,

  weathered by the sun, a shock of dark curly hair framing a handsome face. Veradis had seen him once before. Nathair, the Prince of Tenebral.




  ‘Aye. I know,’ Aquilus muttered.




  ‘Send me,’ Nathair said.




  ‘No,’ snapped Fidele, taking a step closer to her son. ‘We do not know the risk,’ she said, more softly.




  Nathair scowled, moving away from her. ‘Send me, Father,’ he said again.




  ‘Perhaps,’ the King muttered.




  ‘You cannot allow this meeting to take place,’ Nathair said, ‘and Peritus is off chasing giants in the Agullas Mountains. The last night of the Wolf Moon is less than a

  ten-night away: barely time enough to get to Navus if I left on the morrow.’ Nathair glanced at his mother, who was frowning. ‘And this Lykos will hardly be riding at the head of a

  great warband. Not to a secret meeting in his enemy’s land.’




  Aquilus rubbed his stubbly chin, skin rasping. ‘Perhaps,’ he said again, with more conviction this time, though his eyes flickered to his wife. ‘I will think on this, make my

  decision later. First, though, I shall send for someone to question our guest a little more thoroughly.’ He looked at Armatus, his first-sword. The grizzled warrior nodded and left the

  room.




  ‘I tell no lies,’ the prisoner said, a hint of panic in his voice.




  ‘We shall see. Krelis, I am indebted to you, and to your father.’




  ‘We are glad to serve you, my lord,’ Krelis said, dipping his head. ‘We cannot guarantee the truth of what he says, but we thought it too important to ignore.’




  ‘Aye, right enough. I will have rooms prepared for you and your men. You must have ridden hard to reach us.’




  ‘That we have,’ Krelis said. ‘But my father has bid me return as soon as my task is done.’




  Aquilus nodded. ‘We must all obey our fathers. Give Lamar my thanks. I shall make sure your packs and water skins are full, at least.’




  ‘There was one other matter,’ Krelis said, glancing at Veradis. ‘A request.’




  ‘If it is in my power.’




  ‘My father asks that you take my little brother, here, Veradis, into your warband for a time. To teach him, as you did me.’




  For the first time Aquilus’ eyes rested fully on Veradis. He bowed low to the King, a little clumsily.




  ‘Of course,’ the King said with a smile. ‘It did you little harm. But perhaps not my warband. Peritus is away, and if I remember rightly, he was needed to keep you out

  of trouble on more than one occasion.’




  Krelis grinned.




  ‘My son is gathering his own warriors. You have need of good men, do you not, Nathair?’




  ‘Aye, Father.’




  ‘It is settled then,’ said Aquilus. ‘Good. Welcome, Veradis ben Lamar, to my home. You are now the Prince’s man.’




  ‘Well met,’ Nathair said, stepping closer, gripping Veradis’ arm. Intelligent, bright blue eyes looked into his, and Veradis had the sense of being measured.




  ‘It will be an honour to ride with you, my lord,’ Veradis said, inclining his head.




  ‘Yes, it will,’ said Nathair with a grin. ‘But none of this “my lord” talk. If you are to fight beside me, for me, risk your life for me, then I am just

  Nathair. Now go and clean the dust of the road from you.




  I will send for you and we shall talk more, over some meat and wine.’




  Krelis and Veradis bowed once more to Aquilus and Fidele, then turned and left the damp room.




  ‘Farewell, little brother,’ said Krelis as he grabbed Veradis and pulled him into an embrace. Veradis scowled as they parted.




  ‘I still don’t understand why I have to be here,’ he said as Krelis climbed into the saddle of his stallion.




  ‘Yes you do. Father wishes you to become a leader of men.’ Krelis smiled.




  ‘I know, but can’t I do that at Ripa?’




  ‘No,’ replied Krelis, his smile fading. ‘Here you will not be treated as the Baron’s son. It will be better in the end, you’ll see.’




  ‘He just wishes to be rid of me,’ Veradis muttered.




  ‘Probably,’ Krelis grinned. ‘That is what I would do. You cannot blame him.’




  Veradis pulled a sour face, scuffed a toe on the stone floor.




  ‘Come,’ Krelis said, frowning, black bushy eyebrows knitting together. He leaned over in his saddle, speaking quieter. ‘There is value in this. It will make you a better

  man.’ He straightened, stretching his arms out wide. ‘Look what it did for me.’




  ‘Huh,’ Veradis grunted, not able to keep a smile twitching the corners of his mouth.




  ‘Good, that’s better,’ Krelis grinned. Behind them Krelis’ warriors were mounting up. The sun was high in the sky, now, a little past midday, the stables buzzing with

  activity. Krelis’ horse danced restlessly.




  ‘I would stay longer, see what this warband you are joining is like, but I must get back to Father. As it is, it will be over a ten-night before I reach the bay.’ He winked at

  Veradis. ‘We’ll meet again soon enough. Until then, make the most of your time here.’




  Veradis stepped back as Krelis pulled his horse in a tight circle and cantered away, his warriors following close behind. The sound of hooves ringing on cobblestones hung in the air.




  The young warrior stood there awhile, then turned and entered the large stable block, walking down a row of stalls until he found his grey. His horse whickered and nuzzled him as he entered the

  stall. Veradis found a brush and iron-toothed comb, began grooming his horse, though a quick glance told him the stablehands had already seen to him. He carried on regardless, finding a peace, a

  reassurance in the process, losing track of time.




  ‘Are you all right, lad?’ said a voice behind him. He turned to see a man looking over the partition door at him, the stablemaster who had organized the settling of their horses when

  they had arrived.




  ‘Aye. I’m well,’ he answered. ‘Just . . .’ he shrugged, unsure what to say.




  ‘Never fear, lad, your grey’s in good hands here. I am Valyn.’




  ‘Veradis.’




  ‘I saw your brother leave. A good man.’




  ‘That he is,’ Veradis replied, not trusting his voice to say any more.




  ‘I remember well his stay with us. He was missed when he left, by more than one lass, if I remember right.’ He grinned. ‘I hear you’re to join Nathair’s

  warband.’




  ‘Huh,’ Veradis grunted. ‘I am honoured,’ he added, feeling that he should, although right now he just felt very alone.




  The stablemaster looked at him for a long moment. ‘I am about to take my evening meal. I often sit on the outer wall. It’s quite a view – care to join me?’




  ‘Evening meal?’ Veradis said, ‘but . . .’ His stomach suddenly growled.




  ‘Sundown is not far off, lad. You’ve been in here a fair while.’




  Veradis raised an eyebrow, his belly rumbling again. ‘I’d be happy to join you,’ he said.




  Valyn led him to the feast-hall, where they quickly filled plates with bread and cheese and slices of hot meat, Valyn grabbing a jug of wine as well. Climbing a stairwell of wide, black steps,

  they found a spot on the battlement wall.




  Jerolin sat upon a gentle hill overlooking a wide plain and lake, fisher-boats dotting its shimmering surface. Veradis looked to the east, following the line of the river as it curled into the

  distance, searching for a glimpse of Krelis, but he was long gone. To the north and west the peaks of the Agullas jutted, jagged and white-tipped, glowing bright in the light of the sinking

  sun.




  They sat there in silence awhile, watching the sun dip behind the mountains, and then Valyn began to speak, telling tales of Aquilus and the fortress. In return, Veradis told of his home, his

  father and brothers, and of life in Ripa, the fortress on the bay.




  ‘Do you have a wife, children?’ Veradis asked suddenly. Valyn was silent a long time.




  ‘I had a wife and son, once,’ he eventually said. ‘It feels like another lifetime now. They died. The Vin Thalun raided the fortress, many years ago. You have probably heard

  the tale, though you would have been clinging to your mother’s skirts at the time.’




  Veradis coughed. He had never clung to his mother’s skirts; she had died birthing him. He blinked, putting the thought quickly away. ‘I have heard tell of that,’ he said.

  ‘They were bolder in those days.’




  Valyn suddenly jumped to his feet and stared out over the plain below.




  ‘What’s wrong?’ asked Veradis, coming to stand beside him, following the stablemaster’s gaze out over the battlements. Approaching the fortress was a lone horseman,

  riding a large dapple-grey horse. Veradis could make little out from this distance, other than that the rider’s mount moved with a rare elegance.




  Valyn passed a hand over his eyes. He stood there in silence a while, watching the rider draw nearer to the fortress.




  ‘Do you know him?’ Veradis asked.




  ‘Aye,’ Valyn muttered. ‘His name is Meical. He is counsellor to our King, and the last time I saw him was the night my wife and son died.’
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  CHAPTER THREE




  CORBAN




  ‘Oh no,’ muttered Dath as the two boys scrambled to their feet.




  A group of lads were watching them. Vonn stood at their head. He was son of Evnis, who was counsellor to the King, and so considered himself of some importance in and around Dun Carreg. He was a

  few years older than Corban, had recently passed his warrior trial and sat the Long Night, so had passed from boy to man. By all accounts he was an exceptional swordsman.




  Another lad stepped forward, tall and blond haired. ‘Well?’ he repeated. ‘What are you doing?’




  Not Rafe, thought Corban. Rafe was part of Evnis’ hold, a year or so older than Corban, son of Helfach the huntsman. He was cruel, boastful and someone that Corban made a point of

  avoiding.




  ‘Nothing, Rafe,’ said Corban.




  ‘Didn’t look like nothing to me.’ Rafe took another step closer. ‘Looked like you two were having a good time, rolling in the mud together.’ Some of his companions

  sniggered. ‘What have you got there?’




  ‘Practice swords,’ answered Dath. ‘We just saw Tull fight, did you see him . . .?’




  Rafe held up his hand. ‘I see him every day in the Rowan Field,’ he said, ‘where real warriors use real swords, not sticks.’




  ‘We’ll be there soon,’ blurted Corban. ‘My fourteenth nameday is this Eagle Moon, and Dath’s is not long after. Besides, you do use practice swords in the

  Rowan Field, my da told me . . .’ he trailed off, realizing that all eyes were on him.




  ‘Tull won’t let you two take the warrior trial,’ Rafe said. ‘Not once he knows you were rutting in the mud together like hogs.’




  ‘We weren’t “rutting”, we were practising our sword skills,’ said Corban slowly, as if explaining to a child. There was a moment of silence, then the group

  of lads erupted in laughter.




  ‘Come on, Rafe,’ said Vonn when they had all recovered, ‘the stone-throwing starts at high-sun and I want to see it.’




  Rafe looked at Corban and Dath. ‘I’m not finished with these two yet.’




  ‘They’re just bairns, I’d rather spend my time in other company,’ Vonn said, pulling Rafe’s arm.




  ‘C’mon, Dath,’ Corban whispered, turning and walking quickly away. ‘Come on,’ he repeated with a hiss. Dath stood there a moment, then snatched up his

  leather bag and followed.




  They walked in a straight line, their route taking them out of the meadow towards the village, trying to put as much distance between themselves and Rafe as possible.




  ‘Are they following?’ muttered Corban.




  ‘Don’t think so,’ replied Dath, but moments later they heard the thud of running feet. Rafe sped past them and pulled up in front of Corban.




  ‘You didn’t ask permission to leave,’ he said, jabbing a finger in Corban’s chest.




  Corban took a deep breath, his heart beginning to pulse in his ears. He looked up at Rafe, who was a head taller and considerably broader than him. ‘Leave us alone Rafe. Please. It’s

  the Spring Fair.’




  ‘Don’t you have anything better to do?’ added Dath.




  ‘Leave us alone,’ mimicked Crain, who accompanied Rafe. Vonn and the others were nowhere to be seen. ‘Listen to him. Don’t let him talk to you like that,

  Rafe.’




  ‘Shut up, Crain,’ said Rafe. ‘I think these bairns need a lesson in courtesy.’ He grabbed Corban’s arm and half steered, half pulled him towards the first buildings

  of the village. Frantically Corban looked around, but they were quite a distance from the crowds now, and he saw Dath had been grabbed by Crain and was being herded along after him.




  Within seconds the two boys were bustled behind a building, Corban thrown against a wall, knocking the wind out of him. His fingers went limp and he dropped his wooden practice sword.




  Rafe slammed a fist into Corban’s stomach, doubling him over. Slowly he straightened.




  ‘Come on, blacksmith’s boy,’ snarled Rafe, fists raised. Corban just looked at him. He wanted to answer, wanted to raise his fists, but just – didn’t. His guts

  churned with a cold weightlessness. When he tried to speak, only a croak came out. He retched, feeling sick, and shook his head.




  Rafe hit him again and he staggered, blood spurting from his lip. Fight back! a voice screamed in his head, but he only reached out an arm, steadied himself against the wall, feeling

  weak, scared. He looked at Dath, saw his friend launch himself forwards, punching and kicking, but Crain was older, stronger and Dath was small-framed even for his age. Crain clubbed him to the

  ground.




  ‘Nothing like your da, are you,’ spat Rafe.




  Corban wiped blood from his lip. ‘What?’ he mumbled.




  ‘Your da would put up a fight, make it more interesting. You’re just a coward.’




  For the briefest moment Corban felt something hot flicker within him, a spark of fire deep in the pit of his stomach, like when his da opened the door to his forge and the flames flared. He felt

  his fists clench and arms begin to rise, but then Rafe’s fist slammed into his jaw and the sensation disappeared as quickly as it had appeared. Then he was falling, crashing to the ground

  with a thud.




  ‘Get up,’ jeered Rafe, but Corban just lay there, hoping it would all end soon, the metallic taste of blood filling his mouth.




  Rafe kicked Corban in the ribs, then a voice shouted. A figure rounded the building and was moving quickly towards them.




  ‘I think I’ll have this,’ said Rafe, grinning fiercely as he bent and picked up Corban’s practice sword. Then he was running, his companion following quickly down an

  alley.




  Dath knelt by Corban, trying to help him rise as the man who had shouted reached them. It was Gar.




  ‘What happened here?’ the stablemaster demanded as Corban pushed himself to his knees. He spat blood and stood, swaying slightly.




  Dath reached out to steady his friend but Corban pushed his arm away. ‘Leave me alone,’ he whispered, tears spilling down his cheeks, smearing dust and blood. ‘Leave me

  alone,’ he said again, louder this time, turning away and rubbing furiously at his eyes, shame and anger filling him in equal measure.




  ‘Walk with me, boy,’ said Gar, and turned to Dath. ‘Best leave us for a while, lad.’




  ‘But he’s my friend,’ protested Dath.




  ‘Aye, but I would speak to Corban. Alone.’ He gave a look that sent Dath walking hesitantly away, though he looked back over his shoulder.




  Corban turned quickly and strode in the other direction, not wanting anyone’s company, but in moments the stablemaster was walking beside him. For a while they walked in silence, Corban

  feeling too ashamed to talk, so he concentrated on controlling his rapid breathing. Slowly the sound of his blood pounding in his head quietened.




  ‘What happened back there?’ asked Gar eventually. Corban did not answer, not trusting his voice to remain steady. After another long silence Gar pulled him to a halt and turned him

  so that they were facing each other.




  ‘What happened?’ Gar repeated.




  ‘You trying to shame me even more, making me say it?’ snapped Corban. ‘You saw what happened. Rafe hit me and I – I did nothing.’




  Gar pursed his lips. ‘He’s older, and bigger than you. You were intimidated.’




  Corban snorted. ‘Even Dath fought. Would you have let someone hit you like that?’ When Gar did not answer, he tried to walk away, but the stablemaster gripped Corban’s

  shoulder, holding him still.




  ‘What caused the argument?’




  Corban shrugged. ‘He needs little reason to hit people younger or smaller than he is.’




  ‘Huh,’ Gar grunted. ‘Did you want to hit him back?’




  ‘Of course,’ snorted Corban.




  ‘So why didn’t you?’




  Corban looked at the ground. ‘Because I was scared. I wanted to fight back, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t move. I tried; it was as if my arms had turned to stone, my feet

  stuck in one of Baglun’s bogs.’




  Gar nodded slowly. ‘We all fear, Ban. Even Tull. It’s what we do about it – that’s the important thing. That’s what’ll make you the man you grow into. You

  must learn to control your emotions, boy. Those that don’t do that often end up dead: anger, fear, pride, whatever. If your emotions control you, sooner or later you’re a dead

  man.’




  Corban looked up at him, his throbbing lip fading for a moment. He had never heard Gar say so many words strung together.




  The stablemaster leaned forward and poked Corban in the chest. ‘Learn to control them and they can be a tool that makes you stronger.’




  ‘Easy for you to say,’ Corban mumbled. ‘How?’




  Gar looked at Corban a long while. ‘I will teach you if you wish,’ he said quietly.




  Corban raised an eyebrow. Gar never trained in the Rowan Field or rode with a warband on account of an old leg wound – he’d walked with a limp as long as Corban could remember

  – so what the stable-master could teach him, he didn’t know.




  ‘What?’ said Gar. ‘A wounded leg does not mean I’ve forgotten what it’s like to wield a sword, or to face a man in battle.’




  Wield a sword. ‘All right,’ Corban shrugged. ‘Though Da is teaching me my weapons until I’m old enough for the Field.’




  Gar snorted. ‘There is much Thannon can teach you, but how to hold your temper is not one of them.’




  Corban smiled. His da was not well known for his patience.




  ‘We’ll keep it between us, for now,’ Gar said.




  ‘What, can’t I tell Cywen?’




  ‘Especially not Cywen.’ A rare smile touched the edges of Gar’s mouth. ‘She would not leave me alone. Gar, teach me this, Gar, teach me that,’ he mimicked.

  ‘No, she keeps me busy enough with the horses.’




  Corban chuckled. Gar held out his arm and Corban gripped it.




  ‘Good. So,’ said Gar, ‘are you going to come back to the fair?’




  ‘Not yet.’ He looked past Gar at the milling crowds.




  ‘You’ll have to face them sooner or later, and the longer you leave it the harder it will be, like falling off a horse. And your friend will be worried.’




  ‘I know. I’ll come back after, just not right now. I think I’ll go and see Dylan.’




  Gar nodded. ‘It’s a long walk to Darol’s hold. Let’s get you cleaned up and Willow saddled, that way you’ll be back by sunset for the end of the

  handbinding.’




  Corban fell in silently and they made their way into the streets of Havan. Everywhere was deserted, the lure of the fair having emptied the village. Corban looked up, saw Dun Carreg high above,

  but even the fortress seemed still and empty. No one moved on the walls or around the great arch of Stonegate, looming above the only entrance into Dun Carreg.




  They reached the stable and soon Corban was sitting on top of a solid bay pony, his face stinging after washing in the water barrel.




  ‘Hold one moment,’ said Gar and disappeared inside the stable. He soon returned with a leather saddlebag. ‘Just a few bits: some bread, cheese, a blanket, some rope. Always be

  prepared,’ he added in response to Corban’s quizzical look. ‘You never know what’s going to happen.’




  Corban smiled ruefully, touching his cut lip. ‘That you don’t.’




  ‘Remember, back by sunset. Look after Willow and he’ll look after you. And stay away from the Baglun. There’s been talk of wolven being seen.’




  ‘Huh,’ grunted Corban. He didn’t believe that. The only time wolven had ventured to the forest’s fringes was in winter, tempted by the smell of horseflesh in Dun

  Carreg’s paddocks. And that was only rare, when the Tempest Moon had come and snow was drifting deep. They preferred deep forest to open spaces.




  Soon Corban was clear of Havan and riding on the road that led to the Baglun Forest. The giantsway, all called it, as the vanquished Benothi had made it, the giant clan that had ruled here long

  ago, before men had taken the land from them. It cut a line through Ardan and Narvon, though there was less traffic between the two realms than there had once been. So now the road was overgrown

  with grass and moss, its raised banks crumbling. In the distance Corban could see the small hill that Dylan’s home was built upon, the river Tarin glistening behind it in the midday sun, and

  further in the distance the dark smear of Baglun Forest filled the horizon.




  The day had grown hot, the breeze off the sea only a faint caress. Tentatively, Corban touched his lip, which was throbbing painfully. His head hurt and his ribs were aching where Rafe had

  kicked him. He sighed: where had the day gone so wrong?




  Rafe’s face came back unbidden, his smirk as he had taken the practice sword and run from Gar. Corban’s neck flushed as he felt the shame of it all over again. Maybe I am a

  coward. I wish I was like my da, strong and fearless. What had Gar meant about controlling his emotions? How could you be taught to do that? Whatever it was, if it helped him teach Rafe a

  lesson, then he was willing to give it a try. As far back as Corban could remember, Gar had always been around, was a close friend of his mam and da’s. In truth he was a little scared of the

  man; he always seemed to be so stern, so serious. But he was intrigued by Gar’s offer of help.




  Slowly a noise filtered through his thoughts and he looked up. In the distance he saw a large wain coming towards him, two figures driving, others walking and running beside it.




  ‘Dylan.’ Willow’s steady pace had eaten up much of the journey, the rocky grassland around Havan giving way to fertile meadows as he drew nearer to the river. Yellow gorse had

  been replaced by juniper and hawthorn, and Darol’s hold loomed large before him.




  Darol, Dylan’s da, was sitting in the front of a heavy-laden wain, driving a dun pony, his wife next to him. Dylan was walking one side of the wain and his sister and her husband striding

  along behind, their son Frith running circles around them. Corban smiled at the sight. He had seen too little of them over the winter; his mam hadn’t let him travel much past Havan during the

  season of storms, her fears fuelled by tales of hungry wolven. But the summer before he had spent more of his time out here, mostly in the company of Dylan. They had argued the first time they had

  met, Corban defending his sister over something she had said. Somehow it had ended in laughter, and soon after Corban and Dylan had become firm friends, even though Dylan was a few years older.




  Dylan worked hard for his da, but when Corban visited, Dylan more often than not made time for him, quickly showing him the tasks of the farm, digging holes for fence posts, planting and reaping

  their crops, catching salmon, a host of other things. More interesting to Corban, though, had been being shown how to use a sling, how to recognize different animal tracks, and how to hunt, skin

  and cook hare. Most exciting of all were the short forays into the fringes of the Baglun Forest. The forest seemed to be a different world, sometimes unnerving, but always alluring. He looked at

  the Baglun now, its vast sweep disappearing into the distance. A larger forest he could not imagine, not even the fabled forest of Forn, far to the east, said to be bigger than half the realms of

  the Banished Lands put together. He snorted, remembering his trips with Dylan into the Baglun. Towards the end of last summer, when Dylan had been busy from dusk till dawn with harvest, Corban had

  taken to entering the forest alone, had felt proud when he had confided in Dath and invited his friend to join him. Dath made the sign against evil, turned pale and told him he was either very

  brave or more likely mad. Truth be told, it was nothing to do with bravery, which he was distinctly lacking if his encounter with Rafe was anything to go by. He just liked it in the

  forest, although the thought of his mam finding out made him shiver even in the warmth of the sun.




  Dylan was only a hundred or so paces away, now. Corban pulled Willow to a halt and waited. Darol nodded as he drove the wain past Corban, Dylan peeling away from the cart and strolling over to

  him.




  ‘Hello, Ban,’ he said, then frowned as he saw Corban’s bruised face. ‘What happened to you?’




  ‘I fell,’ said Corban. ‘I was coming to see you, maybe help with the salmon. Looks like I’m too late.’




  ‘Da had it all sacked up by sunrise. And we’ve got to get the food to Havan in time to prepare it for the feast. Another time, eh?’




  Just then Frith ran up behind Dylan and, with a loud crack, kicked him in the ankle. He giggled and turned to run but Dylan, hopping on one leg, grabbed the youngster and hoisted him into the

  air, legs pumping as if he were still running. When he realized escape was futile he went limp and grinned. Dylan swung him higher to sit upon his shoulders.




  ‘You’re getting too old for this – it’s your ninth nameday soon.’




  ‘But I like it up here,’ Frith protested.




  ‘Very well, if it keeps you out of trouble.’ Dylan turned back to Corban. ‘Come with us? I can’t wait to have a look round the fair.’




  ‘No thanks. I’ve just come from there.’




  ‘All right, Ban, but you’ll be back for the handbinding, won’t you?’




  Corban nodded.




  ‘Good, then you can tell me all about this fall.’




  ‘Argh,’ Dylan yelled as Frith gripped his ears and gave them a mighty tug. ‘What are you doing?’




  ‘You’re my horse. Charge!’ Frith shouted, pulling Dylan’s ears again. Dylan grabbed his nephew’s hands in his and trotted after the wain, calling goodbyes to Corban

  over his shoulder.




  Frith grinned at Corban, who raised his fist and shook it, trying not to laugh.




  For a while he just sat on Willow, watching the wain dwindle into the distance as he wondered what to do. Then his eyes turned back to the Baglun and with a click of his tongue he urged Willow

  on down the road.
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  CHAPTER FOUR




  EVNIS




  Evnis took the skin of mead from Helfach, his huntsman. He unstoppered it and drank, the taste of honey sweet, the alcohol warming his gut.




  ‘It’s good, eh?’ Helfach said.




  ‘Huh,’ grunted Evnis. He had more important things on his mind than the quality of the mead he was drinking. So many years had passed since he’d sworn his oath to Asroth and

  become accomplice to Rhin, Queen of Cambren. And now he had risen far, was counsellor to Brenin, King of all Ardan. That night in the Darkwood Forest seemed like another life. It had been

  terrifying, but intoxicating as well. He felt some of that now: fear and excitement mixed as the consequences of that oath were emerging from the past.




  They were sitting in a dell on the southern fringe of the Baglun Forest, almost half a day’s ride from Dun Carreg. Further south a great herd of auroch trampled the moorland, the ground

  vibrating at their passing. A dust cloud hovered above the herd, marking them like some enormous predator.




  ‘Where is he?’ Evnis murmured.




  Helfach looked up, shading his eyes. ‘You said highsun, so should be any time now.’




  ‘I hate waiting,’ Evnis growled. He wanted to get back to Fain, his wife. She was unwell, needed him. The worry of it chewed at him.




  Helfach grinned. They sat in silence, passing the skin between them. Then Evnis’ horse lifted its head, ears twitching.




  ‘There,’ said Helfach, pointing.




  A figure slipped between trees and made its way towards them.




  ‘Hood up,’ Evnis said, pulling his own to cover his face.




  The figure drew closer and Evnis rose, strode towards the newcomer. He was tall, an unstrung bow in his hand, a face full of lines and creases. And cold eyes. Evnis thought he was younger than

  he looked.




  ‘This is for you.’ The man held out a leather cylinder.




  Evnis pulled the parchment out, cracked the wax seal and read in silence. After long moments he grimaced, rolled the parchment and slipped it into his cloak.




  ‘Your mark is a hold to the north-east of the Baglun,’ he said, ‘on a hill just beyond the river. Stockaded wall.’




  ‘That sounds close to Dun Carreg.’




  ‘It is.’




  The man grunted. ‘How many.’




  ‘A family of six.’




  ‘How many able to hold a blade?’




  ‘Two men, one boy that’s started in the Rowan Field. The rest are women and a bairn.’




  ‘I’ll not be killing women or bairns.’




  Evnis squinted. ‘Has Braith picked the right man for this job?’




  ‘He’s not complained so far.’




  Evnis shrugged. ‘Do it tonight. There’s a wedding feast at the fortress, so if you need corpses to make your point you will have to wait for them to return home. Make sure their hall

  burns bright.’




  ‘Aye,’ the man grunted and strode back into the trees.




  ‘We done here?’ Helfach asked.




  Evnis pulled the parchment out from his cloak and read it again:




  

    

      Greetings, faithful one. Braith is well placed, now, his position strong. Use his men well. Stir Brenin from his lair, as quickly as you can. The time approaches. On the

      matter that you contacted me, if your wife’s ailment is beyond the healers, you must use the earth power. Find the book. You know where it is. Find the door and you shall find the book.

      Uthas says it will help you, though nothing will save her except the cauldron. Take her to it if you can.




      Remember the cause, remember your oath.


    


  




  He hawked and spat, then lit a taper and burned the message.




  ‘We’d best get back,’ he said, swinging into his saddle. ‘If I do not make it to the handbinding Alona will curse me for a traitor and petition Brenin for my head on the

  block.’ Traitor. If only she knew the depth of my treason.




  Helfach snorted. ‘Let the bitch try: you have Brenin’s ear.’




  ‘Aye, but so does she, and more. And she hates me, will always blame me for her brother Rhagor’s death.’ And rightly so, he thought.




  In silence they rode their mounts out of the dell, through a thin scattering of trees and back onto the road for Dun Carreg. With the wind in his face, Evnis’ thoughts returned to the

  letter. ‘The time approaches . . . remember your oath.’ How could he forget? To make Rhin high queen, to bring about the God-War, and Asroth made flesh. He grimaced.

  Had it really been eighteen years since that night in the Darkwood? Sometimes it felt like a dream, sometimes he wished it had been a dream. Things had seemed much simpler then.




  See it through, he told himself. No other choice now. His thoughts drifted to Fain, as they were always wont to do, given enough time. One thing for sure, I must find that

  book.
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  CHAPTER FIVE




  CORBAN




  As Corban drew closer to the river the ground began to level out. To his right he saw the salmon weir.




  He looked at the trees that dotted the far bank; they quickly became dense and thick, marking the boundary of the forest. The same tingle of excitement that he always felt whenever he was near

  the Baglun rippled through him.




  He rode his pony across the ford, hooves splashing and cracking on stones, up the other bank and into the embrace of the forest.




  The giantsway continued into the Baglun, its stones slick with moss. Latticed branches above cast the world in twilight. Somehow the shadows eased his mood, soothed him.




  He allowed the pony to walk at its own pace, imagining himself a great huntsman like Marrock, tracking a band of lawless men come raiding from the Darkwood on the northern border. He had heard

  as much from his da. Thannon liked to talk as he worked, and had told many a tale of the Banished Lands, the continent upon which they lived. He had also spoken of their realm of Ardan, as it was

  now, of the growing distance between King Brenin and Owain, King of neighbouring Narvon, and the sudden increase of lawless men roaming the Darkwood that separated their realms. Thannon

  had told of a band of these men raiding into Ardan, burning crofters’ homesteads and robbing travellers along the way. He said they might even be heading for the Baglun.




  Corban felt his stomach clench and his eyes grow wider as he looked about, imagining outlaws lurking behind bushes, ready to waylay him. But who would be fool enough to set up camp within sight

  of Brenin’s own fortress?




  Nothing to fear.




  The forest grew much closer here, thickets of thorn bushes dense between the trees. Just ahead, the giantsway spilled into an open glade, sunlight dappling the ground as the canopy above grew

  thinner. Corban trotted into the glade, bluebells carpeting the ground, rolling up to the oathstone.




  It towered over the clearing: a single slab of dark rock scribed with runes in a language long forgotten, another remnant of the giants that had dwelt here once. The stone was still used for the

  solemnizing of some occasions, but it had not been visited officially since Brenin had taken up his father’s sword and become King of Ardan, over fifteen years ago. It felt old, solitary.

  Corban liked it here.




  He dismounted and strode closer to the stone. It looked different: somehow wet, dark streaks staining the rock, trickling from the deep-carved runes. He reached out and touched the

  stone. Suddenly the glade darkened, clouds rolling across the sun, and he shivered. He pulled his hand away, his fingertips stained red. Was that blood?




  He realized his heart was pounding, the noise filling his ears. Then his vision blurred and he was falling.




  Corban blinked into consciousness and looked around.




  He was in the glade of the oathstone, leaning against the great slab, but something was different. Wrong. Everything was pale, as if all colour had been leached from the world. He looked up.

  Dark clouds boiled above him, bunching and flowing like an angry sea. And it was so quiet. Too quiet. No birdsong or insects, no sounds of the forest; just the hiss of wind amongst

  branches.




  Then suddenly, footsteps, the crunch of forest litter, so loud in the silence. A figure emerged from the thickets about the glade, a man with a sword at his hip, his cloak travel-stained. Seeing

  Corban, he paused, bowed his head, then marched towards him.




  ‘I’ve been looking for you,’ the man said, squatting in front of Corban.




  Corban could not place his age. There were creases about his eyes, his mouth, though a close-cropped beard hid most of those. His hair was dark, dusted with grey. Then Corban looked into his

  eyes, yellow like a wolf’s, and old. No, more than old. Ancient. And wise.




  ‘Why?’ Corban asked.




  The man smiled, warm and welcoming, and Corban felt himself smile in return.




  ‘I need help. I have a task to complete, and I cannot do it alone.’ He pulled an apple from a pocket in his cloak, startlingly red in this bleached world, and took a bite, juice

  dripping. The man’s nails were cracked, broken, dirt caked in their grain.




  ‘Why me?’ Corban muttered.




  ‘A direct mind,’ the man observed, smiling again. He shrugged. ‘It is a difficult task, dangerous. Not all are able, capable of helping me.’ He inhaled, long and deep,

  closing his eyes. ‘But there is something about you. Something of value. I feel it.’




  Corban grunted. He had never felt particularly special, never been told it, except by his mam, of course.




  ‘What is the task?’




  ‘I must find something. Let me show it to you,’ the man said, placing a hand over Corban’s eyes.




  Then Corban was standing in a stone room, arched windows black against torchlight, the darkness outside seeming to suck the light into nothingness.




  In the centre of the room sat a great cauldron, a squat mass of black iron, taller and wider than a man. A scream burst from the cauldron’s mouth, echoing around the room. It rose in

  pitch, containing an anguish that had Corban covering his ears, then suddenly silence fell, broken only by the soft crackle of the torches. Pale fingers reached out from within the cauldron,

  grasping the black rim. A body heaved itself upwards and spilled out onto the stone floor. Slowly it stood: a man dressed only in loose woollen breeches, long dark hair unbound except for the

  warrior braid falling across broad shoulders. His skin was a pale grey, thin and stretched, and things seemed to be moving beneath it, as if trying to find a way out. Veins stood proud,

  bulging and purple against the pallid tissue, forming an intricate spider web on the man’s body.




  Then he turned and looked at Corban.




  Eyes as black as night, no pupil, no iris, stared at him. The mouth creased in a grisly smile, a thin line of blood trickling from its corner. A droplet gathered, dripped to the floor.




  Corban took a step backwards. The figure mirrored him, taking a step forwards. Corban was about to turn and run but froze abruptly, sensing a presence behind him. He told himself to turn but his

  body would not obey, the hairs on the back of his neck standing on end.




  The thing before the cauldron paused as well, face contorting as the black eyes stared past Corban. There was movement from behind. Out of the corners of his eyes he saw two great,

  white-feathered wings sweep about him. The figure in front grimaced, raising its arms as if to ward off a blow. It hissed at him, threw back its head and howled, a high, piercing cry. Corban looked

  at the wings, felt his panic and fear draining away and a sense of peace taking its place, even though the creature was still howling its ululating cry. Slowly the room faded and all was darkness

  again.




  With a gasp his eyes snapped open. His back was wet with sweat. He shook his head, still hearing the inhuman howling from his quick-fading dream. Willow was stamping the

  ground, hoof gouging the earth. As Corban came fully awake the howling did not fade but grew clearer, taking on a different tone from his dream, and suddenly he realized that Willow could hear it

  too.




  He leaped to his feet and tried to soothe the animal. Willow snorted, slowly quietened, even though the howling continued to ring through the forest. Corban stood for a moment, listening.




  ‘Whatever that is,’ he murmured, ‘it sounds scared.’ He patted the pony’s neck a while longer, then made a decision and led the pony in the direction of

  the howling.




  Within heartbeats the forest became a twilight world. The branches were too low for him to mount Willow, but he moved easily enough between the trees, although he had to pay attention to where

  he put his feet, the forest floor thick with vines that snared his boots.




  Small shallow streams crossed his path and the ground became spongier, Willow’s hooves making sucking noises as they sank into and pulled free of the damp earth.




  I should turn back, he thought. Dylan had warned him of the deadly bogs within the Baglun, appearing as firm ground at first, which would suck you down and smother the life from you. He

  stopped. The howling began again, and it sounded so close.




  Just a little longer. He stepped forward and the howling suddenly stopped.




  Corban walked around a dense stand of trees, elbowing red ferns aside and pulled abruptly to a halt.




  Not more than twenty paces in front of him was the head and shoulders of a wolven, jutting from the ground. Its canines gleamed, as long as his forearm and sharp as a dagger. Corban could not

  believe it. They were fearsome pack hunters, bred by the giant clans during the War of Treasures, if the tales were true. They were wolf-like but bigger, stronger, and with a sharp intelligence.

  But they were rarely seen here, preferring the south of Ardan, regions of deep forest and sweeping moors, where the auroch herds roamed. For a moment boy and beast stared at each other, then the

  wolven’s jaws snapped, froth bubbling around its mouth. One of its paws scrabbled feebly at the ground. It looked close to death, weak and thin. There was a squelching sound and the animal

  sank a little deeper into the earth, as if someone was tugging on its hind legs. The ground around it looked firm enough, covered in the same vine, but Corban knew the wolven was caught in one of

  the Baglun’s treacherous bogs.




  He stood in silence a while, not knowing what to do. Crouching, he stared at the creature’s head, grey flecked with white, spattered with black mud.




  ‘What am I going to do?’ he whispered. ‘You’d eat me, even if I could get you out.’ The beast stared back with its copper eyes.




  He looked about, picked up a long branch, thrust it at the ground before his feet and began tentatively to edge his way forwards, Willow watching disapprovingly. Suddenly the branch disappeared

  into the ground, his left leg sinking up to the knee before he could stop. He knew a moment of panic, tried to pull out and felt the mud firm up around his leg, gripping him in an airless embrace.

  He shifted his weight and leaned back, slowly freeing his leg, which was covered in viscous black mud. He fell backwards.




  Slick with sweat, he just lay there a moment. There was a gurgling sound and he looked up, saw the wolven sink deeper. He stood up and strode back to Willow, suddenly knowing what he must do, at

  the same time knowing it was foolish. He patted Willow, the pony’s eyes rolling white. She was close to flight. When she had calmed a little he pulled Gar’s rope out of the saddlebag

  and tied one end to his saddle, slowly coaxing the pony to walk closer to the sinking mud. He looped the other end of the rope as Cywen had taught him and cast it towards the beast. His second

  attempt fell across the animal’s head and shoulder. Gently he lifted the rope and slowly, ever so slowly, he began to pull. The rope tightened and held fast. Corban led the pony away from the

  bog. The rope creaked, shuddering under the strain as Willow took up the slack. The wolven whined, snapping at the air as the rope bit into its skin, then with a great sucking sound it began to

  pull free of the mud. Willow took a step forward, then another . . . and within moments the creature was lying on its side at the edge of the bog, panting and slick with mud. It staggered to its

  feet, head bowed.




  Corban could not help but marvel at it, even in its bedraggled state. It stood not much shorter than Willow, its coat a dull grey, streaked with bone white stripes. Slowly it raised its head,

  its jaws snapping as it sliced through the rope about it. Then it howled. Willow neighed, reared and bolted. Corban wanted to move but could not, his eyes fixed on the wolven’s long, curved

  canines.




  Then Corban was aware of movement, a presence around him, of deeper shadows pacing. Eyes gleamed out of the darkness, many eyes.




  Its pack has come. I’m dead, he thought. Before him, slow and deliberate, the wolven he had saved padded towards him, thick muscles bunching about its neck and shoulders. Its

  belly swayed from side to side, full and heavy.




  ‘You’re in pup,’ he whispered.




  It circled him, stopped in front of him, copper eyes locking with his, then took in a great sniff and pressed its muzzle into his groin, snuffling. He resisted the urge to leap back, knew his

  life hung on a thread. The beast lifted its head, still sniffing, tracing his abdomen, his neck, his jaw. Hot breath washed over him, the scent of damp fur heavy in his throat. The wolven’s

  muzzle pushed against his skin, its teeth cold, hard. Corban felt his bladder loosen. Then the beast took a step back, turned and bounded away, disappearing into the darkness of the forest.




  The eyes in the shadows faded and Corban let out a huge breath, slumping to the ground.




  What have I just done?




  He lay upon the damp ground awhile, waiting for his racing heart to calm, then he rose and walked away from the bog. The forest looked different now, darker. It was difficult going, constantly

  having to focus on the ground in front of him to avoid tripping in the dense vines that carpeted the forest floor. Some time had passed before he realized he had not seen any of the small streams

  that he had crossed earlier. He stamped his foot on the ground, which was no longer spongy, but hard under the forest litter.




  ‘Oh no.’ Frantically he looked around, searching for some familiar sign, but recognized nothing. Diffuse sunlight filtered through the treetops, giving no glimpse of where the sun

  lay in the sky. With a deep breath he began walking again. Just have to keep going, he thought. Look for a stream that will take me back. He shuddered, trying to control the panic

  starting to bubble inside him. He knew full well that he stood little chance of surviving a night in the forest, and to find his way out he had to think clearly. Just keep walking, he told

  himself, and hope I’m not travelling deeper into the forest. He quickened his pace, glancing constantly back and forth between the floor at his feet and his chosen path.




  His feet were sore, toes numb when he finally stopped. It seemed that he had been walking for an age, and still no sign of a stream. Looking around, he selected a tall elm, then began to climb.

  The higher he got, the thinner and wider apart the branches became. He reached a point where even balancing on the tips of his toes he could not reach the next branch above. If I can just reach the

  top I should be able to see Dun Carreg. Then at least I’ll know if I’m walking in the right direction. Desperation fuelling him, he crouched slightly and jumped. Both hands gripped the

  branch he was aiming for and he hung there a moment, suspended, swinging slightly as the tree’s limb flexed. Then one of his hands slipped. He windmilled wildly, desperately clinging on, then

  he was falling. After colliding with a number of branches, he blacked out, to find himself in a heap on the forest floor. He sat up, groaning and then heard a faint sound. It was distant, but the

  forest was mostly silent, not even a breeze rustling the trees. He strained, almost certain he could hear a voice, someone calling. He jumped up, forgetting his exhaustion and ran. When he stopped

  there was silence for a moment, then he heard the voice again, much closer now. It was calling his name.




  ‘HELLO!’ he called back, cupping his hands to his mouth. He set off again, calling. Soon he saw a tall figure step from behind a tree, leading two horses, a large piebald

  and a pony. The figure limped.




  ‘Gar,’ cried Corban, running wildly now, tears streaming down his face as he threw himself onto the stablemaster. At first the dark-haired man stood there, still as a statue. Then,

  stiffly, he put his arms about the boy and patted his back.




  ‘What are you doing here?’ Corban asked shakily.




  ‘Looking for you, of course, you idiot. Willow knows his way home, even if you don’t,’ replied Gar, stepping back to look at Corban. ‘What has happened to you? You looked

  bad enough when I saw you last, but now . . .’




  Corban looked down at himself, covered in mud and leaves, with scrapes on his skin and holes in his cloak and breeches.




  ‘I was . . .’ Corban paused, knowing how stupid he was about to sound. ‘I just wanted some quiet, to be alone . . .’ he said sheepishly, looking at the floor. ‘I

  got lost.’ The look on Gar’s face convinced him that this would not be a wise time to mention the wolven.




  The stablemaster looked at the bedraggled boy in front of him, took a sniff, and sighed deeply.




  ‘You can thank your sister. She insisted I come and find you when Dath told her about Rafe.’




  ‘Oh. She knows,’ said Corban, shoulders sinking.




  ‘Aye, lad, but never mind that now, let’s get you home. If you can keep up with me we should still be able to get back for the hand-binding. At least that way I won’t have

  saved you just for your mam to kill you.’




  ‘I think she’s going to kill me anyway,’ Corban said, looking at his torn and tattered cloak.




  ‘Well, let’s go and find out,’ said Gar, turning his horse and walking away.
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  CHAPTER SIX




  VERADIS




  Veradis flexed his shoulders, trying to readjust his chainmail shirt. His skin was chafed raw even through the linen tunic underneath, made worse by the rhythm of his horse as

  he rode a dozen paces behind Nathair.




  Should have worn it more often, he thought, but he had felt uncomfortable. Only a handful of warriors had owned chainmail shirts in Ripa: his brother Krelis of course, as well as his

  father. Also Alben, the fortress’ weapons-master, and two or three of the local barons’ sons. The few times he had worn it in public he had felt different, set apart, and

  he’d had more than enough of that feeling already, without adding to it. So the chainmail shirt had remained boxed in his room for the most part.




  Nevertheless, he treasured it. Mostly because Krelis had given it to him after his Long Night, the final seal on his warrior trial, when he had passed from boy to man, but also because of the

  truth in what his brother had told him. Leather may turn a weak or glancing blow, but this will turn a strong one. Treat it like a good friend. And he had, taking it out every night from a

  wooden chest, oiling it, scouring it, then folding and putting it away again.




  Aquilus had granted Nathair’s request, allowing him to lead the warband sent to interrupt Lykos’ meeting, the self-proclaimed king of the corsairs. So Veradis had only slept two

  nights in Jerolin before climbing back into his saddle again.




  He glanced over his shoulder. He was riding near the head of a short column, three abreast, around four score of them, though only half of that number were Nathair’s own recruits in his

  fledgling warband. The others were picked from Aquilus’ eagle-guard, insisted upon by Fidele, Nathair’s mother.




  Either side of him rode Nathair’s followers: Rauca on his left, the third son of a local baron, likeable, easy natured and quick in the weapons court; on the other side Bos, son of one of

  Aquilus’ eagle-guard. He was thick necked, broad shouldered, with arms like knotted oak.




  They had made good time travelling south of Jerolin, passing through leagues of undulating meadow splashed with patches of open woodland, and now, three nights out, Veradis spied the mountains

  that roughly marked the halfway point of their journey, rearing out of the land like the curved spine of a withered, crippled old man.




  ‘Veradis,’ Nathair called from up ahead.




  Veradis touched his heels to his stallion’s ribs and drew alongside Nathair.




  ‘We have not yet had the conversation that I promised you,’ Nathair said, glancing at Veradis with an easy smile.




  ‘You have been busy, my lord,’ Veradis said.




  ‘Ah ah, none of that “my lord” talk. Remember what I told you?’




  ‘Apologies, my lo—’ Veradis began, then closed his mouth.




  Nathair chuckled. ‘I am glad to have you in my warband. There are not many of us yet, but it shall grow.’




  ‘Aye.’




  ‘And you, I hear, are the most skilled swordsman ever to come out of Ripa. A most welcome member to my warband.’




  Veradis snorted. ‘Who . . .?’




  ‘Your brother. I spoke with him briefly, before he left. He spoke very highly of you, and of your skills.’




  ‘Oh,’ Veradis breathed, a smile touching his mouth.




  ‘Your father must be very proud.’ Nathair said.




  ‘Huh,’ Veradis grunted. He opened his mouth but could think of nothing to say. ‘Aye,’ he eventually mumbled.




  ‘Krelis. He is well liked. Has it been difficult, growing up in his shadow?’




  Veradis frowned, but said nothing.




  ‘Forgive me if I pry,’ Nathair said, ‘only, it is a subject of interest to me.’




  Veradis shrugged. In truth it had been, especially as his father only ever seemed to have eyes, praise, for Krelis. His other brother Ektor had never seemed to care, being content with his

  books, but Veradis had felt it like a thin sliver of iron working its way deeper and deeper into his flesh. But he loved Krelis, rarely resented him for it, and then only for a passing moment. If

  anyone were at fault, it was his father. He shrugged again. ‘Sometimes,’ he said.




  ‘I know something of what it is like, growing up in another’s shadow,’ Nathair said quietly.




  Looking at the Prince, Veradis noticed his eyes were bloodshot, dark circles beneath them. ‘Are you well?’ he asked.




  ‘What? Oh, it’s nothing,’ Nathair said. ‘I did not sleep well, that’s all. Bad dreams.’




  They rode together in silence for a while, winding their way through open woods, white campion dotting the ground about them. A handful of woodlarks burst from branches ahead and above, startled

  by their passing.




  ‘Did you see the riders that left Jerolin before us?’ the Prince suddenly asked.




  ‘Aye. I did.’ Over a score of warriors had left the fortress on the day Veradis had been preparing for this journey, all with extra horses, well-provisioned for long journeys.

  ‘I thought perhaps it was something to do with the return of Meical – he is your father’s counsellor, isn’t he?’




  ‘Yes, he did play a part.’ The Prince scowled a moment, then carried on. ‘The riders are messengers. My father is calling a council, summoning all of the kings throughout the

  Banished Lands.’




  ‘All of them?’




  ‘Aye. A messenger has been sent to the king of every realm.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Ah. Of that I should not speak, not yet. It is for my father to tell, at the council.’




  ‘Will they come, the kings of every realm?’




  ‘They should, my father is high king,’ Nathair said.




  ‘Perhaps,’ Veradis pulled a face. Aquilus was high king, though more in name than deed. Generations gone, when the Exiles had washed ashore and begun their war against the

  giant clans, there had been but one king, Sokar, and after the giants had been thrown down and the Banished Lands populated by men, all had bowed to him. But that had been a long time ago; new

  realms had grown, and now there were many kings in the Banished Lands, though they all still recognized the sovereignty of Tenebral’s master, descended from their first king. In theory, at

  least.




  ‘Father says they will come,’ Nathair said with a shrug. ‘Between you and me, I do not really think it matters.’ He leaned closer, spoke more quietly. ‘Did you know

  that the giant-stones are bleeding?’ He smiled, looking excited. ‘We are living in exceptional times, Veradis, times when we shall have much need of your famed sword-arm, I

  think. We are on the edge of something new. So this is a good time to be raising a warband. As I said, I am glad that you are a part of it.’




  The Prince glanced back at the column behind them. ‘They are good men – brave, loyal, every one of them. But you are a baron’s son. We are more alike. You understand

  me?’




  ‘Aye, my lo—’ Veradis said. ‘Yes, I understand. And I am glad to be part of this.’ He felt his curiosity rising, his blood stirring at Nathair’s words. Some

  part of the Prince’s enthusiasm was infectious. And for the first time in an age he felt a glimmer of something stir deep inside. He felt of value.




  The days rolled past as Veradis and the warband headed steadily southwards. For a time they hugged the mountains Veradis had seen in the distance, crossing fast-flowing,

  white-foamed rivers that tumbled out of the high places. As the mountains faded behind them, the land began to change: the woods and forests of sycamore and elm disappearing, replaced by leagues of

  rolling grassland, which in turn grew steadily thinner, paler, the colour and moisture leached from everything by the ever-increasing heat of the sun.




  In time they struck the banks of the Nox. The warband crossed the river by an ancient stone bridge, built by the giants generations before. From here they followed the river south, carving a

  line through the ever-rockier land, until one morning, well before high-sun, Veradis tasted salt on the air and heard the call of gulls in the distance.




  The column of riders rippled to a stop as their captain, Orcus, held his hand up. Nathair gestured to summon Veradis and Rauca to join him.




  The Prince and his eagle-guard were huddled over a scrolled map. Veradis leaned closer, frowning. He had always struggled with understanding maps, and certainly did not love them as his brother

  Ektor did, who would spend days in the library at Ripa, poring over the many parchments they had stored there. Some even outlined the boundaries of the giant realms that had ruled the Banished

  Lands before the Exiles had been washed up onto these shores.




  ‘We are here,’ Orcus said, finger jabbing at a spot on the map near a coastline.




  ‘Aye,’ Nathair said. ‘And that would appear to be the mark that the Vin Thalun prisoner spoke of.’ The Prince pointed at a tall cedar, its trunk split and charred by

  lightning. ‘If he spoke true, this meeting is supposed to take place about a league east of that tree.’




  ‘We shall see.’ Orcus rolled the map up with a snap and slid it back into a leather case.




  ‘Let the men know we are near,’ Nathair said to Veradis and Rauca.




  The two warriors rode back along the length of the warband, spreading the word. With a wave of his arm, Nathair led them onwards, turning east with the stream.




  They soon found themselves in a barren land of low hills, sharp crags and sun-baked, twisting valleys. Nathair halted them a while after midday, the sun a white, merciless thing glaring down at

  them.




  ‘We walk from here,’ Nathair called, and with a rattle of harness and iron the four score men dismounted. A dozen stayed behind with the horses, the rest picking a path into a string

  of low hills.




  Veradis wiped sweat from his eyes and took a sip from his water skin. He was more used than most to this heat. His home, Ripa, was much further east along the coast, and almost as far south as

  they were now, so the climate was similar. The only thing missing was the constant breeze off the bay that seemed always present in Ripa, and here, without it, the heat felt so much worse,

  suffocating, burning his nose and throat with each breath.




  They were climbing a hill, spread out in a long line behind Nathair and Orcus, the hobnails in the leather soles of Veradis’ sandals scratching on the rock-littered ground. The two leaders

  stopped, heads close together. Orcus signalled for the small warband to spread out into a loose arc before carrying on up the hill.




  Veradis used his spear as a staff, shrugged the shield slung across his back into a more comfortable position and laboured up the hill behind Nathair. Before the Prince reached the top of the

  slope he ducked down onto his belly and crawled the rest of the way. The war-band followed, and soon they were ringed about a long ridge, Veradis one side of Nathair, Rauca the other. Cautiously,

  Veradis peered over the ridge.




  The ground dropped steeply away for forty or fifty paces before it levelled out, a stream cutting a gully through a flat-bottomed bowl of stony ground. A small stand of scraggy laurels clustered

  along the stream’s edge.




  Before the trees, in the shade of a huge boulder, was a man. An old man, judging by his silvery hair, pulled back and tied neatly with a leather cord at his nape. He was squatting beside a fire,

  prodding sparks from it with a stick, something spitted across the flames. He was humming. Behind him, to the left of the laurels, was a brightly coloured tent.




  Veradis glanced at Nathair’s frowning face, then back to the old man.




  He seemed alone, though it was impossible to be certain. There could be men hiding behind many of the scattered boulders, perhaps hidden in the stand of laurels, and the tent could have

  concealed at least a dozen more.




  ‘What do we do?’ Veradis whispered to Nathair.




  The Prince shrugged. ‘Wait,’ he muttered.




  So they did, the sun beating down on the warband spread along the ridge, Veradis feeling as if he was slowly roasting inside his shirt of mail. The old man in the dell continued to cook and eat

  whatever it was that he had spitted over the fire. He licked his fingers contentedly when he had finished, cuffed a neatly cropped silver beard and washed his hands in the shallow stream before

  staring up at the ridge, to where Nathair was crouched.




  ‘You might as well come down,’ the old man called. ‘I’d rather not have to climb all the way up to you.’




  Veradis froze, appalled. He looked at Nathair, who appeared as shocked as he was. The old man repeated his invitation, shrugged, then sat with his back against the boulder.




  ‘I am going down,’ Nathair whispered. ‘Veradis, Rauca, with me. All else will wait here. He may only have spied one of us moving.’




  The Prince stood and slithered down the slope, Veradis and Rauca behind him. Veradis scanned the dell for lurking enemies.




  The old man smiled as he rose, waiting for Nathair to draw closer. There was a scuffing sound behind them; Veradis then saw Orcus sliding down the ridge to join them.




  ‘Welcome, Nathair ben Aquilus,’ the old man said, bowing low.




  Veradis scanned the old man for weapons, but could see none. There was a strength, a sense of energy about him, his bare arms wiry with lean muscle. His face was deeply lined, a hint of good

  humour dancing in his eyes, which looked strange. Were they tinged with yellow?




  ‘King Lykos?’ Nathair said, stopping half a dozen paces before the man, Veradis, Rauca and Orcus spreading either side of him, a pace behind.




  ‘Me? Lykos?’ the man said, still smiling. ‘Sadly, no. I wish it were true, I envy his youth and vigour. I am but a servant of Lykos. He bid me apologize for his

  absence.’




  ‘Where is he?’ Nathair asked, eyes flitting amongst the boulders.




  ‘He has been unavoidably detained,’ the old man replied. ‘So he sent me, instead.’




  ‘And you are?’




  ‘I am the counsellor of the Vin Thalun, adviser to Lykos, King of the Three Islands and the Tethys Sea,’ the old man said, bowing again. Orcus snorted.




  Veradis noted that the man had not actually given his name.




  ‘And the baron that you are to meet?’ Nathair said.




  ‘Ah, yes.’ The old man tugged at his short beard. ‘You must understand, Lykos and I were very eager to meet you. The rendezvous with a baron was an . . . elaboration. It seemed

  the best way to ensure your presence.’




  ‘What? But, how did you know I would come?’




  The counsellor smiled. ‘Well, it is common knowledge that Peritus your father’s first-sword is leading a campaign against the giants, dragging the bulk of Jerolin’s warband

  around the Agullas Mountains, so that rules him out. Then, as suspicion has been cast on one of your father’s other barons, Aquilus would be most unlikely – in fact, foolish – to

  send one of them on this task. Who else was left that your father could trust? And it is no secret that you are, uh, overdue, in leading a campaign.’




  Nathair scowled, flushing red. ‘So all of this,’ he said, waving a hand around the dell, ‘it was just a ruse?’




  ‘Aye, although that would not be my word of choice. As I said, I was very eager to meet you.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Now that is a very good question. Right to the heart of the matter,’ the old man said. ‘A question that requires a detailed answer. Perhaps you would care to step

  into my tent? There are chairs, wine, fruit. A more fitting environment for a long conversation.’




  Nathair frowned, eyes narrowing.




  ‘Not quite ready for that yet,’ the counsellor shrugged. ‘I can detect a distinct lack of trust in you, Prince.’




  ‘Understandable, I think, under the circumstances,’ Nathair said.




  ‘Indeed, indeed. Well, for now perhaps the short version, then. Lykos wishes there to be an understanding between us.’




  ‘Us?’ Orcus snapped.




  ‘The mainland of Tenebral and the Islands. A truce, an alliance, even.’




  ‘Pfah,’ spat Orcus, but Nathair just stared at Lykos’ counsellor.




  ‘Father would never agree. He hates the Vin Thalun islanders.’




  ‘Yes, we are aware of Aquilus’ disposition,’ the counsellor said. ‘That is, in part, why I am speaking to you, Nathair. But, more than that, you are the future of

  Tenebral, and of any treaty between us. You.’




  ‘My father is king, not I.’




  ‘At present, true. But that will not always be so.’ The old man smiled, as if talking with an old friend. ‘The older you get, the more likely you are to become fixed in your

  ways, in your opinions. Sometimes fresh blood is needed to guide the way. These are exciting times, as I would think your father has discussed with you. Perhaps your opinion, your

  guidance, is of worth.’ He looked intently at the Prince.




  Nathair snorted, but did not look away from the counsellor’s gaze. ‘Even if I were to agree that there may be some value in an alliance between us, how would I ever trust

  you?’ the Prince said. ‘A people that have preyed upon those weaker than themselves, that burn and steal, that, until now, have not even been able to maintain a truce amongst

  themselves?’




  ‘Back to that again,’ the counsellor frowned. ‘Trust. A most important foundation to any relationship. I could smother you with words, promises, but they are easily spoken. I

  do not think you would be swayed by them. The old man took a step towards his cooking fire. ‘Perhaps a more practical demonstration of trust is required here.’




  ‘Demonstration of what?’ Orcus said suspiciously.




  ‘Alcyon, join us,’ the counsellor called out, and out of the laurels strode a huge form, black braided hair and a drooping moustache framing a weathered, deep-lined face. Swirling

  blue tattoos coiled up massive arms and disappeared under a coat of chainmail. The hilt of a great broadsword jutted over one shoulder.




  ‘Giant,’ Rauca spat like a curse, and, as one, Nathair’s three companions drew their swords.




  At the same time the counsellor dipped his head and muttered something. The flames of the cook-fire suddenly sprang up, higher than a man and leaped forwards, cutting a line between Nathair and

  his companions, leaving the Prince on the wrong side, alone with the giant and counsellor.




  Orcus took a step towards the flames and staggered back as they flared in his face, the heat searing.




  Veradis heard the scuffling of feet as the rest of their warband poured over the ridge behind him. On the far side of the flames he could see the blurred figures of the giant, Nathair and the

  counsellor. The giant had drawn his huge sword and was levelling its tip at Nathair.




  Veradis sucked in a deep breath, ducked his head behind his shield and ran at the flames.
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  CHAPTER SEVEN




  CYWEN




  Where are they? thought Cywen as she ran her hand down the foreleg of a large roan colt – Gar had asked her to check over a number of horses while he was gone.

  She grunted as her fingers found a small lump on the underside of the horse’s hoof.




  ‘What’s wrong?’ asked the horse trader who owned the colt.




  ‘He’s lame,’ she said with a shrug, absently pushing back a strand of dark hair fallen from her pin.




  ‘What?’ said the trader, eyes narrowing, staring at Cywen down a long, thin nose.




  ‘He’s lame,’ Cywen repeated.




  They were standing in a roped-off section of the meadow amongst rows of horses brought for the Spring Fair. Cywen was having the time of her life. First Gar had asked her to help him choose and

  haggle for the new stock that Brenin wanted bought in, and on top of that he had asked her to aid him with the King’s horses. It had been as close to a perfect day as she had ever known. That

  was, until she had seen Dath with a face as long as one of the horses she was tending. He had told her everything, but only after she’d threatened him with a fist in the eye. Poor

  Corban, she thought, swinging between worry about him and anger at Rafe. She felt a swell of rage, imagined punching Rafe’s arrogant face. No, Mam’ll skin me if I’m

  caught fighting again. And now Gar had been gone for so long, saying that he must go and find Corban. Now she was beginning to worry about him as well. With an effort she focused back

  on the horse trader in front of her.




  ‘Where is Gar?’ the thin-faced trader asked.




  ‘Not here,’ she shrugged. ‘He said he had urgent business, could be gone all day. Like I said, the horse is lame. I’m sure Gar would still be interested, but not at the

  price you’re asking. Come back next spring, if you’d rather barter with him.’




  The trader scowled, moaned a little more but still accepted the coins that Cywen offered her, then walked away stiffly, muttering under her breath. Cywen smiled to herself and patted the

  roan’s neck.




  ‘That was well done,’ a voice said from behind, startling her. She turned to see a tall, willowy girl, long golden hair framing a pretty, serious face.




  ‘Thank you,’ she replied. Then she recognized her. ‘You’re . . .’




  ‘Edana, and you are?’ the young princess said.




  ‘Cywen. I help, at the stables. Thannon the smith is my da.’




  ‘I’ve seen you before, mostly with Gar, around the stables. I just didn’t know your name, that’s all. You handled that trader very well.’




  Cywen smiled. ‘The horse is lame, but not for long. Look.’ Cywen lifted the roan’s foreleg, resting the upturned hoof above her knee, Edana looking over her

  shoulder.




  ‘See here,’ Cywen ran a finger over a lump on the tender part of the hoof. ‘Watch.’ She pressed the tip of the knife to the lump and gently sliced the skin. ‘This

  has been here a while, the skin has grown thick,’ she explained. Grunting in concentration she continued to cut carefully away at the tough skin. Placing her thumb behind the lump she

  pressed, and, with a pop, the skin burst, yellow and green pus leaking out. The horse’s muscles twitched. Cywen murmured soothingly, still applying pressure with her thumb until the cut

  stopped weeping.




  ‘That’s disgusting,’ said Edana.




  ‘We’re not finished yet.’ Cywen dipped a cloth into the water trough next to her and began cleaning the wound. She pressed the knife’s tip firmly into the cut, pushing

  hard on the other side with her thumb.




  ‘There it is,’ she whispered, pulling a sliver of wood from the cut. She held a long thorn up for Edana to see. ‘He’ll be fine now.’ She grinned, slapping the

  horse’s neck.




  ‘How did you know that was there?’ said Edana.




  She shrugged. ‘Gar has taught me a lot.’




  ‘He has indeed.’




  Something caught Cywen’s attention over Edana’s shoulder, a flash of blond hair, a familiar swagger. Rafe. ‘Watch the colt for me,’ she blurted as she broke into a run,

  ducking under the rope that ringed the paddock. She sped through the crowds and with a loud thump threw herself into Rafe’s back. They both fell to the floor with a crash, limbs tangled.




  ‘How do you like it?’ she shouted, jumping clear of Rafe as he rolled over. She aimed a kick at his stomach and leaped upon him again, raining down a furious barrage of

  blows. They rolled on the ground, Rafe trying to protect himself, then Cywen was grabbed and hauled off.




  ‘Get off me!’ she screamed, squirming in the grip of Vonn and Crain, aiming a last vicious kick at the prostrate Rafe.




  ‘Calm down, wildcat,’ Vonn said.




  She struggled a moment longer, before realizing that the two holding her were not about to let go any time soon. Rafe groaned, holding his stomach as he rolled onto his side and rose unsteadily.

  He was covered in grass stains and mud, his fair hair sticking out wildly in all directions. A thin trickle of blood ran from his nose.




  A crowd had gathered around them, and someone laughed. Rafe’s cheeks coloured.




  ‘Are you mad, girl?’ he said, wiping blood from his face with the back of his hand. He glanced at the crowd. ‘You should be more careful, you’re lucky I

  didn’t hurt you.’




  ‘You’re the lucky one,’ she snapped. ‘Lucky you’ve got two bodyguards to protect you.’




  ‘What illness do you have,’ Rafe said, ‘that causes you to attack innocent people? From behind, like a coward.’




  Cywen renewed her struggling; Rafe began to laugh. It spread round the crowd as Cywen tried more and more frantically to break the hold on her wrists, spitting and snarling at Rafe.




  ‘Please, stop,’ Vonn said, ‘or I’ll have to ask Rafe to fetch a bucket of water to cool you down.’




  ‘He’s – the – coward,’ Cywen grunted, but stopped struggling. ‘Rafe. He’s been doing his warrior training for over a year, picking on someone who

  hasn’t even set foot in the Rowan Field.’ She spat at Rafe. ‘Have you got round to learning the code yet? Or are you too slow-witted to understand it?’




  Vonn’s face creased in a smile. ‘Got some spirit, hasn’t she?’




  Rafe’s eyes narrowed. ‘Your brother needed to be taught a lesson, as do you,’ he hissed, a fist bunching as he took a step towards her.




  ‘Stop,’ cried a voice from within the crowd. Rafe paused, fist still balled as a slim figure stepped out of the mass. It was Edana, mouth set in a stern line, her back

  straight as she strode into the circle that the crowd had formed.




  ‘Let her go,’ she snapped, shooting a withering glance at Crain and Vonn.




  ‘We would not have harmed her,’ Vonn said, releasing Cywen. ‘Just didn’t want her harming Rafe.’




  ‘She attacked me,’ Rafe said, licking his lips. ‘She should be taught a lesson.’




  ‘A lesson?’ said Edana. ‘Well, maybe, but not by you, Rafe ben Helfach. I’ve heard what your father’s lessons are like, and I would not wish that on

  anyone. Even you.’ Rafe coloured.




  ‘Come on,’ Vonn said to his friends. ‘Best to make a retreat. I feel we’re outnumbered.’ He winked at Edana.




  ‘It’s a shame,’ Rafe called over his shoulder, ‘that Corban doesn’t have some of his sister’s courage, then maybe he wouldn’t need her to fight his

  battles for him.’ He pointed a finger at Cywen. ‘And you should remember that the King’s daughter may not be around to get you out of trouble next time.’ Then he strode into

  the crowd.




  Cywen made to follow him but Edana touched her arm and she stopped.




  ‘Come on,’ Edana said, steering Cywen gently towards the paddocks. They walked in silence.




  ‘Thank you,’ said Cywen, stroking the colt. ‘Sometimes I do things before I think. Actually, a bit more than sometimes.’ She blushed at the thought of what

  she’d just done, and in front of Edana, daughter of the King. ‘Sorry,’ she said.




  ‘Are you going to tell me what that was all about?’




  Edana listened intently as Cywen told of what had happened between Rafe and her brother, the sun dipping slowly towards the western horizon, turning the bay into an undulating sea of bronze.

  Around them the paddock gradually emptied of people, a crowd gathering towards the northern edge of the meadow as sunset approached.




  ‘. . . and now I’m starting to worry about Gar as well, because neither of them has returned, and look how late it is,’ Cywen finished.




  Edana looked past Cywen towards the giantsway. ‘I can see two riders. Look.’




  ‘I think it is them,’ Cywen said.




  The girls marched across the meadow, Cywen half running and Edana walking beside her, her long strides keeping pace easily. They reached the road and followed it until the point where it forked

  east and west. The riders were closer now, one on a horse, the other a pony.




  Cywen ran forward, hugging Gar’s leg as he pulled his piebald to a halt. ‘Where have you been?’ she cried. ‘You’ve been gone so long.’




  ‘Best ask your brother,’ said Gar, his face its usual stony expression.




  Cywen looked at Corban as he trotted up on his pony. ‘Oh, Ban,’ she said, seeing his cut and bruised face.




  ‘Cywen,’ he mustered a smile. Then Edana walked up behind his sister. Corban flushed a shade of red.




  Gar nodded to the blonde-haired girl.




  ’I’ve been watching Cywen working with the horses,’ Edana said. ‘I am most impressed with her skills. She told me she has a good teacher.’




  ‘She learns quickly, when she stops talking long enough to listen,’ said the stablemaster.




  ‘Where have you been, Ban?’ Cywen asked.




  ‘In the Baglun.’




  ‘What? Why?’ gasped Cywen.




  ‘Never you mind. But don’t tell Mam,’ he added quickly.




  ‘We’ll talk about the other thing later,’ Corban whispered, glancing at Edana.




  ‘The other thing? Do you mean Rafe?’ Cywen followed Corban’s gaze. ‘Don’t worry about Edana, she knows all about it.’




  ‘Oh,’ said Corban, shoulders slumping.




  ‘Your sister has had words with Rafe,’ said Edana.




  ‘What?’ Corban said with a squeak. ‘What do you mean?’
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