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‘Dark blood drank he, from the demon welling’


Völsunga Saga







   

CHAPTER ONE


DREM


The Year 138 of the Age of Lore, Wolven’s Moon


Drem looked up from his horse’s steady gait. Through the stark branches above he glimpsed the sun sinking into the mountains ahead, a pale glow behind snow cloud and leafless branches. In a matter of heartbeats twilight was settling upon them like a shroud.


We must stop soon, else the horses risk snaring a leg.


He glanced to his right, saw Cullen riding with his cloak pulled high, face hidden in shadow. Ahead of them, Keld looked as if he had no thought for stopping, the scarred huntsman loping through the trees much like his wolven-hound, Fen.


Grief drives him, and hate.


And fear, if he is human.


Drem blinked, trying to dispel the image of Gulla the Kadoshim, twitching and jerking upon the blood-soaked table in the mine, then rising transformed, teeth long and gleaming, eyes red as coals.


It felt like a dream, no, a nightmare, even though it had been less than a day and night since it happened. Too-vivid memories of the battle at the mine leaped out in Drem’s mind like rabid beasts: images of Gulla sinking his teeth deep into the throat of one of his acolytes, of feral things, part man, part beast, snarling, clawing, of winged half-breeds screaming their malice, of Fritha, beautiful and cold as the ice-laden forest, black sword in her fist. And Sig the giantess, friend to his father.


Friend to me.


And now she is dead. Because of me.


A restless anxiety was growing within him. So much had happened in so short a time, giving him little chance to feel anything; instead he had simply reacted, mostly just trying to stay alive. Now, though, they had been travelling all night and most of the day, and he had had time to think.


So much change. I wish I was with Da, that we were trapping together, out in the Bonefells, just the two of us. And now he’s gone as well.


As dangerous as that lifestyle had been, it was familiar to Drem, an old cloak, and it had fitted him well. All of this was so different, so new. He felt agitated, like when his legs ached and he just needed to get up and walk around, except that he couldn’t do anything here to help himself; there was no way he could return to the familiar that felt so comforting to him.


His hand crept to his neck, looking for the steady reassurance of his pulse.


One, two, three, he began to count.


‘Camp,’ Keld said as he emerged from the darkness, raising an arm and smashing a hole in a frozen stream with the butt of his spear.


A good spot, Drem thought, noting the spread of trees about them, the stream, huge boulders to the right, sheltering them from the cold wind that hissed out of the Bonefells, as well as providing a measure of protection from predators.


On two legs or four.


In silence they set to making camp. Cullen took the horses, hobbling them, removing saddles and rubbing them down. Drem found a spot for a fire and, drawing his hand-axe from his belt, began chopping through the thick rind of ice, then scooping away the softer snow until he reached the frozen ground beneath. He gathered stones, chopped kindling from a dead lightning-blasted oak and prepared a small fire. Before he set to lighting it, he trimmed thin branches from a willow beside the stream, spent a while weaving them into a latticed fence, then staked it along one side of the fire-pit he’d dug. A screen against any eyes that might be following them from the east.


Some tinder from a pouch at his belt, flint and striking iron for sparks, some cold breath upon it and then fragile flames were clawing in the snow, hissing and hungry.


A shaking of the ground made Drem look up, one hand reaching for the bone-hilted seax at his belt. A shadow the size of a boulder shifted within the trees, but Drem’s grip relaxed as Hammer, the giant bear, lumbered into their small clearing.


Hammer was Sig’s battle-bear and had borne them from last night’s chaos, carrying Drem, Keld and Cullen away, crashing through tree and shrub, no thought or time for careful steps or hiding their passage, just a driving knowledge that they had to escape, to put as much distance as possible between them and Gulla.


Hammer had run to exhaustion, bringing them back to Drem’s hold in less than half the time it would have taken them on horseback. There they had dismounted, removed the saddle, harness and battered mail shirt from Hammer’s body, packing it away in paniers and saddlebags. They’d tended to the wounded bear and fed her some foul concoction that Keld said was called brot, then led Hammer and fresh horses into the darkness, knowing they could not wait until dawn.


They had agreed to head west, using the cover of the forest to screen them from eyes in the skies, avoiding the town of Kergard, and then to turn south when they reached the western rim of the Bonefells. Drem had voiced his worry for the townspeople of Kergard but knew there was little they could do to help them. No one in the town had believed him before, and besides, he did not know if there was anyone in Kergard left to save. To Drem’s horror, scores of the townsfolk had been at the mine, secret acolytes of the Kadoshim, including Ulf the tanner, a man Drem had once thought of as a friend.


So, they had committed themselves to speed. Pursuit from the mine was likely, and they had to use every moment given them to reach Dun Seren and the Order of the Bright Star.


Drem had led to begin with, his knowledge of the terrain making him the obvious choice to steer them through the darkness. With the rising of a pale sun they had mounted their horses and Keld had taken point, his wolven-hound Fen scouting ahead. Hammer had followed them, grumbling doleful growls, taking herself deeper into the woods, though never quite out of sound or sight.


She feels grief for Sig, just like Cullen and Keld. More, maybe. They were rider and mount for more years than Cullen has drawn breath. Probably longer than Keld has lived, too.


Keld strode to the bear, unbuckled the saddlebags she was carrying, then checked over her wounds and patted her neck. She rubbed her huge head against the huntsman, almost knocking him from his feet.


‘Ah, lass, we miss her, too,’ Keld muttered, tugging on one of the bear’s ears. She seemed to like it, a mournful rumble escaping her throat.


Fen loped into the clearing, eyes glowing in the firelight. The slate-grey hound dropped a hare at Keld’s feet.


‘A hot meal for supper, then. Thank the stars, I’ve had enough of brot,’ Cullen said, his obvious pleasure at the thought infectious.


Keld skinned and gutted the hare and set it on a spit over the fire, fat dripping and hissing. A flapping of wings came from above as a white crow descended from the branches, landing on Cullen’s shoulder.


‘I was wondering where you were, Rab,’ Cullen said to the crow.


‘Rab watching, protecting friends,’ Rab squawked, then hopped from Cullen’s shoulder to the pile of guts and offal that had been stripped from the hare. He pecked noisily.


‘But the love of slime and foul things drew you back to us,’ Cullen observed.


‘All must eat,’ the bird croaked as it swallowed an eyeball.


‘Fair point,’ Cullen said.


The dead can’t eat, Drem thought, his mind filling with his father, Olin, and Sig, grief a wave rising within him, whipped high by the winds of exhaustion. His body ached, everywhere, a thousand cuts and bruises from the fight at the mine, and from before that. He raised a hand to his throat, rubbed at the scar where he’d been hung from a tree in his courtyard, twice. A memory of Fritha’s face. Sweet, kind Fritha, with her blue eyes and freckles, a face he had trusted. Thought he’d begun to love.


He didn’t feel like that now.


I hate her, will see her dead for what she’s done.


A deep anger uncoiled in his chest, buried deep beneath the pain of loss and exhaustion of the last few ten-nights, distant but never gone. Much of the anger was aimed at himself, at his stupidity for staying, for the choices he’d made, choices that had led to his father’s death, the loss of the Starstone Sword, the death of Sig.


The enormity of it all threatened to engulf him.


‘Drem, catch,’ a voice called out, snapping him from his reverie. Cullen had thrown something to him. Instinctively, Drem caught it, a long bundle. It was his sword, still in its scabbard and belt.


My father’s sword, mine now. He looked at the worn leather hilt and scabbard, drew it a little, stared at the four-pointed star carved into the blade, just below where it met the cross-guard. My da, a warrior of the Order of the Bright Star.


So much of his world had changed in such a short time; he was still reeling upon the shifting ground of his life.


‘Come on,’ Cullen said, drawing his own sword from the scabbard at his hip.


‘What, are they near?’ Drem asked, panic whispering in his belly as his eyes searched the shadows.


‘No, lad,’ Cullen said with a grin, though he was younger than Drem. ‘The sword dance, while our supper’s cooking.’ He paused, looked more serious for a moment. ‘I’ve known grief,’ he said, ‘know what it can do to you, here.’ He tapped a finger to his temple. ‘I can see it in you now. The sword dance always helped me, mayhap it’ll help you, too.’


The sword dance. Traditional training for the Order. Drem had rarely touched a sword in his twenty-one summers of life. While a trapper’s life required being intimately accustomed to the use of spear, knife and axe in order to survive in the wild, a sword was a warrior’s weapon, used to fight other warriors. There weren’t many warriors to be found in the great wild of the Desolation and Bonefells. Only four or five moons had passed since Olin had first introduced Drem to a sword and begun to teach him the rudiments of its use. Since then Drem had killed with it. A terrible knowledge, one that he felt deep in his bones, an aching sadness that weighed upon him. Drem hated to fight, he disliked the use of violence. But these were violent times, and as his da had said, better to be the one that lives than the one that dies.


With a sigh, Drem followed Cullen to a clear space. Keld looked up from the fire-pit to watch them.


‘Stooping falcon,’ Cullen said, raising his sword two-handed above his head.


Drem drew his own blade, dropping the scabbard in the snow, sending long, distended shadows stretching across the glade.


Stooping falcon, he heard his father’s voice whisper in his head.


Drem licked grease from his fingers; the weight of a hot meal in his belly spread some warmth through him. He blew a long breath out, savouring the feeling. Beside him Cullen smacked his lips and Keld threw a bone to Fen, who plucked it from the air and crunched it into splinters.


‘I can’t believe Sig’s gone,’ Cullen whispered, staring at the flames. Drem saw a tear cutting a line through the dirt and grime on Cullen’s face. ‘All my life she’s seemed immortal, solid as the stone and timber of Dun Seren. She was a legend even before joining with my great-grandfather to found the Order.’ He bowed his head.


Keld grunted something as he sat with a whetstone, five or six knives laid out before him, as well as three hand-axes and his sword.


‘Poor Sig,’ Rab cawed mournfully from a branch above them.


‘I’ll take Gulla’s head and drink mead from his boiled skull while I stand upon a mound of his dead half-breeds and acolytes,’ Cullen snarled. Drem was learning that Cullen was not one to hide his feelings, whatever they were.


‘Rab will peck Gulla’s other eye out,’ Rab cawed.


Cullen smiled up at the white crow.


‘Aye, lad, Sig was the best of us,’ Keld said quietly. ‘More than that, she was my friend, saved my life more times than I can remember.’ He paused and spat on the fire. ‘She’ll be sorely missed.’ A silence fell amongst them, filled with the grate of whetstone on steel, the crackling of flames, the creak and scrape of branches. ‘You’ll have your vengeance, my friend,’ Keld said, eyes fixed on the flames of the fire. Drem didn’t think that the huntsman was talking to him or Cullen.


‘I’m sorry,’ Drem whispered.


Keld and Cullen just stared at Drem.


‘For sending my message to Dun Seren, bringing both of you and Sig here.’ He put his head in his hands. ‘I wish it had been me that died, not Sig. Wish I’d left when my da said we should run, wish I’d never laid eyes on Fritha. If not for me, my father would still be alive, Sig, too.’


‘You didn’t kill Olin or Sig,’ Keld grunted. ‘It was that winged bastard Gulla and his brood.’


‘But if—’


‘No,’ Keld snapped. ‘Everything’s easy looking back at the path you’ve trod, and it’s a fool’s game to try.’ He looked up from the blade in his lap, eyes fixing Drem. There was something wild in his gaze, untamed. ‘You’ve no guilt or shame in this, Drem. Think on this: what would be happening now if we hadn’t witnessed that foul ceremony last night?’


Drem frowned, thinking about that. ‘Gulla would be transformed, still. A Revenant, Fritha called him.’


‘They wouldn’t be needing to spend half a day burying their dead, or torching them, and that’s a fact,’ Cullen said.


‘Cullen and Keld are mighty warriors,’ Rab muttered. ‘And Drem,’ the crow added, bobbing his head at Drem.


Is that crow trying not to hurt my feelings?


‘Aye, true enough,’ Keld agreed. ‘Gulla turned some of his acolytes into the same corruption as him,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘This is part of the Kadoshim’s plan, part of the Long War. So, I’ll ask you again, Drem, what would be happening now?’


‘He’d be raising his army,’ Drem told them. ‘Sig said the Kadoshim are too few to win the war against the Ben-Elim, that they need numbers, warriors.’


‘That’s right,’ Keld said, ‘and their acolytes are not enough. They’ve been experimenting at that mine, using dark magic to make those Feral beast-men, and now these new creatures, Revenants. Once Gulla has what he needs, he’ll fall upon the Banished Lands like a plague.’


Drem shook his head. Part of him had known this, but in the madness of battle, the grief at losing Sig and the following exhaustion of flight, the weight of it had not settled in his mind. It was starting to make sense now.


‘Without you, we would not have known anything about it,’ Cullen said, squeezing Drem’s shoulder.


‘Aye. Long have we searched for Gulla, High Captain of the Kadoshim. He is second only to Asroth, and you led us to him. You’ve given mankind a chance,’ Keld said. ‘Course, they may still catch us and leave us bleeding out in the snow, or those Feral things might end up gnawing on our bones and sucking out our marrows, though I’ll take a few of them with us before I’ll let that happen.’ Keld patted his axe lovingly, face twisted in a maniacal grin. ‘But at least we have a chance now, and that’s because of you. Olin would be proud.’


Drem felt a flare of warmth in his chest at that, though edged with the grief that every memory of his da brought with it.


‘Though he wouldn’t be so proud of that,’ Keld said, nodding at Drem’s seax.


‘What?’ Drem said, putting a hand on the bone-hilted knife at his belt.


‘Oh, dear Elyon above,’ Cullen said.


‘Can you even take it from its scabbard?’ Keld asked.


Drem tried, but it was stuck. He looked closer, saw blood had crusted black on the scabbard, thick where the bone hilt met leather. He tugged and twisted the seax free. It was a big knife, more like a short-sword, as long as his forearm, the blade thick and single-edged, curving on the sharp side to a tapered point.


‘Ach,’ Keld said with a disgusted twist of his lips. ‘You should have a ten-night on latrine duty at Dun Seren for that.’


Shamefaced, Drem set to scouring the blade clean, taking a pumice stone and oil from a pouch on his belt. There were new notches in the blade, testament to the battle at the mine. Blood had congealed in the pits of the steel. Drem scraped it away, scrubbing hard with the pumice.


‘Can I see that?’ Cullen asked beside him.


Drem passed him the seax. The hilt was worn and smooth from Drem’s grip, a perfect fit for his fist.


Cullen hefted the weapon, noting the weight, gave it a twirl in his fist, firelight gleaming red. Then he looked closer at the blade, with Keld leaning in as well. Cullen passed the seax to the huntsman.


‘Did Olin forge this?’ Keld asked.


‘Aye, he did,’ Drem said. He remembered his da in the smithy at Kergard during their first winter in the Desolation. That had been five years ago.


Keld drew his thumb along the blade’s edge, blood welled. He let a few drops land on the flat and smeared them in. ‘Nochtann,’ he said, and the steel of the blade seemed to shimmer and ripple.


Drem blinked; carved runes were winking into life along the blade. He leaned forwards, staring.


‘Where did they come from?’ Drem muttered.


‘They’ve always been there.’ Cullen smiled.


‘Aye, lad,’ Keld said. ‘Olin put them there, when he forged it.’


‘How? Why have I never seen them?’


‘We learn more than swordcraft at Dun Seren,’ Keld said with a wink.


‘I haven’t, yet,’ Cullen said sullenly.


Drem shook his head. He’d had a lot to come to terms with over the last couple of moons, foremost of which was the fact that there was much more to his da than he had ever known. It still hurt that Olin had kept so much hidden from Drem, but he knew it had been to protect him. Only when he had helped his father forge the Starstone Sword had he seen the depth of Olin’s mystery; he’d carved runes and cast spells of power over the new-forged blade. It had been quite a shock.


‘I’ve learned my letters, but I can’t read that,’ Drem said. ‘I don’t understand. What language is it? What does it say?’


‘It’s the first tongue,’ Keld said, ‘spoken once by giants and men alike, but now you’d call it Giantish. It says dilis cosantoir. Faithful protector.’


My da tried to protect me his whole life. And even now, from the grave, his protective hand lingers.


Drem felt his eyes mist and, for a moment, almost sensed that his father was sitting beside him at the campfire.


‘They are more than words,’ Keld said. ‘That blade will never break, and I’m guessing it’s never needed much sharpening.’ He gave the seax back to Drem.


‘Now that you mention it, no, it doesn’t,’ Drem said. He looked at the seax with a sense of wonder, and as he watched, the runes faded and disappeared. He cast his whetstone along its edge a few times, but that was all it needed, then set to cleaning the scabbard of dried blood. After that he worked on the hand-axe at his belt, the misery that had settled upon him during the day’s journey a little eased by Keld and Cullen’s words, and by the thought of his da.


The three men settled into a companionable silence. Hammer the giant bear sat and then lay down. Within heartbeats she was snoring like an avalanche in the Bonefells.


‘How long until we reach Dun Seren?’ Drem asked.


Keld rubbed a hand over his newly shaved head, a ruse both the huntsman and Cullen had used to infiltrate the acolytes at the starstone mine.


‘Took us two ten-nights to get here,’ he muttered, ‘but it’ll take us longer going back, using the forests and Bonefells to hide us from anyone tracking.’


The thought of Kadoshim and Feral beast-men sent a shiver through Drem. Last night’s fight had a dreamlike quality to it, parts of it blurred and ethereal, other parts too vivid and blood-bright. He shook the thoughts away, fingers reaching to his neck, searching for the drumbeat of his heart, which always gave him a sense of calm.


‘Whatever it takes, we must get back to Dun Seren,’ Keld said. ‘Our High Captain Byrne must hear of all that’s happened. Gulla, Revenants, Feral beasts, a Starstone Sword.’


‘Aye,’ Cullen agreed. ‘And she must be told about Gunil.’


‘Gunil?’ Drem said.


‘Aye,’ Keld grunted. ‘The giant that fought for Gulla. He belonged to the Order once, was brother to Varan, the giant lord of the Jotun Clan. Varan was killed over sixteen years ago and Gunil was thought to have been slain, too.’ Keld was silent a moment, lost in thought. ‘Gunil and Sig were . . . close.’


And Sig fought him at the mine. That must have hurt her. Drem felt the spark of a cold anger in his gut, another wrong that needed to be put right. He put Gunil on the list of those he would make answer for their deeds.


‘Why does he fight for Gulla?’ Drem asked.


Keld shrugged. ‘He was always . . . guarded, secretive. But I never suspected him of being a traitor.’ He grated his teeth and patted his axe. ‘It’s something he’ll have to answer to my axe for.’


‘We have to reach Dun Seren,’ Drem said. ‘We cannot fail.’


‘Aye,’ Keld agreed. ‘I’ve been thinking the same thing. Rab, I want you to set wing for Dun Seren. Tell Byrne what has happened, about Sig, and what we’ve seen. And tell her to send a few swords out to meet us. We’ll probably need all the help we can get.’


‘Rab can’t go,’ the crow squawked, sounding horrified. ‘Rab watching you, Rab protecting you.’


‘And a fine job you’ve been doing,’ Cullen said. ‘But it’s more important that Byrne knows what’s happening.’


‘Rab know.’ The bird’s head bobbed. ‘But Rab not want to leave friends.’


‘Come back to us when you’ve spoken to Byrne,’ Cullen said. ‘Lead those she sends to help us.’


‘Yes, Rab will bring help,’ the crow cawed, sounding somewhat appeased.


‘Good,’ Keld said. ‘Leave in the morning, as soon as the sun rises.’


Drem woke to the gentle sensation of snow falling upon his face. He sat up, pushing off one of the thick cloaks he’d packed when they had stopped briefly at his hold. Dawn was settling about them, darkness shifting to grey. Hammer was gone, and Keld’s bed mat was empty, the huntsman nowhere to be seen, but Cullen was curled and snoring beneath a bearskin cloak. Rab was roosting beside the red-haired warrior, his head tucked under a wing. As Drem stood and stretched, a myriad of aches clamouring for his attention, the crow poked his head out from under his wing and studied Drem with a bright, intelligent eye.


‘Rab remember Olin,’ the bird said. ‘Olin kind to Rab.’


Drem blinked at that; the thought of his father talking to crows was a strange one.


Though it shouldn’t be, not after all I’ve learned of him.


‘He was kind to me, too,’ Drem said.


Keld appeared from the trees, his wolven-hound a blurred shadow deeper within the forest.


‘No sight or smell of any pursuit. Still, we should be away.’ Keld nudged Cullen with his boot and tutted. ‘He’s a good lad to have at your back in a scrap, but he’d sleep and snore his way through the world’s ending.’


‘I’m wide awake,’ Cullen’s muffled voice came from beneath his cloak. ‘Just resting my eyes.’


‘Rab, you should be for Dun Seren, now.’


‘Rab go search first, make sure friends are safe from Kadoshim.’


‘Aye, go on then.’


They broke camp as Rab flew into the canopy above, were saddled and ready to go by the time the white crow returned to them.


‘Rab see nothing behind,’ the bird cawed.


‘Good,’ Keld said. ‘Be on your way, then.’ He looked into the trees behind them, sniffed. ‘And fly fast.’


Cullen sat up and threw the crow something – a remnant saved from last night’s meal. The crow caught it with a snap of his beak.


‘Farewell, Rab’s friends,’ the crow squawked as he flapped into the air, spiralled higher and disappeared through the branches above, the sky a snow-glare beyond.


‘Let’s be off, then,’ Keld said.


Drem stamped his feet and rubbed his gloved hands together, then climbed into his saddle. With a clink of harness the three men set off into the snow.







   

CHAPTER TWO


RIV


Riv sped through the sky, wings beating, wind ripping tears from her eyes, the joy of it bubbling in her chest. She passed through a bank of cloud, whooping as she overtook a flock of geese.


I am free up here, away from the world and its turmoil. Here all is so simple and clean. A moment’s thought, and her wings were snapping in tight to her body and suddenly she was looping and diving, away from the clouds and the dull gleam of the sun, down, towards an endless canopy of green. She flew back, towards a range of hills cloaked beneath the immeasurable green of Forn Forest, ancient trees rising up to meet her. A little closer and a gap in the forest became visible, a road growing clearer, upon it small figures on horseback riding towards her.


Her sharp eyes counted a dozen riders, amongst them the distinctive shape of her friend, Jost, tall and thin, and not the greatest figure on horseback.


He looks like a sack of grain tied to the saddle. Riv grinned.


She spotted another rider galloping well ahead of the others, a league at least, and Riv’s grin widened.


Bleda.


Flying towards him, lower and lower until she skimmed the road, racing her own shadow, the trees of Forn Forest rearing tall either side of her. Bleda called out to her, but his words were lost in the roar of the wind. With a twist of her wings she decelerated and turned, diving into the treeline, the world immediately shifting to shadow. Twisting and turning, spiralling through winter-sparse branches, the muscles in her back aching as she demanded more from her new-found wings, the sharp sensation of scratches opening along her shoulders, one across her cheek. She didn’t care, lost in the pounding of her heartbeat, and then with a burst of leaves and twigs and laughter she exploded back onto the road, right in front of Bleda.


He was an expert horseman and reined in, his knees moving, squeezing, bringing his horse out of a gallop as if it were a manoeuvre he practised a dozen times each day before highsun, but even though Riv didn’t hear the words she saw the curses spilling from his lips, which made her laugh all the louder.


She hovered above Bleda, grinning as he frowned up at her, his sweat-streaked horse blowing great plumes of air in the cold.


‘You should not fly so far ahead, it is not safe,’ Bleda said.


‘You should ride faster, then,’ Riv answered, still grinning.


‘Huh.’ Bleda snorted and leaned in his saddle, patting his mount’s shoulder. ‘My mare is fast, but she is not the wind.’


‘I am, though,’ Riv said.


‘Aye,’ Bleda agreed, ‘you are as fast as the wind.’ He smiled then, his normally impassive face yielding to the assault of her smiles. ‘How does it feel to fly so fast? The gallop, it sets my heart free, so to fly as you can . . .’ He shook his head with envy.


‘It is wonderful,’ she agreed, a pulse of her wings as she descended, feet touching gently upon the ground.


‘You are doing much better,’ Bleda commented. ‘I remember the first time, you almost broke your knees.’ He laughed at the memory, swaying in his saddle.


It had hurt; Riv had returned from her first flight, ecstatic from the experience, but she had misjudged the speed of her landing and ended up a crumpled heap on the floor, spikes of pain jolting through her legs. Still, she had had much to come to terms with in little time. All her life she had just wanted to be a warrior, to join the elite White-Wings of Drassil and serve the Ben-Elim and their holy cause. With the coming of her wings all had changed, not least the fact that she must be a half-breed, which meant there was a death sentence hanging over her head. None of that dampened the joy of flying, though.


‘I can understand the joy you feel, and the freedom,’ Bleda said, straightening and wiping a tear of laughter from his eye. ‘But you should still stay closer. You are not the only one in the Banished Lands with wings. And you have enemies.’


‘I do.’ Memories of Kol’s scarred, handsome face, blond hair bound tight, white wings arching behind him, slaying Israfil, the Lord Protector of the Ben-Elim. Then turning his blade upon Riv’s mam as she tried to protect her. Riv could still see her mam’s lifeless eyes, glazed and vacant, felt a physical pain in her chest as the image wormed its way through her.


I swear I’ll take his head.


‘Even if I flew closer, what could you do, if I were attacked by Ben-Elim in the air?’ Riv shrugged.


Bleda patted the double-curved bow that sat in a leather case strapped to his saddle, fingertips brushing the feathers of a bundle of arrows in a quiver harnessed beside the bow.


‘I can do a lot,’ he said, no trace of pride or braggart about him, just a flat statement of the truth.


Riv didn’t doubt it, having seen him in action.


‘I shall fly closer, then,’ Riv said with a shy smile and dip of her head. ‘But, in the meantime, I’m hungry, so let’s eat something while we wait for the others.’


‘They were right behind me,’ Bleda said, frowning as he twisted in his saddle to look back along the road that snaked its way through the hills.


‘You were over a league ahead of them.’ Riv snorted. ‘They’ll be a while yet.’ She took the bridle of Bleda’s mount and led them to a patch of grass on the roadside shaded by towering trees, the ground thick with purple heather and thyme. They rooted through Bleda’s saddlebags and sat with a loaf of bread, a round of cheese and a skin of cold spring water. A companionable silence settled between them, Riv taking a long draught of water and watching Bleda eat.


He broke a small piece of bread from the loaf, set it to one side and pulled a little eating knife from his belt, cutting a slice of cheese and placing it neatly on the bread, then with obvious pleasure ate it. She smiled to herself, thinking how once not so long ago she had thought of Bleda as cold-faced and cold-hearted, his dark skin and almond-shaped eyes making him seem almost a different species. Now she hardly noticed any of that, except to think how pleasant he was to look at.


‘What?’ Bleda said, feeling Riv’s gaze.


‘You look like you’re enjoying that.’ She shivered and with a rustle of feathers wrapped her wings about her.


These things have more than one use, she thought, though they do take a bit of getting used to. She shifted her weight, releasing one wing tip that had been stuck beneath her backside.


‘It’s good,’ Bleda said. ‘Here, try some.’ He went through the same ritual and gave it to Riv.


‘Mmmm,’ Riv said as the cheese and bread crumbled in her mouth. She leaned back, shifted a wing and rested an elbow in a patch of purple-flowered thyme. A gentle, earthy smell wafted up.


‘I used to hate the forest,’ Bleda said, looking around. ‘It could not be more different from my home, the sea of grass. Once this felt suffocating to me.’ He looked from the trees to Riv. ‘Now, I am starting to like it.’


‘You are so different here,’ Riv said. ‘Different to when you were at Drassil.’


‘My cold-face, you mean?’ Bleda asked.


‘Aye. And other things.’


Bleda looked at her in silence a long moment, then drew a deep breath.


‘My Clan are trained to mask our emotions from before we can speak,’ he said, ‘but that is not all that we are. The face of stone is for our enemies. No, that is not quite right; it is for anyone who is not kin, anyone who cannot be wholly trusted. We are taught to keep this guarded –’ he placed a hand over his heart – ‘taught to appear strong, to show no weakness. But there is more to the Sirak than the cold-face.’


‘I see that now,’ Riv said.


‘We are a passionate people,’ he continued, ‘and amongst my kin I laughed much, until . . .’ He fell silent, eyes distant. Riv knew what he was thinking about, that dread day when his brother and sister had been slaughtered, and he taken from his Clan by the Ben-Elim, to be a ward as surety against his Clan’s rebelliousness.


Bleda took in a long, shuddering breath and shook his head, looked back at Riv.


‘I have been at Drassil for so long, a stranger in a strange land. But look at me now; I cannot seem to stop smiling,’ Bleda said. ‘Even after all that has happened.’ He looked at Riv with sympathy in his eyes. ‘Amongst those we trust, my Clan will smile and laugh, cry and fight.’ Bleda paused, thoughtful. ‘But it is not a gift for all to see. It is a privilege, earned by trust.’


‘You used to annoy me,’ Riv confessed, smiling sheepishly. ‘How nothing would bother or excite you. It’s not normal.’


‘You used to annoy me.’ Bleda grinned back. ‘How everything seemed to bother and excite you. That’s not normal, either.’


They both laughed then, warm and genuine.


‘Thank you,’ Riv said and impulsively plucked a flower of purple thyme, thrusting it at Bleda.


‘What for?’ he asked.


‘For saving my life. In Drassil.’


Bleda’s expression turned serious. ‘You’re my friend,’ he said, gazing solemnly at her. ‘And . . .’ They sat like that a long moment, the silence lengthening, Riv feeling that Bleda was about to say something else. The world about Riv faded, shrinking down to Bleda’s face, the gleam in his dark eyes, the curve of his lips. For one timeless moment she felt the urge to lean forwards and kiss him. A jolt of shock at that thought, a tingle of excitement mingled with fear.


Crows squawked, a raucous explosion as a handful burst from branches looming over Riv and Bleda.


Bleda looked over his shoulder, at the road.


‘They will be here soon,’ Riv said and Bleda nodded.


‘And?’ Riv prompted. She wanted to know what he had been about to say.


‘And . . .’ His expression shifted, a softening around the mouth and a crease at the eyes. ‘This world would be a darker place without you, Riven ap Lorin,’ he said, using her full name for the first time. ‘And definitely more boring.’ He took the flower of thyme and inspected it between thumb and forefinger, twirling it. ‘Ouch,’ he said. Then smiled. ‘It’s like you. Prickly.’


The sound of hooves grew loud, and then riders came into view, a dozen others coming up to them and reining in. Two young men were at the front, their short-cropped hair and black cuirasses with white wings embossed upon them marking them out as White-Wings – and Riv’s friends. The tall and skinny Jost bumped along in his saddle, with the bull-like Vald beside him, his broad and muscled bulk as dissimilar to his friend as a mastiff to a lurcher.


From the corner of her eye, Riv saw Bleda carefully put the flower she’d given him into a pocket in his cloak.


Ten of the twelve riders were Bleda’s warrior-guard from the Sirak Clan of far-off Arcona, oath-bound to protect their young prince with their lives. They were of a similar appearance to Bleda, all dark-skinned with fur-lined deel tunics and baggy breeches bound with strips of cloth from ankle to knee. Curved bows like Bleda’s hung from their saddles, and short curved swords were strapped across their backs. Where Bleda’s black hair was long and unruly, they all had shaven heads apart from a single thick-bound braid. Until recently Bleda had always had close-cropped hair, as had Riv, emulating the appearance of the White-Wings, Drassil’s elite warriors. Riv brushed a hand over her own fair hair. It had grown since the day she had collapsed in the warrior field as her wings had begun to grow, and now it was almost as long as Bleda’s. As she thought about it, she was surprised to realize that she had no urge or desire to cut it back to the White-Wings uniform style.


The Ben-Elim control me no longer.


‘Finally – thank Elyon above,’ Vald said.


‘Aye,’ Jost agreed wholeheartedly. He stood up in his stirrups and groaned, rubbing his backside. ‘Arrgh, but my arse feels like Balur One-Eye’s pounded on it with his war-hammer. Why do you have to fly so damn far?’


Riv just grinned at him.


One of the Sirak riders guided his mount to loom over Riv and Bleda, an older man, grey-haired and looking like a wind-blasted tree, skin dark and cracked with deep lines. Ellac, the captain of Bleda’s honour guard. His reins were wrapped around a leather gauntlet strapped to the stump of his wrist, his right hand lost in some long-ago battle. He was frowning.


Riv felt her smile wilt; something about the old man was intimidating. A glance at Bleda and she saw his cold-face was back in place.


‘You should not fly so far out of our range,’ Ellac said to Riv, his tone flat, as if he were stating an uncontested truth.


‘I was just telling her that,’ Bleda said.


Thanks a lot, Riv thought.


‘And you should not ride so far ahead of the rest of us.’ Ellac turned his flat gaze upon Bleda.


‘I just told Bleda that same thing,’ Riv said.


Give as thou receive, Riv intoned silently from Elyon’s Lore.


Bleda’s mouth twitched.


‘You should not disregard your kin so,’ Ellac said to Bleda, holding his gaze, the hint of humour in Bleda’s face nowhere to be seen now. He hung his head.


‘The blame is mine,’ Riv said, a pulse from her wings as they spread wide helping her to rise effortlessly to her feet.


‘Not yours alone,’ Ellac said. He sucked in a deep breath. ‘It is over a ten-night since you awoke,’ he said to Riv, ‘and closer to a moon has passed since Kol slew Israfil. The world is changing, and we are still here.’ He looked up at the silent forest about them, branches soughing in a cold wind, crows cawing from the shadows of Forn. ‘When you awoke, you said we would make things right.’


‘I did,’ Riv said, remembering that moment, the rage coursing through her at the memory of her mam’s death, of Kol’s murderous rebellion. ‘We will.’


‘When? How?’ Ellac said bluntly.


‘Soon,’ Riv snarled and burst into the air, wings beating powerfully, the blast of it rocking Ellac in his saddle. She rose quickly into the sky, a tight spiral.


‘No, not again,’ she heard Jost groan.


‘Back to Fia’s cabin,’ Riv shouted down to them, and even as she sped into the wide sky she felt a weight settle upon her shoulders.


‘I will make things right,’ she snarled at the birds and clouds.


I just wish I knew how.


Fia’s cottage came into sight, a wisp of smoke guiding Riv long before she saw the slight thinning of trees that marked the old woodsman’s cabin. Her flight home had not been a good one, in her head. Ellac’s prodding had set her to thinking about the future, but also about the past. A myriad of questions swirled through her mind, all of them impossible to answer.


Who is my father?


Her mam and sister had always told Riv that her father’s name was Lorin, that he was a White-Wing warrior who had served under Dalmae’s hundred. That he had died in battle during a campaign in the south, before Riv was born.


But that must have been a lie. My father was Ben-Elim. My mam lied to me.


She felt a bloom of rage at that thought, born of hurt, but frustrated and shame-tinged as well. Frustrated that she could never ask her mam the truth of it, and ashamed for feeling such anger towards her mother, who had died trying to protect her.


But she lied to me.


Did Aphra know? Perhaps, she was no bairn when I was born, already seventeen summers and a warrior in the White-Wings herself. Has she lied to me my whole life, too?


Riv pushed that thought away. All her life she had idolized her sister, respected her as the pinnacle of what she dreamed of becoming: a warrior, a leader, wise, respected and loved by all within her command.


Aphra, my sister, where are you now? Did you fight Kol? Are you languishing in a dungeon, or is your head on a spike? Do you need me?


A glance over her shoulder as she swept into her descent showed Bleda and the others riding close behind her.


Riv landed in a swirl of fallen leaves and forest litter, stood there in silence as the leaves settled about her.


A timber cabin sat there, half-wrapped in ivy, and about her were scores of small, stone-built cairns, the burial ground of her kin, of the countless half-breeds born during the last hundred years to Kol and the other Ben-Elim loyal to him. A terrible secret silenced by death.


Silenced by murder.


And that is what should have happened to me. My mam must have kept my birth hidden, somehow, or I would have been executed and buried alongside these little ones.


When Riv had first seen the child-sized cairns she had thought the deaths had happened naturally, during birth. Fia had told her differently: that the Ben-Elim insisted on their offspring being left to die, their dirty little secrets hidden beneath cairns of stones.


The injustice of it set red spots of rage dancing before her eyes. With a deep breath, she mastered it, mostly.


Fia strode out onto the wooden porch and raised a hand in greeting. She was tall and fair-haired, and also a White-Wing, weapon-wise and as tough as they came, second in command to Aphra, Riv’s sister. She held a baby close to her chest, a boy, and he was the reason that Fia was here, why she had left the White-Wings and was hiding out here in the wild snarl of Forn Forest.


Because that baby in her arms is a half-breed, just like me, and Fia has chosen life for him, not death and a cold stone grave.


Riv looked around her, taking in the cabin and moss-covered graves.


How many have come here on Kol’s orders, to kill the seed he or his comrades have sown in so many bellies? Fia was just one more in a long list. Her baby is supposed to be in a hole in the ground by now.


Riv smiled at Fia, proud of her courage and strength to defy the Ben-Elim. That was no small task for a White-Wing of Drassil. The Ben-Elim were considered all-wise and powerful, treated almost like gods, respected and adored. Not so long ago the thought of defying them would have felt inconceivable to Riv, a terrible crime.


I don’t feel like that anymore.


The thud of hooves as Bleda and the others cantered into the glade.


‘It’s time to talk,’ Riv said to Fia as the dozen riders dismounted.


‘We cannot stay here forever,’ Ellac said.


Riv, Bleda, Fia, Jost, Vald and Ellac were sitting upon logs in a loose circle between the cabin and the cairns. Bleda’s Sirak guards were either tending to the horses or lurking in the shadows, ever vigilant.


‘We are safe here,’ Fia said.


‘How can you be sure?’ Ellac asked. ‘If you are here, then surely the Ben-Elim must know of it.’


‘I have told you before,’ Fia said impatiently. ‘The Ben-Elim do not know of this place. They are too high and mighty to wish to know the details of what happens here, or even where here is. They only tell us to leave Drassil before any sign of our babies show, and to return when . . .’ She glanced at the small graves.


‘So how did you know to come here, then?’ Ellac said.


‘It is a secret amongst us White-Wings. The ones who . . .’


‘Consort with Ben-Elim,’ Ellac finished for her.


That is why Aphra told Bleda to bring me here, Riv thought. A secret place, known only to her and a handful of others.


But what if Aphra is being put to the question. . . tortured?


‘Aye,’ Fia nodded curtly.


‘Huh,’ Ellac grunted. ‘Even so, we cannot stay here forever.’ His eyes fixed on Riv.


‘I know,’ Riv muttered.


‘Away from here history is being made; the world is changing.’


For the worst, I don’t doubt.


‘I said I would make things right,’ Riv said, and she meant it, her words rising on a swell of anger.


‘But what does that even mean?’ Jost asked. ‘What is right?’


‘And once you’ve figured that out, how do we do it?’ Vald put in.


Those are the questions I’ve been asking myself, a thousand times a day.


‘It seems to me that you should be thinking more on how you are going to survive the next moon,’ Ellac said. When Riv didn’t answer, he continued, ‘I am old and have no use for long words and fine-flowered sentences. I will speak the truth as I see it.’


‘I’ve gathered that,’ Riv grunted. ‘Go on, then.’


‘We are too few to fight the Ben-Elim. And I am thinking you will find it hard to be making new friends anywhere within the boundaries of the Land of the Faithful. The Lore of Elyon – the Lore that you have lived by, and that rules this land – declares you an abomination, fit only for the executioner’s axe. Am I wrong?’


An abomination. Riv felt a chill shiver through her – part shame that not so long ago she would readily have called for the execution of any Ben-Elim or Kadoshim half-breed. She had believed Elyon’s Lore unquestioningly.


And now I find that I am one of those half-breeds. Am I an abomination? Do I deserve to be slaughtered like a feast-bull? Is my blood polluted, corrupted?


‘Careful.’ Vald growled, resting a hand upon the hilt of his short-sword. ‘That’s my friend you’re calling an abomination.’


‘Are you an idiot?’ Ellac snapped back, staring flatly at Vald. ‘I am not calling her that. Your Book of Elyon calls her that.’ He paused, looked from Vald to Riv. ‘A person is made by their heart and their wits.’ He touched his one hand to his chest and then to his temple. ‘And by the deeds that they do. Their choices. Not whether they have pale skin or dark skin, wings or no wings. One hand or two.’ A twitch of a smile threatened to crack his cold-face. He looked Riv up and down. ‘I like your wings, maybe even wish I had some of my own.’


Riv found herself liking Old Ellac.


‘You are right,’ Fia said, ‘Riv is named as an abomination by Elyon’s Lore, as is my son.’ She hugged her baby more tightly to her chest.


‘So we are surrounded by a thousand leagues filled with those who would see you dead,’ Ellac said.


‘Sounds about right,’ Riv acknowledged.


‘We could take you to Arcona,’ Ellac said. ‘The Sirak would give you safe harbour.’


Riv looked at Bleda and he nodded.


This is his idea. Bleda must have talked of it to Ellac. They would take me to their homeland, put me under the protection of their Clan. They must know that would start a war. We were all there when the Ben-Elim crushed the Sirak, putting their heel upon the neck of Bleda’s people. Riv felt a rush of emotion, that Bleda would risk so much for her, for their friendship. And Ellac obeys his wish. A loyal shieldman indeed.


‘What, and invite a war with the Ben-Elim?’ Riv snorted. ‘We all remember how that ended last time.’


‘We have learned from the past,’ Ellac said. ‘We will not be so easily defeated next time.’


Next time. Does he know something I don’t?


Riv sucked in a long breath, thinking over his words.


‘I could not do that. Would not,’ she said. ‘Win or lose in a war against the Ben-Elim, many of your kin would die. They will not die for me. I’ll not have that on my shoulders, too.’


What should I do? All my life I have obeyed orders, followed where I’ve been led, my heart’s desire to be a White-Wing, to do the bidding of Elyon’s Lore and the Ben-Elim. Following, obeying, is so much easier than choosing, than determining what is right.


What should I do?


She felt a frustrated anger bubbling, wanted to scream with it, but settled for grinding her teeth instead.


What are my options? To run, to Arcona or somewhere else, to live a life in hiding? And what of my friends, of Bleda, Vald and Jost? Would they run with me? Should I let them? Wouldn’t that be condemning them to a lifetime of misery? Should I choose to go back to Kol, swallow my pride and ask his forgiveness for the sake of my friends. Perhaps he has changed, now he is safe from Israfil’s judgement.


Riv’s mind was filled with an image of her mother lying in the dirt a handspan from Riv, blood trickling from her mouth, eyes empty, Kol standing over her, his blade red.


‘No,’ Riv snarled, all thoughts of running, hiding or begging forgiveness evaporating in the flames of her anger. ‘I will not run, I will not cower in hiding here, and I will not crawl back to Kol. He slew my mother.’ The long years of obedience to Elyon’s Lore and the Ben-Elim were snuffed out by one deed. And suddenly it all fell into place, the answer clear as her friends before her.


Kol must die.


‘Kol is a poison that must be cut out. I’m going to kill him, and then I’ll see what has changed with Israfil’s death.’ She stood, a ripple of her wings, as if she intended to go and carry out her words then and there.


And there is another reason I must go back to Drassil. To find Aphra, to save her, if she still lives, and if I can.


And to ask her if she knows who my father is.


She looked at her friends sitting around her. ‘I’m not asking you to join me. I don’t want you to; the only death I want on my hands is Kol’s.’


Jost and Vald shared a look. Riv saw on their faces what was going through their minds: the ties of friendship, conflicting loyalties tugging in different directions.


They have spent their whole lives dreaming of becoming White-Wings, just like me. The thought of striking one of the Ben-Elim, openly talking about killing them, it would have been unthinkable a moon ago. And they have much less to lose than I. They don’t have wings, will not be spat upon and executed as an abomination.


Her gaze shifted to Bleda, who was sat staring at the ground.


He is a ward of the Ben-Elim, held as surety for his Clan’s obedience. It may already be too late for him, by his act of killing Adlir, but there is still a chance that he could make things right with the Ben-Elim and avoid dragging his people into a war they could not win.


I will go alone.


Bleda stood, eyes meeting hers.


‘I’m coming with you.’


‘No,’ Riv said. ‘It is too dangerous.’


Bleda blinked at that, a look of pain momentarily sweeping aside his cold-face, as if Riv had slapped him.


‘I am not afraid,’ he said.


‘I don’t think you are,’ Riv said, ‘it is I who am afraid. I fear for you. For all of you. I will not have your deaths on my conscience. I will do this alone.’


‘You do not have the exclusive right of vengeance,’ Bleda said. ‘Kol slew my brother and sister, threw their heads at my feet.’ He closed his eyes a moment. ‘Even if you were not my friend, we have a common enemy in Kol. We are bound by that.’


‘And don’t think we’d just let you go flying off into danger without us,’ Jost said, rising alongside Bleda.


‘Aye. We are closer than kin,’ Vald said. ‘Riv, the winged shieldmaiden. You’ve guarded my back more times than I can count.’


Vald and Jost stood, a statement.


‘I’ve no love for Kol,’ Fia said, standing with them. ‘He would have had me murder my bairn and bury him here.’


‘I follow my prince,’ Ellac said, though he did not stand.


Riv stared at them all, emotions swirling through her like a winter storm. Love, fear, relief, worry.


Footfalls thudded in the forest litter and one of Bleda’s guards appeared from the shadows.


‘People approach us,’ he hissed, an arrow loosely nocked at his bow. ‘One has left them, is coming this way. A woman, a White-Wing.’


A woman.


They all stood, Riv staring at the Sirak warrior. Fia burst into motion, running to the cabin.


‘Shall I kill her?’ the Sirak asked Bleda.


‘No,’ Riv hissed, fear and hope flickering in her belly. Bleda gestured for the warrior to hold.


Riv waited a score of breaths, then a score more, tense as a bowstring.


Now another figure was stepping from the shadows, a woman, short-cropped dark hair, wrapped in a bearskin cloak, beneath it a black cuirass with white wings embossed upon it.


‘Aphra. Thank Elyon you live,’ Riv said, taking a few steps towards her sister.


Something in Aphra’s eyes made Riv stop.


‘I am sorry,’ Aphra said.


And then shadows swept across the glade, the sound of beating wings, and Ben-Elim were swooping from the sky.







   

CHAPTER THREE


FRITHA


Fritha stared at the blood on her hands.


She was sitting at the end of a pier, feet dangling, the slategrey waters of Starstone Lake lapping beneath her boots. A sword rested across her knees, its hilt plain and leather-bound, sweat-stained, the blade a dull black beneath the gore crusted upon it.


Snow was falling, gentle as a sigh, flakes settling upon her stained hands. She watched as the snowflakes melted, fascinated as the congealed mess on her palm softened and leaked into each snowflake, spreading like a dark poison through pure white veins.


‘Blood on the snow,’ Fritha whispered.


A memory of screams filled her head, terror and pain, of shouting and cries for help. A tumbling cascade of memories racked her and she screwed her eyes shut, but still saw her newborn daughter’s face looking up at her, pale and blood-spattered, eyes glazing. Fritha groaned and hunched over, rocking, clasping the sword in her lap as if it were the fragile, lifeless bundle she had cradled on that dread day.


The day her life had changed.


‘No,’ she snarled, and forced herself to sit straight and still. With a grimace, she pushed the memory back into the dark places of her mind. She ran a hand across her head, the stubble-growth of her shaved hair rough on her palm. With the edge of her snow-damp cloak, she scrubbed frenetically at the blood on the blade of the sword upon her lap, as if she were attempting to scour and erase that unspeakable moment from her memory.


It didn’t work. Nothing ever worked.


Heavy footsteps on the wooden quay sent tremors through Fritha’s body. They grew louder and stopped behind her.


‘Gulla calls for you,’ a voice said, deep and rumbling.


Fritha ceased her scrubbing, and with a deep, shuddering breath she sheathed the sword, then stood slowly and turned to face the giant, Gunil.


He towered over her, head and shoulders larger than the tallest man, a mass of leather and fur, a war-hammer slung across one shoulder. He bore the scars of last night’s battle: a long, scabbing cut across his angular forehead and numerous rents in his leather armour. One shoulder was bandaged, his left arm slumped, fresh blood still seeping into the linen. It was a grievous wound, Fritha knew, for she had tended it, cleaned and packed it with honey and yarrow, then seared it with a white-hot knife. Sig the giantess, warrior and champion of the Order of the Bright Star, had given Gunil the wound, a spear cast that would have killed him had it been half a handspan lower.


‘How is it?’ Fritha asked.


‘A wound,’ Gunil grated, as if it were only a scratch, not a hole almost the size of Fritha’s fist. ‘I live.’ The giant shrugged, a ripple of muscle. For a heartbeat his eyes flared, a hint of pain-tinged madness glimmering deep within, suggesting at a wildness that scared even Fritha, but then it was gone.


‘Gulla,’ Gunil repeated to her.


Fritha nodded, pulled her bearskin cloak tighter about her shoulders and strode past him, boots crunching on the shingle beach as she made her way towards the mining complex built on the lake’s shore.


Dawn was recently come, a pale gleam behind thick cloud that blanketed the sky. The ground was muffled in snow, to Fritha’s right a row of open-fronted, barn-like buildings ranged in a line. The sound of hammering and sawing echoed. To her left a great pyre of heaped driftwood. A body lay upon the pile, a figure stood beside it, broad and squat, leathery wings furled tight across a muscled back. It was Morn, half-breed daughter of Gulla, new Lord of the Kadoshim.


Fritha’s eyes lingered on the creature of two worlds: part human, part Kadoshim. Her dark hair was shaved short to her scalp, just as Fritha’s and the secret many that followed the Kadoshim. Morn’s head was bowed, but Fritha could see the streaks that tears had channelled through the blood and grime thick upon her face. Her brother, Ulfang, lay upon the piled wood, his wings wrapped around him, a sword resting upon his chest. He had been slain during the fighting last night, by Drem. Many died last night, including Sig. Fritha felt a twist in her belly at the thought of the giant, a measure of pride that her hand had dealt Sig her death blow.


Sig, vaunted champion of the Bright Star, just food for crows now, because of me.


Fritha had stared into Sig’s eyes as she’d slowly thrust her blade deep, seen the pain, the flutter of life as it had left the giant. But the death had not satisfied Fritha as she had hoped it would; it had done little to fill the gaping hole inside her that screamed to be slaked with death and torment. Perhaps it was the way the giant had died that had marred Fritha’s pleasure – not begging or screaming. Sig’s last words had been a defiance, even if they were little more than a whispered breath upon her lips.


‘Truth and courage,’ Fritha repeated to herself, then spat on the snow as if the very words tasted foul.


All part of the Great Lie.


Morn thrust a flaming torch into the pyre, the falling snow hissed and steamed as tongues of fire crackled and writhed. Smoke billowed, in heartbeats the stench of burning wood and flesh mingled, swirling about the lakeshore, and Morn lifted her head and howled her grief to the snow-laden sky.


Fritha walked past Morn in silence, Gunil’s heavy footsteps crunching behind her as they passed through an open gateway in a stockaded wall, entering the mining complex. Lines of smoke still blackened the sky, timber frames charred and collapsing as she strode across the complex, making her way through a sprawl of buildings to the open square where the ritual had taken place, where Gulla had been changed, transformed.


Become the first Revenant.


Fritha shuddered at the memory of it, feeling a mixture of fear and exhilaration as she remembered the giant bat being nailed to the table, the excitement she’d felt coursing through her as she’d held a blade to Gulla’s throat, the jet of blood. And then Asroth’s severed hand, the power of his blood.


We did it.


I did it.


The courtyard opened up before her; a fresh layer of snow covered the gore-spattered ground. At the northern end stood a thick-legged table, long and broad, pools of blood, bodies and dismembered limbs still scattered across it. They were testament not only to last night’s battle, but also to the many moons of laboured experimentation and muttered spells that had been undertaken, the transformation of men and beasts into something . . . more. Fritha felt a flush of joy just looking at it, for she loved her work. To transform, to create.


One of the results of those experiments prowled past Fritha, something part man, part beast, a creature of tooth and claw, hunched and muscled, limbs elongated. A Feral being. It glanced at Fritha, paused as it bared its teeth, long and blood-crusted, nostrils flaring on its muzzle as it drew in her scent. A tremored growl as it recognized her and paced closer, dropping its head to her.


Fritha reached out and stroked the Feral’s cheek.


‘My baby,’ she whispered, and the Feral pushed against her hand, a moment’s affection, and then it was loping away and disappearing into the shadows.


Fritha walked around a mound of piled corpses, acolytes fallen in the battle, limbs twisted together in a macabre embrace. Their bodies steamed in the winter cold. Too many to count, though Fritha thought over a score of their number lay there, and still more were being carried in from the edges of the camp, a trail of the dead marking where Sig and her companions had carved a path to the stockade wall and made their escape.


How could they slay so many?


Four against many – over fifty acolytes and a score of my Ferals.


Sig and her companions had wreaked such havoc amongst them last night: three men, a giant bear, a wolven and a talking crow. They had fled into the night while the giantess Sig stood and bought them time with her sword.


Fritha shook her head, could still hardly believe it, though the growing pile of the slain was a stark reminder that her mind had not exaggerated last night’s events.


The dead tell no lies.


A crowd stood gathered about a figure beyond the table, tall and dark-haired, wings furled behind his back.


Gulla, Lord of the Kadoshim.


Fritha strode purposefully towards him, and shaven-haired acolytes parted for her. This was the first time she had observed Gulla clearly since last night; even he had not gone unscathed. A bandage wrapped his once-handsome, sharp-angled face, covering the ruin of his eye-socket where one of the Bright Star’s talking crows had taken an eye. But it was the ritual which had marked him most: his whole body was transformed, taller, limbs elongated. His muscles coiled like rope about his frame, each striation and fibre visible, veins pulsing, and a shadow seemed to edge him, like a dark halo. Fritha’s eyes were drawn to Gulla’s mouth, which appeared wider, the hint of too many teeth behind stretched skin, and the tips of two sharp canines protruding from his lips. Across his throat was a raw scar, scabbed and weeping a translucent pus, where Fritha had cut his throat and slain him, all the while speaking her spells of blood and bone.


And now he is reborn, the first Revenant – a new creation for a new type of war.


‘My Lord,’ Fritha said as she reached him, dipping her head.


‘Priestess,’ Gulla said. Even his voice was changed after last night’s ceremony. Where once it had been deep and resonant, now it was a whispered hiss, as if Fritha heard it inside her head, scratching within her skull.


Men and women stood about Gulla, seven figures gazing at him with something akin to worship. Last night they had been human, but now, like him, they were something more. Gulla had turned them, drunk their blood and transformed them into a new creation. Into a weapon.


A weapon that will change this world.


They stood about, all of them trembling like newborn colts, as if they had not yet learned to master their bodies. One of them took a juddering step forwards. He had once been Ulf the tanner, one of the lords of Kergard, a large town west of the mine, built upon the banks of Starstone Lake. Now he was Ulf the Revenant, one of the Seven, disciple of Gulla.


‘Hungry,’ Ulf hissed. The others behind him grunted their agreement.


Gulla smiled.


‘We did it,’ Fritha said, feeling a smile spread across her own face.


‘Aye, Priestess,’ Gulla said. ‘You did it. I never doubted you.’


Did you not? Even when I held my blade to your throat? she asked silently. I doubted myself, for so long. But no more. She looked at the great table, stained black from the lifeblood of a thousand experiments, her eyes moving to the cliff face behind them, set with iron bars and shadow-filled cages. Caves burrowed deep into the cliff, home to a hundred more cages, where other of her experiments lived. And bred.


Soon they will multiply. Where there are ten, there will be a hundred, where a hundred, soon a thousand.


A dull thud resounded, a puff of dust as cage bars rattled and ground at the stone they were set into. A Feral glowered out from the darkness behind those bars, then wrapped its teeth around thick iron and wrenched at it, trying to chew its way through the bones of the earth. Blood mingled with saliva and froth as the Feral heaved and tore at its cage, but the bars held.


Fritha smiled at it, like a mother at a mischievous child.


Not all of my experiments have been so successful, not all of my children can be trusted to prowl amongst us.


Her eyes returned to Gulla, full of a new, unholy fire.


But you, you are my greatest achievement.


Thus far.


‘There will be no stopping us, now.’ Gulla grinned. ‘They will head for Dun Seren.’


‘They will,’ Fritha agreed.


‘They must not reach it. Our enemies cannot learn of . . .’ He paused, fingertips brushing his fangs, caressing. ‘Me,’ he finished.


‘They cannot,’ Fritha agreed. ‘It is too soon, too early.’


A gust of wind and beating of wings, and Morn swept down from the sky, landing amidst them with a swirl of fresh-fallen snow. Fritha tasted ash and ice.


‘I will hunt my brother’s killer,’ Morn said, muscled shoulders hunched and twitching as she glowered up at Gulla, as if daring him to deny her.


Drem, you mean, Fritha thought, remembering the young huntsman who had cast the spear that sent Ulfang crashing from the night sky. A shiver of emotion rippled through her at the thought of Drem. He had been her neighbour for a time.


And my friend. The word sounded strange, even in the veiled darkness of her mind.


She had seen something in Drem’s eyes when he’d looked at her. Not desire, or greed, or lust; that she was used to from men. There had been something deeper.


Friendship.


Something kind.


In Drem, Fritha had seen someone searching for a kinship, for meaning, and for a time she’d thought she was the one to give it to him. She’d hoped to win him over, to show him how life was not black and white, that there was more to the Kadoshim than the nightmare tales spoken of them around fires in the dead of night. But it was not to be. Last night Drem had tried to kill her, had sworn that he would.


All things come to an end, Fritha thought bitterly. He could have been mine, should have been mine.


But Drem had chosen a different path, one that would involve slaying her, if his words last night were anything to go by.


We all make our choices. And truth be told, I cannot blame him. I did cause the death of his father.


It had been Drem’s father, Olin, who had found and forged the Starstone Sword that Fritha now wore at her hip. The taking of it had meant Olin’s death.


But I spared Drem, when I could have cut his throat or had him carved into a thousand pieces. That should have counted for something.


‘Ulfang will be avenged,’ Gulla continued. Something shifted across Morn’s face, part snarl, part smile, and she flexed her wings and bent her knees as if to take to the air and begin the hunt that very moment.


Fritha snorted. Grief has clouded her wits. It will take more than one half-breed Kadoshim to put the heads of Drem and his companions in a sack.


‘But not alone,’ Gulla said, a hand snaking out to grip Morn’s shoulder. ‘Gunil and his bear will accompany you, and Fritha will lead.’ The Kadoshim’s eyes shifted to her. ‘Fritha, gather your followers, gather your Red Right Hand.’ He paused, a twitch at the corners of his mouth hinting at a smile. It was the name Fritha had given to those acolytes and Ferals that she had led into Drassil, who had fought for her and helped her to cut Asroth’s iron-encased hand from his frozen arm.


Morn glared at Gulla, mouth spasming, but Gulla held her gaze.


‘I share your pain, daughter,’ Gulla said, ‘but you cannot accomplish this alone, and I would not lose you also. Fritha will command. Together you shall hunt them, and together you shall end them.’


Morn’s mouth twisted, a growling sound leaking from her throat, but she dipped her head in submission.


‘Will you not lead us, my Lord?’ Fritha asked.


‘Me? No,’ Gulla said. He looked at the seven Revenants surrounding him, his firstborn. ‘I am for Kergard; I have an army to build.’







   

CHAPTER FOUR


BLEDA


Bleda reached for his bow as Ben-Elim swept down from above, great winged silhouettes blotting out the sky, too many to count. Fia had disappeared inside the cabin, Jost and Vald were stumbling to their feet and running to Riv, who stood frozen, staring at Aphra. Ellac was standing, shouting orders, a curved sword in his one hand, and then a group of Bleda’s honour guard were running into the glade and arrows were hissing from the shadows, up at the Ben-Elim.


There was a cry of pain and one of the winged warriors crashed through branches and plummeted to the ground, landing in an explosion of twigs. The Ben-Elim staggered to one knee, an arrow lodged deep in the meat between neck and shoulder. Before Bleda could blink, Ellac was there, sword rising and falling, the Ben-Elim collapsing back to the ground, blood staining the gravestones red.


A hiss from above and Bleda was diving at Ellac, smashing into him and sending them both sprawling as a Ben-Elim’s spear thrummed in the ground where Ellac had been standing. Bleda scrambled to his feet, pulled Ellac up and drew his bow from its leather case. In a heartbeat he had it strung with an arrow drawn, searching for a target.


The Ben-Elim who had cast a spear at Ellac made that easy for Bleda. A dark-haired warrior, white wings and chainmail shirt gleaming in winter sun that shone in splintered shafts through leafless branches. He landed gently, a pulse of his great wings checking his descent. On one arm he carried a long shield, and with his other hand he was drawing a sword from his hip and striding towards them.


Bleda loosed without thinking, straight at the Ben-Elim’s heart, but with a shrug of the Ben-Elim’s shield arm the arrow thumped into linden-wood, the Ben-Elim not breaking his stride. Bleda blinked, surprise and shock mingled, drew another arrow, loosed. Again, the Ben-Elim caught it on his shield, though the impact rocked him back a step.


A dozen paces separated them now. Bleda felt a worm of panic threading through his veins. Drew and loosed, aiming low this time, in the same heartbeat Ellac was rushing with a wordless battle-cry, sword raised. Bleda’s arrow punched into the Ben-Elim’s calf, dragging a grunt from the warrior and causing him to stumble, lowering his shield. Ellac swung, the Ben-Elim deflecting the blow, a clash of steel, sparks as they traded blows, then another arrow from Bleda plunged into the Ben-Elim’s throat. He stumbled back, choking and spluttering, blood jetting. Ellac’s sword chopped into his skull and he collapsed bonelessly.


An impact in Bleda’s back sent him flying, crunching to the ground, his bow spinning away. He tasted leaves and dirt, rolled to look up at a Ben-Elim standing over him, wings furled, a spear raised high, then he thrust, driving straight for Bleda’s chest.


MOVE. For a moment he was frozen, unable to do anything except watch the bright steel of the Ben-Elim’s spear speed towards his heart.


Then in a blur of feathers and mail the Ben-Elim was gone, Bleda was lying on his back, gasping like a landed fish. Feathers drifted down around him, some gleaming white, others a soft dapple grey.


Dragging himself upright, Bleda watched Riv rolling with the Ben-Elim, an incomprehensible whirlwind of limbs and wings. They separated, the Ben-Elim stepping away, making room to swing his spear, a flash of horror and disgust as his eyes took in Riv and her wings. Riv snarled and leaped, bursting through the guard of the Ben-Elim’s whirling spear, and her muscled arms grabbed at him, pulling the Ben-Elim close as she headbutted him; a breath later, her knee was crunching into his groin. The Ben-Elim sagged, dropped to his knees and Riv grabbed his head in both hands, with a savage twist snapping his neck.


For a moment Riv held the limp corpse in her grip, veins bulging in her neck, nostrils flaring, then she let it fall to the ground. A scream from the glade, another voice – Vald? – bellowing for help, and Riv was snatching up the dead Ben-Elim’s spear and bursting into motion, half running, half flying as she sped back into the fight.


Bleda ran for his bow, snatched it up, saw Vald was standing over Jost, furiously trading blows with three Ben-Elim. Bleda knew he only had moments: Vald’s sole weapon was his short-sword, standard issue of the White-Wings. It was deadly in a shield wall with no space to swing or manoeuvre, but the Ben-Elim bearing down on Vald were armed with spear, shield and sword, and Vald would not retreat from his fallen friend.


In an explosion of blood, a spear-point burst through the chest of one Ben-Elim, Riv standing behind him, lifting him from the floor and casting him away like a skewered rat. The other two halted their attack on Vald, frozen for a moment at the sight of Riv, gore splattered, wings spread. Then Fia rushed from the cabin, sprinting across the glade, White-Wing shield on one arm, another slung across her back, short-sword in her hand. She thrust a shield at Vald, shrugged the other from her back and with a crack of timber their shields locked, both of them standing over Jost.


One of the Ben-Elim turned on Riv, but he fell with Bleda’s arrow sprouting from his neck, the other Ben-Elim beating his wings, jabbing a spear at Vald and Fia and retreating out of range.


A quick glance showed Bleda that some of his guard still stood, though he spied at least four dead or dying on the ground. Silhouettes of Ben-Elim still choked the sky, swirling down upon them.


‘With me!’ Bleda cried, running to Riv and the others, Ellac and his surviving guards following. Jost was groaning upon the ground, a wound on his head had blood sheeting across his face. Bleda and his guards formed a half-circle about the fallen warrior, guarding the backs of Fia and Vald, their bows aiming upwards.


Can we survive this?


Bleda saw the Ben-Elim were carrying large war-shields, making arrow-work harder still, even without the snarl of branches that helped to deflect the flight of arrows.


The Ben-Elim have learned from their last encounter with us Sirak. I have never seen them bearing shields before.


‘Come, winged ones,’ Bleda hissed, ‘and we’ll make a song from your dead that will make even my mother Erdene proud.’ Beside him Ellac barked a laugh, the tide of battle and blood sweeping away his cold-face. The old warrior snatched up a shield from a fallen Ben-Elim and gave some cover to Bleda and the other guards, brandishing his sword at any who flew close, and Bleda and his men let loose volley after volley into the sky above them.


A handful of Ben-Elim tumbled from the sky, splintering branches in their fall, but more continued to spiral down through the trees to join the attack.


Spears rained down upon them, the warrior to Bleda’s left was pierced through the chest, transfixed as the spear-point punched deep into the ground. Bleda loosed, his arrow deflected by a branch and skittering away. Drew and loosed again, this time a Ben-Elim crashing to the ground, an arrow piercing his eye.
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