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  For William, my memory and my joy.




  And for Caroline, the air that I breathe.
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  ‘Havoc and spoil and ruin are my gain.’




  John Milton, Paradise Lost
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  CHAPTER ONE




  ULFILAS




  The Year 1143 of the Age of Exiles, Eagle Moon




  Ulfilas touched his heels to his horse’s side, urging her up the incline before him, a slope of grey rock and gravel littered with the remains of long-dead trees. Beside

  him King Jael kept pace, his face set in rigid lines. A dozen paces ahead of them rode Jael’s huntsman, Dag.




  Jael should not be here, Ulfilas thought, a knot of worry shifting in his gut. The King of Isiltir, wandering in the northern wilderness on a fool’s errand. It was not that

  Ulfilas felt any great sense of loyalty to Jael; he didn’t even like the man. It was more that after all they had been through, to die now on a journey like this, which he considered a waste

  of time, would feel foolish.




  Ulfilas was aware that times were changing, there was war on the horizon, and the power in Isiltir needed consolidating. He had been Jael’s shieldman since he’d sat his Long Night,

  and despite his dislike of Jael’s character and practices, Ulfilas was also a pragmatic man. I’m a warrior. Got to fight for someone. Recent events had proven his choice well

  made. King Romar was dead. Kastell, Jael’s cousin, was dead. Gerda, estranged wife of Romar, was dead. Her young son, Haelan, technically speaking still heir to the throne of Isiltir, was

  missing. Running. He knew that Jael felt little to no loyalty towards the men who followed him, that the new self-proclaimed King of Isiltir was scheming, vain and power hungry and would do

  whatever it took to keep his newly won crown. But he was a man on the rise. And so Ulfilas had stuck with him, when a voice in his mind had been telling him to walk away and find another, more

  worthy, lord to serve.




  A conscience? he wondered. Hah, a conscience doesn’t put food on my plate or keep my head from a spike.




  ‘How much longer?’ Jael called ahead.




  ‘Not much longer, my lord,’ the huntsman Dag called back. ‘We’ll be with them before sunset.’




  Close to the top of the incline Ulfilas reined in his horse and looked back.




  A column of warriors wound up the slope behind him, surrounding a wain pulled by two hulking auroch. Beyond them the land stretched grey and desolate, further south the fringes of Forn Forest

  were a green blur. A river in the distance sparkled under the dipping sun, marking the border of this northern wasteland with the realm beyond.




  Isiltir. Home. Ulfilas looked away, back up the slope towards his King, and spurred his horse after him.




  They travelled ever northwards as the sun sank lower, shadows stretching about them, their path winding through empty plains and steep-sided ravines. Once they crossed a stone bridge that

  spanned a deep abyss; Ulfilas looked down into the darkness. His stomach shifted as his horse stumbled on loose stone, the thought of falling into the unknown making him snatch at his reins. He let

  out a long breath when they reached the far side, the sharp rush of fear receding as quickly as it had appeared.




  They rode into a series of barren foothills, eventually cresting another slope to find Dag silently waiting for them. Ulfilas and his King drew level with the huntsman and pulled their mounts to

  a standstill at the sight before them.




  A flat plain unfolded into the distance, the tips of mountains jagged on the horizon. Just below the travellers lay their destination: a great crater, as if Elyon the Maker had punched a fist

  into the fabric of the earth, barren of life and no breeze or sound of wildlife to disturb it.




  ‘The starstone crater,’ Jael whispered.




  Ulfilas had thought it more tale than truth, the rumoured site of the starstone that had fallen from the sky.




  How many thousands of years ago was it supposed to have crashed to the earth? And from it the Seven Treasures were said to have been forged, over which past wars had changed the face of

  the Banished Lands, not least of all here, where the stories told how Elyon’s Scourging had broken the land, scorching it black.




  Ulfilas stared up at the sky, slate-grey and swollen with clouds, and imagined for a moment that they were filled with the white-feathered Ben-Elim and Asroth’s demon horde. He could

  almost hear their battle-cries echoing about him, hear the clash of weapons, the death-screams.




  Elyon and Asroth, Maker and Destroyer, their angels and demons fighting for supremacy over these Banished Lands. I thought it all a faery tale. And now I am told it is happening

  again.




  Riding through these lands now Ulfilas found himself believing what, only a year ago, he had thought to be bedtime stories for bairns. He thought of the time he had spent at Haldis, the burial

  ground of the Hunen giants hidden deep in Forn Forest. He had witnessed a king betrayed and slain over a black axe said to be one of the Seven Treasures carved from the starstone; he had seen white

  wyrms, and earth magic where solid ground turned into a swamp, suffocating the life from his sword-brothers. He was a man of action – of deeds. Monsters made real were not something

  he’d found easy to accept. Fear churned in his gut at just the memory of it.




  Fear keeps you sharp.




  Further down the slope and built on the lip of the crater was the carcass of an ancient fortress, walls and towers broken and crumbling. Figures moved amongst the ruins, mere pinpricks in the

  distance.




  ‘The Jotun,’ said Jael.




  The giants of the north. Rumoured to be strongest and fiercest of the surviving giant clans. Not for the first time Ulfilas questioned the wisdom of this journey.




  ‘No sudden movements,’ Dag said, ‘and keep your wits about you.’




  Some of the Jotun’s number filtered out of the ruins, gathering on the road that cut through the derelict walls, their spear-tips and mail catching the sinking sun. A handful were mounted

  on shaggy, lumbering creatures.




  ‘Are they riding bears?’ Ulfilas asked.




  ‘We’ve all heard the tales of the Jotun in the north,’ Jael said. ‘It would appear some of those tales, at least, are true.’




  They stopped at the first remains of a wall, the column of riders behind them rippling to a halt. Warriors spread from the path, curling about Jael like a protective hand. Ten score of

  Jael’s best shieldmen. Ulfilas could feel the tension amongst them, saw the way hands gripped spear shafts and sword hilts.




  Giants appeared from the ruins, moving with surprising grace despite their bulk. Some sat on the path ahead of them upon the backs of dark-furred and yellow-clawed bears. Ulfilas knew Jael was

  right to be wary, they’d seen first-hand at the Battle of Haldis how deadly an attacking force of giants could be. If it hadn’t been for the men of Tenebral forming their wall of

  shields and stopping the Hunen giants’ attack that had been tearing the warbands of Isiltir and Helveth apart, then Ulfilas knew none of them would be here today.




  Too late to learn the shield wall now, but I swear, if I make it home . . .




  One of the bear-riders moved ahead of the others, a tremor passing through the ground with the bear’s every footfall. It halted before Jael, looming over him.




  The giant slid from a tall-backed saddle and strode forward, blond hair and moustache bound in thick braids. A cloak of dark fur wrapped his wide frame, the glint of iron beneath it. In his hand

  he held a thick-shafted spear, a war-hammer was left strapped to his saddle. His bear watched them with small, intelligent eyes. It curled a lip, showing a line of sharp teeth.




  ‘Welcome to the Desolation, Jael, King of Isiltir,’ the giant said. His voice sounded like gravel sliding over stone.




  ‘Greetings, Ildaer, warlord of the Jotun,’ Jael replied. He beckoned behind him, his warriors parted to allow the wain forward. One of the shaggy auroch that pulled it snorted and

  dug at the ground with a hoof.




  It doesn’t like the smell of bear any more than I do.




  Jael pulled back a cloth that covered the wain’s contents. ‘It is as my envoys promised you. A tribute. Weapons of your ancestors, hoarded at Dun Kellen,’ he said, reaching in

  and with difficulty pulling out a huge battle-axe. ‘My gift to you.’




  Ildaer gestured and another giant moved to the wain, a broadsword slung across his back. He stood as tall as Jael did upon his horse. The giant took the axe, turning it in his hands, then peered

  into the wain. He could not hide the look of joy that swept his face.




  ‘They are the weapons of our kin,’ he said with a nod to Ildaer.




  ‘I return them to you, as a token of my goodwill, and part payment of a task that I need your aid in.’




  The giant gripped the aurochs’ harness and led them forward, Ildaer peering in as the wain passed him. Giants pressed close about it.




  ‘And what is to stop me from killing you and your men, and giving your carcasses to my bears?’




  ‘I am of more value to you alive. You are a man of intellect, I have been told. Not a savage.’




  Ildaer looked at Jael, his eyes narrowing beneath his jutting brow. He glanced back over his shoulder at the wain full of weapons.




  ‘And besides, who is to say that we would not kill you and all of your warband?’ Jael said.




  The giants behind Ildaer all glowered at Jael.




  A bear growled.




  Ulfilas felt the familiar spike of fear – the precursor to sudden violence. His fingers twitched upon his sword hilt.




  ‘Hah,’ Ildaer laughed. ‘I think I like you, southlander.’




  Ulfilas felt the moment pass, the tension ebbing. Southlander? Isiltir is not one of the southlands. But then, we are in the northlands now. They call anything south of here the

  southlands.




  Ildaer looked back at the wain again. ‘That is of great worth to my people,’ he admitted.




  ‘It is nothing compared to what I am prepared to give, if you can help me.’ Jael told him.




  ‘What is it that you want?’




  ‘I want you to find a runaway boy for me.’
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  CHAPTER TWO




  CORBAN




  Corban woke with his heart pounding. The remnants of a dream, dispersed with wakefulness, just a hint of black eyes and immeasurable hatred remaining for a moment. Then that

  too was gone.




  It was cold darkness all around.




  He heard Storm growl and he sat up, one hand feeling for his sword hilt. Something’s wrong.




  He felt Storm’s bulk beside him, reached out and felt her hackles standing rigid.




  ‘What is it, girl?’ he whispered.




  The camp was silent. To his left the fire-pit glimmered, but he avoided looking at it, knowing it would destroy any night vision he possessed. He made out the dense shadow of a guard standing on

  the incline of the dell they were camped within. The moon emerged, revealing another figure close by, tall and dark-haired. Meical. He was standing perfectly still, his attention fixed on

  the dell’s rim. Behind Corban a horse whinnied.




  There was a flapping up above and then a croaking bird’s screech. ‘WAKE, WARE THE ENEMY, WAKE. WAKE. WAKE.’




  Craf or Fech. Corban leaped to his feet, all around him other shapes doing the same, the rasp of swords pulled from scabbards. Shapes appeared at the dell’s edge, figures outlined

  for a moment in the moon’s glow before they swarmed down the incline. There was a crunch, a collision, a scream.




  ‘Kadoshim,’ Meical shouted, then all was chaos. Bodies were swirling, solid shadows blurred with starlight, then an explosion of sparks burst from the fire as it blazed brightly,

  scattering light. Corban caught a glimpse of Brina calling out incantations beside the fire, making it burn higher and directing tongues of it towards their enemy.




  The new light revealed a dozen attackers amongst them, dressed like the Jehar but moving differently, with none of their fluid grace, as if their bodies held too much power to contain within the

  confines of flesh and bone. They carved their way through the camp, sending those that attacked them hurtling away. Corban remembered how the Kadoshim had fought in Murias, just after they’d

  been raised from the cauldron, tearing limbs from bodies with a savage, inhuman ferocity. A wave of fear suddenly swept him, pinning his feet to the ground. He heard a strange language screamed in

  defiance and looked to see Balur One-Eye the giant, his kin gathered behind him, hurling defiance at the Kadoshim, who paused for a moment, then surged towards Balur.




  They have come for the axe.




  As he watched them charge together, Corban remembered his mam, their attack on her, how he had tried to stop the blood flowing as he’d held her, how the light had dimmed from her

  eyes. Hatred for these creatures swept him, burning away the fear that had frozen him moments before, and then he was moving forwards, running faster with each step, Storm at his side.




  They saw him before he reached them, or perhaps it was Storm that marked him out. Either way, the Kadoshim obviously recognized him, and who he was supposed to be: the Seren Disglair –

  Bright Star and Elyon’s avatar made flesh. Some of them broke from the main bulk that was now locked in combat with Balur and his giant kin. Tukul and his Jehar swirled around their edges,

  slicing, cutting.




  Storm lengthened her stride and forged ahead of him. Corban glimpsed the muscles in her legs bunching as she gathered to leap, then she was airborne, colliding with one of the Kadoshim in a mass

  of fur and flesh, her jaws tearing at its throat.




  Instinct took Corban as he reached them; gripping his sword two-handed he raised it high, slashing diagonally, shifting his weight to sweep around his target. He felt his sword bite through

  leather and mail, shattering bone and carving through flesh. It should have been a killing blow. The Kadoshim staggered, one hand gripping Corban’s blade. It stared at him, black eyes boring

  into him, then it grinned, blood as dark as ink welling from its mouth. These were no longer the human Jehar whose bodies they’d possessed upon emerging from the cauldron, but something far

  stronger.




  Corban yanked his sword away, saw severed fingers fall as the Kadoshim tried to keep its grip. Its other hand shot out, grabbing Corban around the throat, lifting him from the ground. Impossibly

  strong fingers began to squeeze. He kicked his legs, tried to bring his sword round, but could put no strength in his blows. Stars appeared at the edges of his vision, a darkness drawing in. The

  pounding of his heart grew in volume, drowning all else out. Panic swept him and he found new strength, bringing the wolven hilt of his sword down on the Kadoshim’s head. He felt the skull

  crack, but still it gripped him.




  It regarded Corban calmly, head cocked to one side.




  ‘So you are Meical’s puppet,’ it growled, startling Corban. Its voice was unsteady, a basal rumble that seemed too deep for the throat it issued from.




  Corban tried to raise his sword, but it was suddenly so heavy. Too heavy. It slipped from his fingers. The strength was fading from his limbs, leaking from him, a great lethargy seeping through

  him.




  So much for everyone’s hopes of me being the Bright Star. Is this what dying feels like? At least I’ll get to see Mam again.




  There was an impact, a crunch that he felt shudder through his body and he saw sharp teeth sink into the Kadoshim’s neck and shoulder.




  Storm, he realized, distantly.




  The Kadoshim was spun around as Storm tried to drag it off Corban, but it would not release its grip on Corban’s throat. Then there was another impact – this one accompanied by what

  sounded like wet wood being split as an axe-blade hacked through the Kadoshim’s wrist, severing it completely.




  Corban crashed to the ground, his weak legs folding beneath him. He looked up to see Tukul wrestling with the Kadoshim, Storm tearing at the creature’s leg. Then someone else was there,

  sword a blur, and the Kadoshim’s head was spiralling through the air.




  Its body sank to the ground, feet drumming on the turf as a black vapour in the shape of great wings poured from it, eyes like glowing coals regarding them with insatiable malice for a moment

  before a breeze tugged it apart. A wail of anguish lingered in the air.




  Gar stood over Corban, reaching to pull him upright.




  ‘You have to take their heads,’ Gar said.




  ‘I remember now,’ Corban croaked.




  ‘Remember earlier next time.’




  Corban nodded, massaging his throat. He touched his warrior torc, felt a bend in the metal.




  This must have stopped it from crushing my throat.




  The battle was all but done. The grey of first dawn had crept over them as they fought, and by it Corban saw a handful of giants pinning the last Kadoshim to the ground, Balur standing over the

  creature. His axe swung and then the mist-figure was forming in the air, screeching its rage as it departed the world of flesh.




  There was the silent, relief-filled moment that comes at the end of battle. Corban paused, just glad to still be alive, the fear and tension of combat draining from him. He could see it in those

  around him, the shift and relaxing of muscle in bodies, a change on their faces, a gratitude shared. Then they were moving again.




  As dawn rose they gathered their dead, laying them out along the stream bank next to the cairn they’d finished building just yesterday. Corban stood and stared at the

  pile of rocks they’d dragged from the stream.




  My mam is in there, beneath those rocks.




  A tear rolled down Corban’s cheek as grief and exhaustion welled in his belly, swelling into his chest, taking his breath away. He heard a whine: Storm, pressing her muzzle into his hand.

  It was crusted with dried blood.




  A cold breeze made his skin tingle as he stood before his mam’s cairn. How can she be gone? He felt her absence like a physical thing, as if a limb had been severed. The events of

  yesterday seemed like a dream. A nightmare. His mam’s death, so many others, men and giants and great wyrms. And he had seen the cauldron: one of the Seven Treasures, remnant from an

  age of faery tales. He had seen a bubbling wave of demon-spirits from the Otherworld pouring from it, Asroth’s Kadoshim, filling the bodies of transfixed Jehar warriors like empty vessels. He

  knew the group who had attacked them had only been a small part of those remaining a dozen leagues to the north; Nathair and his demon-warriors camped within the walls of Murias.




  What are we going to do?




  He watched as the rest of his followers started to break camp. He searched for Meical but could not see him. Brina stood close to the fire-pit, Craf and Fech fluttering about her. He glimpsed

  Coralen moving quietly to the camp’s fringe, checking on the paddocked horses. Her wolven claws were slung across her shoulders. Corban remembered their words before the battle at Murias,

  when they had heard of Domhain’s fall, of her father King Eremon’s death. She’d fled into the trees and he’d followed her, wanted to comfort her but not known how.

  They’d shared a handful of words and for a moment he’d seen through the cold hard walls she’d set about her. He wished he could go back to that moment and say more to her. He saw

  her head turn, her gaze touching him for a moment, then turning sharply away. Beyond her, a huddle of figures stood – the giants who had fled Murias, clustered together like an outcrop of

  rock. Closer by, the Jehar were gathering beside the stream, making ready to begin their sword dance. He felt the pull of habit drawing him to join them. Without thinking he approached them,

  seeking comfort in the act of something familiar amidst the whirl of fear, death and grief that threatened to consume him.




  They were gathered about their leader, Tukul, Gar beside him; a few score stood further behind the old warrior – the ones who had saved Corban in Rhin’s fortress. Others were grouped

  before Tukul, at least twice their number. As Corban approached Tukul raised his voice, saying something in a language Corban did not recognize. The mass of Jehar before him dropped to their knees

  and bowed their heads. There was one who did not – Corban recognized him as one of the Jehar who had been with Nathair before realizing they had been betrayed. It seemed he was angry about

  something. Gar stepped forward. From years of knowing him Corban could tell he was furious, a straightness in his back, a tension in the set of his shoulders.




  For a moment the two men stood staring at one another, a sense of imminent violence emanating from both of them, then Tukul snapped an order and they stepped apart, the other man stalking

  away.




  Gar saw Corban and walked towards him. His eyes looked raw, red-rimmed. Corban remembered him weeping before his mam’s cairn. The first time he’d seen him display such emotion.




  He has always seemed so strong, so in control. Something about seeing Gar weep had made him seem more human, somehow. Corban felt a sudden surge of emotion for the man, his teacher and

  protector. His friend.




  ‘What’s happening?’ Corban asked him.




  ‘The Jehar that followed Sumur and Nathair,’ Gar said with a nod towards the Jehar, who had risen and all started forming the lines for the sword dance practice. ‘They have

  recognized my father as their captain.’




  ‘Good. And him?’ Corban said, looking at the one who had spoken with Tukul.




  ‘Akar. He was Sumur’s captain. He is ashamed that they followed the Black Sun, that they were fooled by Nathair. That he was fooled. And he is proud. It is making him say foolish

  things.’ Gar shrugged, the emotion of a few moments ago gone or well hidden.




  ‘He looked like he wanted to fight you.’




  ‘It may come to that.’ Gar looked at the warrior, mingling now in the line of the sword dance. ‘And we have a history.’




  Corban waited but Gar said nothing more.




  ‘Where’s Meical?’Corban asked.




  ‘Scouting. He set off soon after the attack – took a giant and a few of my sword-brothers and left.’




  ‘Shouldn’t we go and find him?’




  ‘I think Meical can look after himself. He’ll be back soon. Best use our time.’ Gar ushered him forward amongst the ranks of Jehar warriors. Corban drew his sword and slipped

  into the first position of the dance, his mind sinking into the rhythm of it, muscle memory automatically taking over from conscious thought. Time passed, merging into a fusion of contraction and

  extension, of focus and sweat, of pumping blood and his beating heart and the weight of his sword. Then he was finished, Tukul stepping from the line and ordering the Jehar to break camp.




  Corban stood there a moment, savouring the ache in his wrists and shoulders, clinging to the familiarity. He looked around and saw his friends were nearby, watching him – Farrell and

  Coralen, standing with Dath. A figure walked towards him – Cywen, their mam’s knife-belt strapped diagonally across her torso.




  ‘Happy nameday, Ban,’ Cywen said.




  ‘What?’




  ‘It’s your nameday. Seventeen summers.’




  Is it? He shook his head. It’s been over a year since we fled Dun Carreg, since I last saw Cywen. A year of running and fighting, of blood and fear. But at least I have spent it

  amongst my kin and friends. What has she been through? A year by herself, surviving who knows what. And only to come back and be reunited with us and help bury our mam. He took a long look at

  her – thinner, grime on her cheeks highlighted by tear tracks. The bones in her face were starkly defined, and her eyes were haunted. They hadn’t spoken much last night before sleeping.

  There’d been too much happen to all of them that day for them to relive anything else. Instead they’d sat by the fire for hours, just comfortable in each other’s company, Dath

  teasing Cywen and trying to make her smile, Farrell quietly watching and Coralen pacing as if she couldn’t quite settle.




  Before he could respond to Cywen’s greeting there was a drum of hooves as a handful of riders crested the dell. Meical led, with the hulking forms of giants following behind. Corban could

  barely believe that what had once been mankind’s fiercest enemy was now their ally. Meical rode into the camp, dismounted smoothly and strode to Corban. Balur and another giant, a female,

  accompanied him, with Tukul following behind.




  ‘Only one of the Kadoshim survived last night’s attack. We tracked him halfway back to Murias before we gave up the chase. The land between us and the fortress is clear, for

  now,’ Meical said. ‘My guess is that the Kadoshim will stay within the fortress walls a while and become accustomed to their new bodies.’




  ‘Fech is watching them for us,’ the female giant said. ‘We will not have another surprise like the one last night.’




  ‘Good,’ Corban nodded, then looked at Meical. ‘What next?’




  ‘That is what we have come to ask you,’ Tukul said, staring at Corban.




  ‘Me?’




  ‘Of course you. You are the Seren Disglair. We follow you.’




  Corban felt a shift around him and looked about to see the whole camp still and silent, all watching him.




  He gulped.
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  CHAPTER THREE




  UTHAS




  Uthas of the Benothi stared down at the dead. He was standing just within the great doors of Murias, the sun warming his back. The bodies of his kin were laid out before him,

  scores of them, the might of the Benothi laid to waste. Here and there survivors of his clan moved, a handful remaining of those who had joined him – little more than two score –

  pulling fallen Benothi from the mass of the dead. The whole chamber was clogged with corpses, giants, men, horses, the stench of blood and excrement underlying all else.




  Other figures lurked in the shadows, the Kadoshim. They moved awkwardly, not yet fully accustomed to their new bodies of flesh and bone. Uthas suppressed a shudder and looked away; the sight was

  unsettling now the chaos and rush of battle had passed.




  Most of his surviving kin were gathered around a large ink pot, dipping bone needles as they inscribed the tale of thorns on their bodies. All had killed during yesterday’s battle; all

  would have fresh thorns to tattoo into their flesh. He saw Salach, his shieldman, bent close over Eisa as he tattooed her shoulder. Uthas’ eyes strayed back to the corpses lined at his feet,

  searching the faces of the dead. One that he had hoped he would find was not there. Balur. I should have known he would not have the good grace to die. He felt a flutter of fear at the

  knowledge that the old warrior was still alive, knew what Balur would wish to do to him. He will carry this blood-feud until the end of days. He needs to die. His gaze came to rest upon the

  corpse of Nemain, once his queen, now so much food for carrion.




  What have I done? Fear and doubt gnawed at him. He cursed the events that had led to this. Cursed Fech, the damn bird that had warned Nemain of his betrayal. He put a hand to his face,

  felt the claw marks that Fech’s talons had raked into his forehead and cheeks.




  Things could have been different if I’d had time to reason with Nemain . . . He gritted his teeth. No. It is done, no going back. I must salvage from this what I can, protect and

  rebuild my clan. I am King of the Benothi now.




  Voices drew his attention and he looked up to see Nathair’s adviser, Calidus, emerge from a hall, the giant Alcyon looming behind him. After the battle they had set a makeshift camp in the

  chamber of the cauldron, deep in the belly of the mountain, but Uthas could not stand it in there; the stench of so many dead wyrms was making him retch. Besides, it was foolish to leave the great

  gates unguarded, the only entrance and exit to the fortress of Murias. Their enemies had seemingly fled, but who knew what they were capable of? Meical and his followers had already stormed their

  way into Murias once and shattered the ceremony, preventing many of the Kadoshim from passing through the cauldron into the world of flesh.




  Calidus saw him and strode over.




  ‘How many of the Benothi live?’ Calidus asked. A cut across his forehead was scabbing, the skin puckering as he spoke. After the battle he had appeared weary to Uthas, face drawn,

  his silver hair dull. For the first time he had looked frail, like an old man. Now that was gone. He stood straight, his body alive with new energy, his yellow eyes appearing feral, radiating

  power.




  ‘Forty-five, fifty maybe of those who stood with me. Others still live who fought against us, or at least, their bodies have not been found. Balur is one of them.’




  ‘Balur has the starstone axe. He took it from Alcyon.’ Calidus flickered a withering stare at the giant beside him who stood with head downcast, his face stained with a purple

  bruise. Uthas noticed Alcyon had a war-hammer slung across his back, replacing the black axe that had been there. Taken from a fallen Benothi, no doubt. That stirred anger in his belly and

  he scowled at Alcyon, a member of a rival giant clan, the Kurgan.




  No, he told himself, if my dream is to become reality I cannot think like that. We were one clan once, before the Sundering. It can be so again. Looking at Alcyon, though, he

  realized just how deep the old grudges ran.




  ‘You have something to say?’ Alcyon growled at him, standing straighter, returning his dark look.




  Control your temper, build bridges, he told himself.




  ‘I see you carry a Benothi weapon. There is much honour in that.’




  ‘Honour, in the Benothi?’ Alcyon sniffed.




  ‘Aye,’ Uthas growled, anger rising. ‘As there is in all of the clans. Even the Kurgan.’




  Alcyon looked slowly around, his gaze lingering on the fallen Benothi. ‘I see little evidence of Benothi honour here.’




  ‘I did what had to be done,’ Uthas snarled. ‘For our future. Yours, mine, all of the clans’. If Nemain had continued to do nothing all of the clans would have faded,

  become a tale to frighten wayward children.’




  ‘And instead we will slaughter ourselves to extinction.’




  You fool, you do not see the long path, only the next step. His temper was fraying.




  ‘You would be better served by concentrating on the task set for you.’ Uthas shrugged, feeling the spite rise in him like bile after too much wine. ‘But you were unable to do

  that, as you could not even hold onto the starstone axe.’




  ‘Do not judge me, you that have betrayed your kin, your queen.’ Alcyon looked about the room, eyes resting on Nemain’s broken body. ‘And I lost the axe to Balur One-Eye.

  I feel no shame in that, when I can smell the fear in you at the mere mention of his name.’




  Uthas felt the words like a blow across his face. ‘We have both served the same master here,’ he said.




  ‘Aye, but you out of choice,’ Alcyon glowered.




  ‘Enough,’ Calidus snapped. He glared at Alcyon until the giant looked away from Uthas. ‘Balur is a problem. I hoped that he would have been slain in the battle.’




  As did I. ‘He will do all in his power to see me dead.’ Uthas felt a stab of shame at the tremor in his voice. He gripped his spear tighter, his shame shifting to anger.

  ‘He could be dead, slain by those that left in the night.’




  There had been a disagreement after the battle; one of the Kadoshim had argued with Calidus. It had been unsettling, hearing a voice so alien issuing from the Jehar’s mouth – rasping

  and sibilant.




  ‘You have failed Asroth,’ the Kadoshim had accused Calidus, arms jerking. ‘We must regain the axe now, before it is too late, and reopen the pathway.’




  Calidus had taken a long shuddering breath, mastering himself. ‘It is too great a risk, Danjal,’ Calidus had said. ‘Battles are still being fought. We must secure the fortress,

  make sure the cauldron is safe. Would you have us abandon it?’




  ‘Our great master must be allowed to cross over. For that we need the starstone axe.’




  ‘Seven Treasures are needed to open the way for Asroth, not just the axe. It will happen, but we must wait. I seized an opportunity, and over a thousand of our brothers are now clothed in

  flesh. Be content with that. Asroth waits to enter this world wrapped in his own form, not filling someone else’s, as you have done. And, besides, to pursue Meical now would be foolish; it

  would put the cauldron at risk, and many of you will lose your new skins.’




  ‘Your body of flesh and bone has made you craven,’ the Kadoshim had snarled. ‘Asroth will reward me when he knows it was I who secured the axe and made his passage

  possible.’




  Calidus took a step back from the Kadoshim and unsheathed his sword, the rasp of it drawing all eyes. ‘Craven? I have just fought Meical, high captain of the Ben-Elim, and seen him flee. I

  have fought countless battles to reach this place and made a bridge between the Otherworld and the world of flesh, to bring your worthless spirit here. You will not call me craven. Or would you

  challenge me, reckless Danjal?’




  Muscles clenched and unclenched in the Kadoshim, a spasming ripple. Eventually he lowered his eyes.




  ‘I seek our master’s glory,’ he growled.




  ‘As do I,’ Calidus said. ‘Go after Meical and you will be rejoining our master in the Otherworld before you know it.’ Calidus had turned his back and walked away. The

  once-Jehar looked about, called for help and then ran from the chamber, a dozen or so Kadoshim surging after him.




  ‘If you find them, try and kill Meical’s puppet, his Bright Star; you may actually achieve something useful with your death that way,’ Calidus called out after them.




  Uthas had felt a glimmer of hope. To retrieve the starstone axe they would need to slay Balur.




  He wished it was so, but as yet there had been no sign of the Kadoshim that had left during the night.




  ‘Your comrades that went after the axe, they may have killed Balur, retaken the axe.’




  ‘Maybe.’ Calidus shrugged. ‘But I doubt it. More likely is that the Kadoshim that went after the axe are slain, their spirits returned to the Otherworld. Meical may be foolish

  in some things, but he would have set a guard, and he knows how to fight.’




  Uthas could not hide his disappointment as his hope flickered and died.




  ‘It is of no matter. Danjal has always been a fool; we are better off without his rebellious nature. Do not fear Balur. I will protect you. Your future is with me, now. Your loyalty to

  Asroth will not be forgotten. I have the cauldron because of you, and I am grateful.’ The old man paused a moment; Uthas took strength from his words.




  ‘How many are with Balur?’ Calidus asked him.




  ‘A score that cannot be accounted for, his dreaming bitch of a daughter Ethlinn amongst them. And none of our young have been found – they were hidden in a higher chamber. Around the

  same number again.’ He shook his head, a wave of regret sweeping him. ‘The Benothi are close to extinction, our numbers . . .’




  ‘Too late for remorse. You’ve made your choice. And a wise one – you have chosen the victorious side. The Kadoshim walk this world, and this is only the beginning.’

  Calidus grinned a smile that didn’t reach his cold eyes




  He is right. And added to that, what other road is there for me to follow? The Benothi’s fate is entwined with the Kadoshim now.




  Uthas took a shuddering breath. ‘And what now?’ he asked Calidus. ‘You have the cauldron. What would you do with it?’




  ‘Make it safe.’




  ‘It is safe enough here.’




  ‘Clearly not. We took it. No, it must be taken to Tenebral. There it will be at the centre of a web that has taken me many years to build. I will have Lykos and his Vin Thalun, and

  Nathair’s eagle-guard to protect it, along with your Benothi and my Kadoshim.’




  Uthas frowned. ‘A long journey. Much could happen.’




  ‘Aye, but it will have an honour guard this world has never seen before. You Benothi and over a thousand Kadoshim.’




  ‘And once it is in Tenebral?’




  ‘One thing at a time. First, to journey there with the cauldron. I would have you and your Benothi build a wain for the cauldron to travel upon, sturdy and strong.’




  ‘We shall do it. To Tenebral, you say. For that you will need Nathair.’




  Calidus looked thoughtful and frowned. ‘Yes. The time has come for me to speak with our disillusioned King.’




  Calidus had tasked Uthas with keeping a watch over Nathair. During the battle he had sat on the dais steps before the cauldron, the truth of his actions unfolding before him, settling upon him

  like a shroud. After having believed himself to be the Seren Disglair for so long, witnessing the events he’d set in action had only left him questioning his true position. After the battle

  he had attempted to confront Calidus, who had just ignored him. It seemed that was the last straw for Nathair. He had flown into a rage and attacked Calidus, spraying spittle as he spat curses,

  denounced him as a traitor, but Uthas had grabbed Nathair, held him, and Calidus had struck him unconscious. He had then cut a lock of hair from Nathair’s head.




  ‘Where is Nathair?’ Calidus asked him.




  ‘Out there,’ Uthas waved at the gates.




  ‘Accompany me. I need Nathair’s cooperation. Some persuasion will be necessary, and your example may be helpful.’




  ‘And if he does not agree?’




  ‘There is always this,’ Calidus said. He opened his cloak to show a crude clay figure, strands of dark hair embedded within it.




  Does he have strands of my hair bound within an effigy of clay? Uthas felt a shiver of fear at that thought.




  ‘But I’d rather it didn’t come to that,’ Calidus said, dropping his cloak.




  ‘Compassion?’




  ‘Don’t be an idiot,’ Calidus said with a sneer. ‘It would be one more thing that I have to maintain – it is hard work, conquering a world.’




  As they strode towards the gate one of the Kadoshim called Calidus’ name. Uthas recognized its body as Sumur, the leader of the Jehar who had followed Nathair. ‘This body,’ the

  Kadoshim said, its voice a serpentine growl. ‘It is weakening, not responding as it did.’




  ‘Men of flesh must eat, to restore their energy,’ Calidus said. ‘Ideally every day.’




  ‘Eat?’




  ‘You must consume sustenance: fruit, meat, many things.’ Calidus waved a hand.




  As Uthas watched, ripples of movement ran across once-Sumur’s face. The black eyes bulged, lips pulling back in a rictus of pain as a scream burst from its lips. For a moment the flesh of

  the face writhed, fingers trying to gouge their way out. With a twist of the neck and a groan the features became smooth again, calm, expressionless.




  ‘This human objects to my presence,’ the serpentine voice said. Something passing for a smile twisted its face, a tongue licking its lips. ‘It gives good sport.’




  Uthas was horrified. He had assumed the souls of the hosts had been displaced, were not still residing trapped within their own bodies, struggling to evict those who possessed them. He shuddered

  – such a thing would be a living death.




  ‘He was a master swordsman, all of your new hosts were,’ Calidus said, raising his voice to all the Kadoshim in the great hall. ‘Examine their souls, pick them apart, absorb

  their skills. Learn the ways of your new bodies. And eat.’




  Sibilant laughter echoed about the chamber as Calidus walked away. Uthas saw one Kadoshim drop to the ground, burying its face in the belly of a dead horse, the wet sound of flesh tearing.




  ‘They are like children,’ Calidus sighed. ‘I have much to teach them in little time, which is why I need Nathair to cooperate.’




  They found the King of Tenebral a short way along the road that approached Murias, the tattered bodies of Jehar warriors and their horses scattered around him, shredded to a bloody mess by the

  raven storm that Queen Nemain had set upon them. He was stood with his great draig, holding its reins loosely in one hand while it feasted on the corpse of a horse. It pulled its snout from a

  smashed ribcage to regard them with small black eyes, gore dripping from its jaws. As they drew nearer to Nathair, Uthas glimpsed amongst the fern and gorse one of his kin whom he had set to watch

  the King of Tenebral.




  Nathair heard their approach and looked up. He whispered something to the draig, which went back to devouring the horse’s innards. Nathair turned his back to them, looking out over the

  bleak landscape of moorland, gentle hills undulating into the horizon.




  ‘He is out there,’ Nathair said quietly.




  ‘Who do you speak of?’ Calidus asked.




  ‘The Bright Star. For so long I have believed that title was mine.’ He turned, calm now, Uthas saw, his rage from the cauldron’s chamber gone, spent. His eyes were dark-rimmed

  and red. A bruise mottled his jaw.




  ‘You have deceived me, all this time.’ Nathair looked first at Calidus, then past him, to Alcyon. The giant dropped his head, not meeting Nathair’s gaze.




  ‘You would not have understood,’ Calidus said.




  Nathair raised his eyebrows at that. ‘Something we agree on. My first-sword Veradis will have your heads for this. Thankfully he is not here to witness how far we have fallen.’




  ‘Time will be the judge,’ Calidus said with a shrug. ‘But there is still a future for you. For us.’




  ‘What, this is not to be my execution, then?’ Nathair’s eyes flickered to Alcyon and Uthas behind Calidus, and then further off, to the Benothi guards lurking in shadows.




  ‘No. I came to talk.’




  ‘It seems to me the time for that has passed. But go on . . .’




  ‘You see things as you have been taught. Good, evil; right, wrong. But things are not always as they seem—’




  ‘No, they are not. You are living proof of that. Claiming to be one of the Ben Elim, yet you are the opposite: Kadoshim, a fallen angel, servant of Asroth.’




  ‘You speak of things about which you have no understanding,’ Calidus snapped. ‘Kadoshim, Ben-Elim, they are just names given by those too ignorant to comprehend. Remember,

  history is written by the victors. It is not an unassailable truth, but a twisted, moulded thing, corrupted by the victor’s perspective. Elyon is not good; Asroth is not evil. That is a

  child’s view. The world is not scribed in black and white, but in shades of grey.’




  ‘So you would have me believe that Asroth is good? That Elyon is the deceiver?’




  ‘No, something in the middle of that, perhaps, with both parties capable of both good and evil. Like you. More human, if you like. Would that be so hard to imagine?’




  Uthas saw something flicker across Nathair’s face. Doubt?




  ‘Your histories tell that Asroth would destroy this world of flesh,’ Calidus continued. ‘They claim that was Asroth’s purpose in the War of Treasures. Ask yourself: if

  that were true, then why is he so desperate to come here, to become flesh?’




  ‘I would not dare to guess after having been proved so monumentally naive,’ Nathair said with a sour twist of his lips. Something of his earlier rage returned, a vein pulsing in his

  temple.




  ‘Don’t be so dramatic,’ Calidus scolded, ‘like a sulking child. I have come to you to speak hard truths and would hear you speak in return as the man you can be, the

  leader of men, the king. Not as a petulant child.’ He took a moment, waiting, letting the weight of his words subdue Nathair’s anger. ‘Now think on this. Asroth would come here

  not to destroy, but to rule. He would fashion an empire, just as you have imagined. A new order, one defined by peace, once the dissenters were dealt with. No different from your plans. And you

  could still be a part of it. Our numbers are too few; we will need someone to rule the Banished Lands. Someone who could unite the realms. I believe that someone is you.’




  ‘And you think I would believe anything that crosses your lips, now. After this?’ Nathair gestured at the towering bulk of Murias.




  ‘Yes. I would. Put your anger, your pride and shame aside and think. War has raged in the Otherworld for aeons. It has been bloody and violent and heartbreaking. I have seen my brothers

  cut down, broken, destroyed. And I have returned the violence upon the Ben-Elim a hundredfold. I did what I had to do. Withholding some of the truth from you was necessary. Difficult decisions must

  be made in war, for the greater good. You know this.’ Calidus paused, holding Nathair with his gaze.




  ‘There are some lines that cannot be crossed, regardless of the greater good,’ Nathair spat.




  ‘You forget, Nathair. I know you. I know what you have done. What lines you have already crossed in the name of the greater good.’




  Nathair raised a hand and took a step back, as if warding a blow. His draig stopped crunching bones to cast its baleful glare upon Calidus.




  ‘I do not say it as a criticism, but as a compliment. Once you are committed to a cause you will do whatever is necessary to see it through. Whatever it takes, regardless of the cost. A

  rare ability in this world of frailty and weakness. And one that we need. I respect that. So I ask you, Nathair: join us. Commit to our cause and you will gain all you desire, see your dreams come

  to fruition, your ambition rewarded. And if you think on it, it is not so different from all that you were striving for before the scales fell from your eyes.’




  Alcyon shifted from behind Calidus. ‘Someone comes,’ he said, pulling his newly acquired war-hammer from his back.




  ‘Where?’ Calidus asked, hand on sword hilt, eyes narrowed.




  Alcyon pointed south-east, into the moorland. A dark speck solidified, moving at considerable speed.




  ‘It is one of my brothers,’ Calidus said. ‘One of those that left with Danjal.’




  They stood in silence as the figure approached. It covered the ground quickly, running with a loping gait. As it drew near, Uthas saw it was weaving.




  And something is wrong with its arm.




  It must have seen them standing on the road, for it veered towards them, collapsing before Calidus. Its hand was severed just above the wrist, blood still trickling from the wound. It was pale

  as milk, veins black within its skin. Nathair’s draig gave a low rumbling growl.




  ‘I am weak,’ the Kadoshim rasped. ‘This body is failing.’




  ‘I warned you,’ Calidus said. ‘These bodies are still mortal. Soon it will die from loss of blood.’




  ‘Help me,’ the Kadoshim whispered.




  ‘Swear to obey me in all things,’ Calidus said, voice cold as winter-forged iron.




  ‘I swear it. Please . . .’




  ‘Bind his arm,’ Calidus snapped at Alcyon, kneeling to put an arm about the injured Kadoshim. ‘You must look after your new body, Bune. Like a weapon, it must be cared for. You

  have lost much blood, but if we treat your wound and feed you, all will be well.’




  ‘My thanks,’ the creature croaked. ‘I would not return to the Otherworld so soon.’




  ‘Then no more of this foolish charging off to fight unwinnable battles. Danjal? The others?’




  ‘All gone, back to the Otherworld. There were too many against us, and these bodies . . .’ Bune held up his uninjured arm. ‘It is taking me some time to adjust to

  it.’




  ‘It will. Come, back to our kin where we can tend you better.’ Calidus glanced at Alcyon, who finished binding the wrist and then lifted Bune in his arms. Calidus led them back

  towards the gates of Murias, Nathair and his draig following slowly behind. Birds circled lazily above, the remnants of Nemain’s ravens lured by the stench of carrion. Uthas glared at them

  with something akin to hatred, thinking of Fech. As they stepped within the shadow of the fortress, Uthas saw a raven perched on a ledge in the cliff face. It stared back at him. For a moment he

  was convinced it was Fech and he raised a hand involuntarily to his scarred face.




  Surely not. Fech is not brave or stupid enough to return here.




  Calidus looked back to Nathair.




  ‘Think on my words, King of Tenebral. I would have you fight beside me in the coming war. No more deceptions.’




  Nathair paused before the gates and put a hand upon his draig’s neck. Together the King and beast watched Calidus and his companions enter Murias.




  ‘Watch him closely,’ Calidus whispered to Uthas. ‘If he tries to leave, stop him. Whatever it takes.’
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  CHAPTER FOUR




  MAQUIN




  Maquin ran through the undergrowth, trees thick about him. With one hand he pushed aside branches, with the other he held onto Fidele, the Queen Regent of Tenebral, recently

  married to Lykos, Lord of the Vin Thalun. Until she tried to murder him. I’m guessing that’s the end of their happy nuptials.




  She stumbled and he snatched a glance back at her, saw she was breathing heavily, her bridal gown snagged and torn, stained with blood. She needs to rest. The sounds of combat drifted

  behind him, faint and distant, but still too close for his liking.




  It will not be long before Lykos and his Vin Thalun have put down the rioters. Then he’ll be looking for his absent bride. Still, if we run much more she’ll be finished

  anyway. With a frown he slowed, heard the sound of a stream and changed direction.




  Maquin caught his breath as he splashed his face and naked chest with the icy cold water, washing away the blood and grime of the fighting-pit. A hundred different cuts began to sting as the

  adrenalin of his escape faded, his skin goose-fleshing. He shivered. Should have grabbed a cloak as we fled. He was still dressed for the heat of the pit: boots and breeches, a curved knife

  in his belt, nothing on his torso except blood and dirt and scars.




  I’m free. He sucked in a deep breath, savouring the earthy scents of the forest, reminding him of Forn. Of another life. He closed his eyes as memories flickered through his mind.

  The Gadrai; his sword-brothers; of Kastell, slain by that traitorous bastard Jael; of Tahir and Orgull, the only other survivors of the betrayal in Haldis. It felt so long ago. The

  time-before. He looked at his hands, blood still ground into the swirls of his skin, stuck beneath his fingernails. Orgull’s blood.




  His friend’s face filled his mind as it had been when he had cradled him – beaten, bloody, dying. A swell of emotion bubbled up, tears blurring his eyes. He remembered Orgull’s

  last words to him: a request to find a man named Meical and pass on a message. That I stayed true to the end, Orgull had said.




  So much death, and yet still I live. More. I am a free man. All right, a refugee, with enemies behind me, and I’m a thousand leagues from home. But I’m free. Free to hunt down

  Jael and put him in the ground. Even now the thought of Jael burned away all else. He could see his face, lips twisted in a mocking sneer as Maquin had been chained and led to the Vin Thalun

  ships. Hatred flared incandescent, a pure flame in his gut. He felt himself snarling. A tearing sound drew his attention. Fidele was standing in the stream close by. She was ripping away the lower

  part of her dress.




  ‘Easier to run,’ she told him. ‘Here.’ She bunched the fabric and dipped it in the stream, then began washing the filth from his back. She gasped and paused a moment as

  the myriad scars were revealed, telling the tale of the whip as a slave, countless other cuts and reminders from his time in the fighting-pit. She’d seen him earn some of those scars, watched

  him fight, kill others. Shame filled him at the things he’d done and he bowed his head.




  ‘Where are you from?’ she asked quietly.




  He blinked; for a moment he had to think about that. ‘Isiltir,’ he said, pronouncing it slowly, like a forgotten friend.




  ‘What is your name? Who are you?’




  In the pit I was called Old Wolf, the only name I’ve gone by for a good long while. I am a trained killer. Have become that which I hate.




  ‘My name is Maquin,’ he said with a twist of his lips, a step towards reclaiming himself. ‘I was shieldman to Kastell, nephew of King Romar.’




  ‘Oh,’ Fidele breathed. ‘You are a long way from home. How did you end up . . . ?’




  ‘In the fighting-pits?’ He paused, the silence stretching, thinking back to before his enslavement, to the life he had led, the friends he had known, pulling at memories buried deep

  within, of the events that had preceded his life as a slave. ‘Jael has usurped King Romar’s throne – murdered the King, crushed the resistance in Isiltir. I fought him as part of

  that resistance, but Lykos and his Vin Thalun came, allied to Jael . . .’ He shrugged, his voice was a croak, unused to conversations of more than a few words.




  Her hands touched his shoulder, hovering, tracing a swirling design, sending an involuntary shiver through him.




  ‘Lykos gave me that one,’ he said. ‘Branded me as his slave, his property.’




  ‘Do you think he’s dead?’




  Maquin remembered the last time he’d seen the man, fallen to one knee in the arena, a knife hilt protruding from beneath his ribs, blood pulsing. Combat had swept Maquin away, and when he

  had looked back Lykos was gone.




  ‘Doubt it. He’s a tough one.’




  ‘I want him dead,’ Fidele hissed, a flash of rage contorting her face.




  He looked at her a long moment, taken aback by the vehemence in her. He had always thought of her as unapproachably beautiful, calm, serene. ‘Bit strange to marry him, then.’




  She stepped away, eyes downcast. ‘I was under a foul magic – he had an effigy, a small clay doll, with a lock of my hair cast within it. You crushed it when you fought him. That set

  me free.’




  Fidele shuddered, her eyes closed. Then she straightened and looked him in the eye.




  ‘I have not thanked you, for protecting me in the riot, for getting me away to safety.’




  Maquin looked about. ‘This is not exactly what I would call safe.’




  ‘It is safer, by far, than the arena.’




  ‘True enough.’




  All had been chaos back in the arena before Jerolin, and Maquin had taken advantage of it, using the mayhem and confusion to rush Fidele out of the arena. The closest cover had been woodland to

  the south; Maquin led Fidele in a mad dash across open meadow towards the trees, all the while his heart thudding in his head as he waited for the expected cries of pursuit. None had come as they

  reached the treeline and so they continued to run deeper into the woodland, Maquin’s only thought to put distance between him and the Vin Thalun. Something had sparked the riot.

  Maquin’s duel with Orgull had played a part in it, but Maquin had also seen warriors amongst the crowd, urging them on. They had been wearing the white eagle crest of Tenebral. There was some

  kind of resistance forming against the Vin Thalun, that was clear. But how strong was it? Had they managed to crush the Vin Thalun? To drive them from Jerolin and Tenebral? Maquin doubted it

  – the Vin Thalun had numbered in their thousands; it would take a lot of manpower to finish them. ‘And what would you do now, my lady?’ Maquin asked her.




  She frowned and sat upon a rock. ‘I don’t know is the short answer. I would find out if the Vin Thalun have been defeated –’ she paused, a tremor touching her lips

  – ‘but I am scared to go back. The thought of being caught is more than I can bear.’




  Maquin nodded. I can understand that. For himself, he wanted to leave. To point himself north-west instead of south and aim straight for Jael. What about her, though? He could not

  just abandon her in the woods.




  ‘Will you help me?’ she asked. ‘I have seen that you are no friend to Lykos or the Vin Thalun. We have a common enemy.’




  ‘I’ve had enough of fighting other people’s battles,’ he said. ‘I’ve got my own to fight. I need to go home. I have something to do,’ he muttered

  quietly, almost to himself. He looked at her face and saw a determination of purpose there, battling with the fear of her circumstances. ‘But I will see you safe first, my lady. If I

  can.’




  She breathed a relieved sigh. ‘My thanks. I will do all in my power to repay you, and to speed you on your way.’




  ‘First, we must survive the night and the cold.’




  ‘Wait here,’ Maquin whispered to Fidele.




  They were crouched behind a ridge, looking out upon a wide stretch of land covered in tree stumps. On the far side was a row of timber cabins, piles of felled trunks surrounding them. It was

  dusk; the forest was grey and silent.




  ‘Do not come after me for anything. Nothing, you understand?’




  She nodded and he slipped away, staying low to the ground, keeping to the outskirts of the manmade clearing, stalking within the shadows amongst the trees. Eventually he was behind the row of

  cabins. Gripping his knife he slipped to the front and entered. Grey light filtered through gaps in the shutters and he paused to let his eyes adjust to the gloom.




  Cots lined the walls, covered by rough woollen blankets, boots, breeches, and cloaks. A long table ran down the centre of the room, cups and plates scattered upon it. Axes and great two-man saws

  were all about, and there were racks of water skins, gloves, other work tools. Men live here. Woodcutters. Question is, where are they now?




  It came to him quickly – Jerolin and the arena. It’s a big day – celebrations and games to mark Lykos being wed to Fidele.




  He quickly grabbed cloaks from pegs, woollen shirts, breeches, some cheese and mutton, water skins and a roll of twine, stuffing them all into an empty bag he’d found.




  There was a groan; a blanket shifted on a cot in the corner of the room. A figure sat up – a man, rubbing his eyes.




  In heartbeats Maquin had crossed the room and had his knife held to the stranger’s throat, his eyes drawn to the man’s beard, the iron rings binding it.




  He is Vin Thalun. A rage bubbled up, threatening to consume him.




  ‘Please, no—’ the man gasped.




  Can’t kill him here – too much blood. His friends will be onto us as soon as they return.




  ‘Up,’ Maquin ordered.




  Slowly the man stood, eyes flickering to the sheathed sword hanging over the cot.




  ‘Don’t,’ Maquin grunted, kicking the back of the man’s leg, sending him tumbling away from the cot. He slung the sword and belt over one shoulder.




  ‘Why are you here? Not at the arena?’ Maquin asked as the Vin Thalun climbed to his feet.




  He glowered at Maquin. ‘Someone has to stand guard; Lykos’ orders. I pulled the short straw.’




  ‘Outside,’ Maquin ordered and followed his prisoner out of the door, directing him behind the cabin, into the trees. It was twilight; the world was slipping into degrees of shadow.

  Maquin dropped his bundle of provisions. ‘On your knees, hands behind your head,’ he grunted.




  The Vin Thalun lunged forwards, turning as he moved, reaching for Maquin’s knife arm.




  Maquin was too quick for him, sidestepping, slashing at the warrior’s hand, his blade coming away red. He barrelled forwards, the Vin Thalun somehow managing to grip his wrist. Maquin

  headbutted him, blood spurting from the Vin Thalun’s nose. He staggered and dropped to the ground.




  Time for you to die.




  The Vin Thalun must have read the thought in Maquin’s eyes, and he began to plead.




  Undergrowth rustled and Fidele stepped out from amongst the trees.




  ‘You’re not supposed to be here,’ Maquin said.




  ‘You’ve been gone a long time. I was starting to worry.’




  That felt strange – someone caring whether he lived or died. ‘Found someone in the cabin. You should look away.’




  ‘I’ve seen the colour of blood before. And he’s Vin Thalun,’ she snarled, looking at the rings in his beard. ‘I’d be happy to watch you slaughter a whole

  nation of them.’




  ‘All right then,’ Maquin grunted.




  ‘I can tell you where they are,’ the warrior blurted as Maquin stepped close, knife moving.




  ‘Where who are?’ Maquin growled; his knife blade hovered at the man’s throat.




  ‘Lykos’ secret. The giantess and her whelp.’
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  CHAPTER FIVE




  CAMLIN




  Camlin lay on a table in a ship’s cabin, various pains clamouring for his attention. The broken arrow shaft still buried in his shoulder won.




  ‘Bite on this and lie still,’ a voice said beside him. Baird, a warrior of Domhain, thrust a leather belt at him. He was one of Rath’s Degad, the feared giant-killers of

  Domhain. He had been assigned by Rath to see Edana to safety. In Camlin’s mind there was still a way to go on that score, as they were stuck on a ship with only a handful of faithful men

  about Queen Edana; the rest of them were loyal to Roisin, the mother of Lorcan, young heir to the throne of Domhain.




  Running again.




  ‘Take it, you’re going to need it,’ Baird said. He grinned at Camlin, the skin puckering around the empty eye-socket in his face.




  ‘Don’t see there’s much t’be grinning about,’ Camlin said bitterly.




  ‘It was a good fight. One to make a song about,’ Baird replied, referring to the battle fought on the beach and quayside as they had made their escape. ‘And we’re still

  breathing. Happy to be alive, me.’




  With a grimace, Camlin bit down on the belt.




  ‘You’ll need to hold him,’ Baird said, and Vonn’s serious face loomed over Camlin, his hands pressing on his chest.




  ‘Still need t’breathe, lad,’ Camlin muttered.




  ‘How can I help?’ Edana this time.




  Half of Ardan is in this cabin.




  ‘Don’t think you should be in here, my lady,’ Baird said. ‘There’ll be some blood, probably some cursing too.’




  Edana snorted. ‘I’ve seen enough blood already, and spilt some myself. As for the cursing, I’ve travelled with Camlin for near a year now. I don’t think I’ll hear

  anything I haven’t already.’




  ‘Well, if you’re set on staying, try holding his feet.’




  Baird cut away Camlin’s shirt sleeve, gently probing the arrow shaft. A spike of pain lanced through Camlin, blood oozed lazily from the wound.




  ‘Sure you know what you’re doing?’ Camlin growled. ‘What with only one eye . . .’




  ‘Is this the time to be upsetting me?’ Baird said, grinning again. ‘Done this a few times, should be fine. The arrow-head’s too deep. Going to have to push it

  through.’




  ‘Best get on with it, then, it’s not going t’fall out by itself.’




  ‘Agreed,’ Baird said, gripping the broken shaft.




  Camlin screamed.




  ‘How does it feel?’ Vonn asked.




  Camlin stood on the deck of the ship, leaning on a rail, watching the dawn sun wash across blue-grey waves. To the east a line of dark green marked the distant southern coast of Domhain.




  Slowly he rolled his shoulder and lifted his left arm, which had been healing nicely for the last two days.




  ‘Feels like I’ve been shot with an arrow,’ he grimaced. ‘It’s mending well,’ he added at Vonn’s concerned expression. Lad’s got no sense of

  humour.




  Be a while before I can draw my bow, though, damn Braith to the Otherworld.




  Images of the battle filled his mind: Braith, his old chief from the Darkwood toppling off the quay into the ocean. Conall knocking his brother Halion senseless as Camlin escaped to the ship

  with Roisin’s son, Lorcan. Looking back as they sailed away, Conall cutting Marrock’s throat and tossing him to the waves.




  Marrock. First real friend I’ve had in a long while. He felt the man’s loss keenly, along with Halion’s. They had felt like a brotherhood, friends bound by more than a

  common cause. And the others – Dath and Corban, even old Brina. I wonder, have they found Cywen? Are they still even breathing? The world was in flux, constantly changing around him.

  It was hard for a man to keep up. ’Specially when all I’ve known for twenty years is the Darkwood. Still, can’t change the truth of things. Have t’bend with it.

  Better’n breaking.




  You should leave, the old persistent voice said in his head. Walk away, make a life for yourself before you get yourself killed for some lordling’s cause that means nothing to

  you. Besides, look at you – you’re not the sort t’be mixing with queens and noble warriors; you’re a thief, a villain.




  Dolphins leaped through waves, keeping pace alongside the ship. Can’t leave now, I’ve come too far, made promises.




  You’ve sworn no oaths.




  Not out loud, no. But I need t’see this through. Besides, can’t exactly walk away right now. I’m not much for swimming.




  ‘Where’s Edana?’ he asked Vonn, who had settled beside him, staring silently at the coastline.




  ‘In her cabin. Baird’s guarding her.’ He was silent a moment. ‘Do you think we can trust him?’




  ‘Baird? He’s a good man t’have around in a scrap. Trust; now that’s another matter. What d’you think?’




  ‘I wouldn’t ask me. I’m not such a good judge. I trusted my father, remember.’ He pulled a sour face and looked down at the waves.




  Camlin felt a wave of sympathy for the young warrior. Evnis, betrayer of Dun Carreg, slayer of Brenin, King of Ardan. Not the best da in the Banished Lands to have.




  ‘Think you can be forgiven for that,’ Camlin said. ‘Most of us do. Trust our da, I mean. For a while, at least.’




  Vonn didn’t respond.




  ‘As for Baird, my guess is he’s one of those that gives his word and keeps it as best he can. Him and Rath were close, and he swore to the old man to see Edana safe.’




  ‘He did,’ Vonn agreed.




  ‘Well, t’my mind she’s not safe yet. We may be on a ship sailing away from Domhain, Rhin and Conall, but most of those aboard don’t owe Edana naught, and Roisin and her

  boy Lorcan command a score of warriors. We won’t be safe till we’re off of this tub and away from them, is my thinking. Even if Edana is promised to Lorcan, I don’t trust Roisin

  to keep her word.’




  Edana. Fugitive Queen of Ardan. Initially Camlin had become part of this group through circumstance. After the fall of Dun Carreg it had been his friendship and loyalty to a few –

  Marrock and Halion, the lads Dath and Corban – that had kept him with them. Now, though, they were all gone. He stayed now for Edana. At first she had seemed to be a spoilt princess, ill

  equipped to lead and not worth following. Over the course of their flight from Dun Carreg, through the wilds of Cambren and the mountains that bordered Domhain, Camlin had seen a change in her. A

  moment stuck in his mind, in the mountains when Marrock had chosen to stay on a suicide mission and delay their pursuit. Edana had stepped in. We’ll all stay, or all go. I’ll not

  lose you so that I can run a little longer. That’s what she had said.




  Took some stones, that did. And from that moment a kernel of respect for the young woman had taken root in Camlin. Over the following moons it had grown, seeing how she had dealt with old

  Eremon and the cunning politicking of his Queen, Roisin.




  Think she might be worth following, after all.




  As if the thought of her had been a summons Edana appeared on the deck and came towards them, Baird at her shoulder. Her fair hair was bound tight in what looked like a warrior braid; her face

  was pale and drawn. A grey cloak, the colour of Ardan, was wrapped about her shoulders, her hand resting on a protruding sword hilt.




  ‘I’m going to see Roisin,’ she said. ‘Thought my shieldmen should be at my side.’




  Shieldmen. Been called plenty of things in my time, but not one of those before.




  ‘Of course,’ Vonn said.




  ‘What’s this about?’ Camlin asked, then felt Vonn frowning at him. Keep forgetting she’s a queen.




  Edana looked about. The ship was a single-masted trader, the steering rudder on a raised platform at the stern. Roisin and her son slept – and for the last two nights had all but lived

  – in a cabin beneath the steering platform. Two warriors stood by the door.




  ‘It’s time we all know where we stand. I would know if Roisin will honour Eremon’s last words to us.’




  She straightened her shoulders and set off, Baird, Vonn and Camlin falling in behind her. Edana stopped before the two warriors guarding the stern’s cabin.




  ‘I would speak with your lady,’ she said, her voice firm.




  The two men regarded her a moment.




  ‘Get on with it, then, Cian,’ Baird said good-naturedly, but Camlin could feel the threat of violence emanating from the man. He was like a pulled bowstring, always on the edge of

  release. One of the warriors frowned at him, but after another moment he knocked and then entered the cabin.




  ‘And tell Roisin to pour some wine,’ Baird called after him.




  Edana looked at him and he shrugged.




  ‘She will see you, my lady,’ Cian said, holding the door open. Edana entered. Cian stepped between her and her shieldmen. ‘Not you,’ he told them.




  ‘I swore an oath to Rath,’ Baird said. ‘See her safe to Ardan. I’ll not be letting her out of my sight after the stunt Quinn pulled. You going to try and make me an

  oathbreaker?’ He took a step forwards.




  ‘Let them in,’ a voice called from within the cabin.




  The warrior hesitated a moment, then stepped aside before following them into the room.




  The cabin was dark; Camlin’s eyes took a moment to adjust. Instinctively he hung back, eyes scanning for points of exit. A shuttered window on the far wall, the door behind him. That was

  all. The room was small, sparsely decorated – a table, two chairs, two cots built onto the walls. Roisin sat in a chair at the table, a flickering candle highlighting her pale skin, jet black

  hair a dark nimbus about her. She looked exhausted, cheeks gaunt, eyes dark pools of shadow, but even under these circumstances she was still beautiful.




  ‘Forgive Cian,’ she said with a wave at the door. ‘My shieldmen have been tense since Quinn’s betrayal.’




  That’s fair enough, thought Camlin. He caught us all off-guard. Should have trusted my instincts, though. Never liked him.




  ‘That is understandable,’ Edana said, taking a seat and the wine that Roisin offered her.




  Quinn had been King Eremon’s first-sword, Roisin’s champion. He had turned traitor on the beach in Domhain, when it had become clear that the ship they were boarding was too small to

  take them all to safety. With a handful of warriors he had attempted to snatch Lorcan and use him to bargain with Conall. Camlin had seen Halion put a sword through the traitor’s heart,

  although Quinn’s poison-tipped blade had slowed Halion enough for Conall to take him prisoner.




  ‘I would talk frankly with you,’ Edana said. ‘These are dark times, and some clarity would go a considerable way to easing all our minds.’




  ‘Dark times indeed. My husband is murdered, my kingdom stolen. My son pursued by a usurper.’




  ‘Yes. The crimes against us both are many. But I have not come to talk of the past, but of the future.’




  ‘Ask your questions,’ Roisin said, taking a long draught of her drink.




  ‘Your intentions. You have twenty shieldmen about you still. Do you intend to honour King Eremon’s last words to me? To set me ashore in Ardan?’




  ‘Ah, Eremon. The stubborn old fool. He should have fled with us. Should be here.’




  They sat in silence, Roisin staring into her cup. With a shudder she lifted her gaze.




  ‘And what of your promise to him? To take Lorcan with you to safety? To be handbound to him?’




  Edana looked at her calmly. ‘I will not be handbound to Lorcan. That agreement is dead. It was on the condition that Domhain’s warband defeated Rhin and helped me regain the throne

  of Ardan. Domhain’s warband is scattered; that hope gone. But if you wish, I will take you and Lorcan with me, give you what protection I can.’ She smiled wanly. ‘It may not be

  much. I hope to return to Ardan – as Eremon said, there is rumour of resistance gathering in the marshlands around Dun Crin – but it will be dangerous. Rhin rules there, with Evnis as

  her puppet. I do not know how many, if any, will be loyal to me. I cannot guarantee your or Lorcan’s safety. Your other option is to sail as fast and as far away as possible, to go into a

  life of hiding, but I fear Rhin will hunt you, as she has hunted me. Lorcan and I are a threat to her power: we are legitimate heirs and a standard for the dispossessed to rally around.’




  ‘There is another option,’ Roisin said, slowly sitting straighter, looking at Edana from under heavy-lidded eyes. ‘I could hand you to Rhin. A gift, in return for

  Lorcan’s safety.’




  She has teeth yet, the snake, Camlin thought, feeling a tension settle upon all in the room.




  ‘That would be foolish,’ Edana said, smiling tiredly. Of all of them she appeared the calmest. ‘You cannot trust Rhin, whatever promises she makes. Lorcan is still a threat, no

  matter what gift he gives her. And she has placed Conall on the throne of Domhain – he will not suffer Lorcan to live. Surely you know that.’ She stared straight at Roisin, holding her

  gaze. The older woman glared back, fierce and proud. Then, abruptly, like a sail with its wind taken from it, she slumped.




  ‘I know you speak the truth,’ she whispered.




  ‘I will offer you a new deal,’ Edana said. ‘We have a common enemy, one that wishes us both dead and our supporters destroyed. Join me – see me safe to Ardan, help me in

  the fight to reclaim my home, and when it is done, I shall do the same for you. I vow on the cairns of my murdered parents, by the blood that runs in my veins and with every ounce of strength I

  possess: I shall see Lorcan back upon the throne of Domhain.’ She stood suddenly, drawing a knife from within her cloak. Roisin tensed; her shieldmen took a step.




  Edana drew the blade across the palm of her hand, blood welling, dripping, and offered her knife to Roisin.




  The older woman sat and stared a moment, then stood and took the knife. She cut her palm and gripped Edana’s hand tightly, their blood mingling.




  ‘I vow to see you safe to Ardan, and to do all I can to help you reclaim your throne,’ Roisin said.




  More like you know where you and Lorcan are best protected, thought Camlin. Not that sticking close to us is anything like safe, but if Rhin is going to be hunting us, the more swords

  about everyone the better.




  Roisin sighed, sitting back in her chair as Cian moved to her side.




  ‘But Lorcan will be disappointed that you are not to be handbound,’ she said. ‘I think he is a little infatuated with you. Perhaps you could not tell him for a while, let him

  down gently.’




  Just then the door burst open, Lorcan striding in, a warrior shadowing him. He was slim, dark-haired, fine featured, almost pretty like his mother. ‘Ah, my two favourite ladies,’ he

  said with a smile. ‘My mother and my future wife.’




  Edana rolled her eyes and Camlin suppressed a laugh.
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  CHAPTER SIX




  RAFE




  Rafe splashed up to his waist into the surf and grabbed the body floating in the waves. A black shaft sprouted from its chest. That’d be more of Camlin’s

  handiwork. Rafe had seen the huntsman on the quay, shooting arrow after arrow into Conall’s men. Half a dozen other corpses were laid out on the beach with matching arrows sticking from

  some part or other of their bodies. He looked out to sea, but the ship Camlin, Vonn and his companions had escaped on was long gone, not even a dot on the horizon now.




  What am I doing here?




  The answer to that was simple enough: he’d been ordered to come. Back at Dun Taras, when a hungry mob had opened the gates to Queen Rhin, Rafe had told Rhin and her force how he’d

  seen Edana and her companions flee the fortress. Conall had set about raising a pursuit, and Braith, Rhin’s huntsman, had been part of that. Braith needed huntsmen, had asked for any that

  knew how to handle a brace of hounds. Conall had volunteered Rafe. And that was that.




  So here I am, hundreds of leagues from home, on a cold beach on the edge of the world.




  Rafe grunted as he dragged the corpse to shore; another warrior came to help him as he struggled onto the shingle. A hound whined and sniffed the body as Rafe and the other warrior hauled the

  dead weight along the beach, laying it down alongside the other dead, over a score of those who had ridden from Dun Taras with Conall.




  That Halion knows how to swing a blade, I’ll give him that.




  As the battle had played out Rafe had been standing on a steep ridge overlooking the beach, gripping two hounds on a leash. Braith had been with him and together they’d watched as

  Halion’s defenders had held the quay against overwhelming numbers, until Halion had toppled to the beach below. Even then Conall’s brother had fought on, aided by a few who had leaped

  to his defence. It was only when Conall had faced him and beaten Halion unconscious that the path to the quay had been cleared. And by then it was too late: Edana and her companions were sailing

  away, along with Lorcan, the young heir to Domhain’s throne.




  One of the hounds whined and nuzzled his leg. ‘There ya go, Sniffer,’ he said, giving the hound a strip of dried mutton from the pouch at his belt. He crouched and scratched the

  grey-haired hound between the ears. ‘You’ll be wanting to go home now, I’m guessing,’ he said.




  Me too. Home. Dun Carreg, Ardan. Will I ever see it again? Memories swirled up, of long days in the wilderness with his da, Helfach the huntsman, as he taught Rafe the ways of wood and

  earth, of how to track prey and how to kill it.




  The other hound padded over, Scratcher, seeing that he’d missed out on a treat.




  ‘Go on, then,’ Rafe said, throwing another strip of mutton. Scratcher caught it and swallowed, licked his lips.




  Hooves drummed on the beach and Rafe looked up to see Conall returning, a handful of shieldmen riding behind him.




  Conall was the closest thing to home now, the last remnant of his life in Ardan. Part of Rafe was scared of the warrior – quick-tempered and deadly – part of him liked the man, as

  swift to laughter as he was to anger. He’s risen far. Not long ago he was the same as me, just another sword in Evnis’ hold. Conall slipped from his saddle, scowling at any who

  dared meet his eyes.




  ‘My brother?’ he called, and men pointed. Halion was still unconscious, laid out on the beach, bound at wrist and ankle. Conall strode to him and stood over Halion’s still

  form, staring. His face softened, then clouded, other emotions playing out across the landscape of his features. Eventually his expression settled back into a scowl.




  ‘Any luck?’ a warrior, one of Queen Rhin’s captains, asked as he joined Conall. All of the warriors who had accompanied Conall were Rhin’s. Although the people of Dun

  Taras had opened their gates to Rhin, it was still too early to trust the warriors of Domhain. It had not been that long ago that the men of Domhain and Cambren had been trying to kill each

  other.




  ‘Not a single boat within a league of here,’ Conall muttered.




  ‘They’ve escaped, then,’ Rhin’s captain said.




  ‘You’re a quick one,’ Conall snapped.




  The captain frowned. ‘Queen Rhin won’t be happy. Glad I’m not you.’




  Conall hit the man in the face, hard. He stumbled back a step, then dropped to one knee.




  ‘I’m not happy, either,’ Conall growled. Other warriors moved, comrades of the felled captain, a loose circle forming around Conall.




  Rafe stood, took a step towards them. He’s the only link to home I have. Don’t want to see him dead as well. One of the hounds gave a low growl.




  Conall turned to face the men drawing close about him. ‘If any need reminding, I’m your Queen’s regent, and her first-sword.’ He put a hand upon his sword hilt, a

  reminder of how he’d beaten Morcant to become Rhin’s champion.




  Don’t get involved, you idiot, Rafe told himself. You don’t want to die on this cold beach, but his feet were already moving. He pushed through warriors, the dogs

  snarling at his heels. Rafe joined Conall; the two hounds flanked him with bared teeth.




  There was a long drawn-out moment, violence in the balance. Only the roar of surf on shingle, a gull calling overhead. Then Rhin’s men were turning, backing away; first one, then all of

  them.




  ‘Up you get,’ Conall said to the fallen warrior, offering his arm.




  The man looked at him, then gripped Conall’s wrist.




  ‘No harm done, eh? Well, maybe a blackened eye for a few days. A tale for the ladies,’ Conall laughed, slapping the man on the shoulder; the captain grunted and walked away.




  ‘Saw what you did,’ Conall said to Rafe. ‘Won’t forget that.’




  Rafe shrugged.




  ‘Where’s Braith? If anyone can track a ship it’ll be him.’




  ‘He’s dead,’ Rafe said. ‘Camlin killed him – threw him in the sea while you were fighting Halion.’




  ‘Did he, now?’ Conall said, frowning. ‘Didn’t expect that.’




  There weren’t many that could have stood against Braith.




  ‘Me neither, but I saw it happen.’




  ‘Shame. Don’t suppose you can track a ship, can you?’




  Rafe raised an eyebrow. ‘Where do you think they’re going?’ he asked, as they both stared at the empty horizon.




  ‘Away from me,’ Conall growled. ‘Somewhere far away from me.’




  ‘He’s waking up,’ a warrior called to Conall. Rafe saw Halion stirring.




  Conall hurried over, Rafe following.




  Halion was cut and battered, a dark bruise staining his jaw. His eyes fluttered open.




  ‘Water,’ he croaked.




  Conall knelt and dripped water from a skin onto Halion’s lips, something tender about the act.




  ‘Where are they?’ Conall asked.




  Halion’s eyes fixed on the sea. ‘They got away, then?’




  ‘Aye, with your help. Where are they going, brother?’




  ‘I don’t know,’ Halion whispered. ‘We were just running – away from you, Rhin, Domhain. The where had not been decided.’




  ‘You’re lying,’ Conall snarled, leaning closer.




  ‘Believe what you will,’ Halion shrugged. ‘Either way they’re safe from you now.’




  Conall gripped Halion and pulled him close. ‘I need to find Lorcan and his bitch-mother.’ Spittle sprayed.




  Halion looked at him with sorrow. ‘When did you become a killer of bairns? Lorcan’s your kin.’




  ‘Do you not remember what Roisin did to us? Murdered our mam, drove us from our home?’




  ‘Aye – Roisin, not Lorcan.’




  ‘She’s on that ship too. And Lorcan is her brood. If they’re not dealt with now they’ll come looking for me one day. I’ll not spend the rest of my days looking over

  my shoulder, and I’ll lose no sleep over shedding their blood. Either of them.’




  ‘What’s happened to you, Con?’




  ‘Me? Look at you – bowing and scraping to a spoilt girl; fighting in defence of our mam’s murderer. It’s not me that’s changed.’




  ‘I gave my oath to King Brenin. I’ll not be breaking it, not for anyone. Not even for you, Con.’




  Conall paused then, just stared at Halion. A muscle in his cheek twitched. Then he drew his knife and cut the rope binding Halion’s ankles.




  ‘On your feet. I’m taking you back to Rhin. We’ll see how long it takes you to tell her everything you know. She’s more persuasive than you can imagine.’




  Halion climbed to his feet. He saw Rafe.




  ‘You’re still alive, then,’ Halion said to him.




  ‘Aye. Hard to kill, me.’ The last time Rafe had spoken to Halion was in Edana’s tent, back when Rafe had been captured on the border of Domhain. The memory of it stirred a

  swell of anger – Corban and Dath and Farrell, all sneering at him, Edana looking down her nose, judging him.




  ‘Things have changed since I saw you last,’ he said as Halion was steered towards a horse.




  ‘And they’re likely to change some more before this is all over,’ Halion said over his shoulder.




  What’s that supposed to mean?




  ‘Make ready,’ Conall called out. ‘We’ll bury our dead and then we’re riding back to Dun Taras.’




  One of the hounds whined, staring out to sea, his body stiff and straight.




  Something was bobbing in the waves, a dark smudge amidst the foam and grey of the sea.




  Another body?




  Rafe waded into the surf. Definitely a body. He could see limbs, a shock of hair. The water was up to his waist as he reached it, then he froze.




  It was Braith.




  Face pale, skin tinged blue. There was a great wound between his neck and shoulder that still leaked blood, the surf foaming pink. Rafe grabbed him and began pulling the huntsman to shore.




  Then Braith groaned.
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  CHAPTER SEVEN




  TUKUL




  Tukul held the severed head up high, gripping a handful of black hair. He regarded it grimly. A young Jehar warrior, female, younger even than his Gar. Empty, lifeless eyes

  stared back at him.




  You were my sword-kin. A warrior, bred for battle, trained in righteousness, yet you ended life as a servant of Asroth, his tool. He shook his head, feeling a wave of sympathy for his

  dead kin, knew the shame she would carry across the bridge of swords. The emotion shifted quickly to anger as his thoughts turned to Sumur. The prideful fool who followed a Kadoshim, who led my

  people into disgrace. With a growl he put the head into a leather saddlebag, along with the heads of the other Kadoshim that had been slain during the night raid. A reminder to us of the

  cost this God-War will carve from us.




  ‘What of these?’ Gar said with a gesture as Tukul stood surveying the twisted headless corpses of the slain Kadoshim. He looked at Gar. The sight of him after so long a separation

  filled Tukul with deep joy. My son, how you have grown. Strong, and with a fine measure of wisdom. Pride and humility mixed. You make my heart soar. Tukul had often daydreamed of the man his

  son would grow into, but the reality was better. Quicker to smile than the rest of us, but that is no bad thing. No smiles today, though, or for a while, I think. Grief sat fresh and raw

  upon Gar’s face. The death of Corban’s mam had hit him hard.




  Life and death, grief and joy, all part of the road Elyon has set before us. Nevertheless he frowned, wishing he could ease his son’s pain. An impossible task, he thought,

  remembering the death of his own wife, Daria, a faint echo washing over him of the long despair that he had felt upon her death. Keeping busy is what kept me sane through those dark days, and if

  that is the case, then Gar will be fine. We are entering the time of the God-War and that should keep us all busy enough. He looked back to the corpses strewn upon the ground. ‘I was

  thinking we should leave something that would serve as a reminder to those who follow, to Calidus and his ilk. A warning to them.’




  Tukul gazed about, saw a cluster of windswept trees close to the stream. ‘Over there,’ he said, and they set about carrying the bodies to the trees. They passed Corban sitting by his

  mam’s cairn, staring into nowhere.




  He has much to think about, and not least is what he’s going to do with this unusual warband that has grown up around him.




  Tukul had seen Corban’s dismay when he’d realized that all were waiting on his decision.




  Since their meeting in the dungeons of Queen Rhin’s fortress, Tukul had watched Corban with the intensity that a lifetime of expectation had nurtured. He is the Seren Disglair, the

  Bright Star, Elyon’s chosen avatar to stem the tide of Asroth and the legions of his Black Sun. How can any man bear such a burden? And yet Tukul had a confidence in the young man, born

  not only from faith, but also from what his eyes and instincts told him. He does not want to lead, and that is a good start. Only the vain and foolish crave such a responsibility. He is loyal to

  a fault, marching half a thousand leagues into a giant’s fortress to find his sister and rejecting Meical’s advice in doing so. That cannot have been easy, disagreeing with a

  warrior-angel. Tukul liked that.




  ‘Is he all right?’ Tukul asked Gar.




  His son shrugged. ‘Yes,’ he said simply. ‘He has lost much, learned much. I trust him.’




  ‘Good enough for me,’ Tukul said with a smile. He was looking forward to hearing Corban’s decision. It will tell me more of this man that I have sworn to follow. He’d

  better make his mind up soon, though. We cannot just wait here for the Kadoshim and Benothi to fall upon us like a hammer. About him the camp had been stripped down, horses saddled and ready,

  packs loaded, the fire kicked out, the giants grouped together, waiting, some of the bairns wrestling with one another upon the heather.




  ‘Help me here,’ Tukul ordered, lifting the corpse of a dead Kadoshim beneath the branches of a tree. More Jehar came to help. Eventually he stood back and surveyed his and his

  kins’ handiwork. It will serve.




  A murmuring spread about him and he turned to see Corban leaning down to pick a purple thistle. He pressed the flower to his lips and placed it tenderly on the cairn, whispered something. Then

  he stood straight and strode to his stallion, his sister Cywen holding the bridle for him.




  ‘And where are we going?’ Meical asked Corban as the young warrior swung into his saddle.




  Corban took a deep breath, looking at all those gathered about him. His eyes came back to rest upon Meical.




  ‘I don’t know.’




  A silence settled.




  Not the answer I was hoping for.




  ‘You have counselled me to go to Drassil,’ Corban said. ‘As I thought of your advice, which is probably good advice, though I don’t understand anything about prophecies

  and old forests and fortresses, my heart whispered to me. It said, you swore an oath to Edana.’




  ‘I counselled riding to Drassil for a reason,’ Meical said, speaking slowly, controlled. ‘The prophecy. You must go there.’




  Tukul saw Corban’s eyes flicker to Gar. He is unsure, searches for reassurance.




  ‘We have already lost much time and accomplished little,’ Meical said, seeing Corban’s hesitancy. ‘And all the while Asroth is moving.’




  ‘Accomplished little?’ Corban eyes snapped back to Meical. ‘It may not seem much to you, in the scheme of things, but I have accomplished what I set out to do. My sister is

  safe.’




  ‘She is not safe. No one is safe. You should know that better than most – you stood before Asroth himself. You must know what is at risk.’




  Corban nodded. ‘I do. And you saved me from that, plucked me from Asroth’s throne room before his very eyes. He was going to cut my heart out. And then you followed me north, helped

  me save Cywen from Nathair and Calidus.’ His eyes searched out his sister. ‘You will always have my thanks for that.’




  ‘I do not seek thanks or praise,’ Meical said. ‘I seek victory. We are at war with a foe more powerful and evil than you can hope to imagine. I fear that another delay in the

  south will spell our defeat.’




  ‘I know what you have counselled. Because of the prophecy, about these times, about me . . .’ He trailed off. ‘As you say, I have seen Asroth, and I know that a terrible evil

  is stirring. I have witnessed it, and it must be stopped.’ He glanced north, towards Murias. ‘I do not possess great wisdom . . .’




  Tukul heard a cough, saw Brina staring at Corban, a smile twitching her lips.




  ‘But there are things that I do know,’ Corban continued, ‘things that I have clung to through the dark times that I – we – have already faced.’ He waved a

  hand at his friends. ‘Family. Friendship. Loyalty. These things have been my guiding star, my light in these dark times.’ He looked to his mam’s cairn beside the stream.




  He stopped then and met Meical’s gaze.




  ‘Edana sent the raven Fech to find me, to tell me of what had happened in Domhain, how she was fleeing back to Ardan. She asked that I find her, if I can.’ He shrugged. ‘My

  heart tells me that I should do that. I swore an oath to her.’




  Tukul glanced at Gar and nodded. I like this young man. He had felt his spirit soar at Corban’s words, even though it sounded as if he was building up to rejecting Meical’s

  advice, and in Tukul’s experience that had never ended well. But I like what I hear. If it were me, I hope I would have said exactly the same. Although the fact that Corban seems to be

  taking counsel from a scruffy old raven over the high captain of the Ben-Elim is a little worrying.




  ‘This time, Corban, your heart is misleading you,’ Meical said. ‘Passion, emotion, those are Elyon’s blessings upon your kind, but they can blind you as well as guide

  you. You must go to Drassil.’




  ‘A question,’ Corban said. ‘Our journey to Drassil. How would we get there?’




  ‘We would ride south, until we reach the river Afren, then we would turn east into Isiltir. Beyond that is Forn and Drassil.’




  ‘The river Afren, which runs through the Darkwood, marking the border between Narvon and Ardan?’




  ‘Aye.’




  ‘That’s what I thought,’ Corban said. ‘Then for a hundred leagues our journey would be the same, whether our destination was Ardan or Drassil.’




  ‘Aye, it would.’




  ‘Then let us do that. Ride south. The decision about our final destination can wait awhile, be thought upon.’




  Meical frowned at that.




  Meical wants him to lead us, Tukul thought. To be decisive. But it is a lot to ask in one so young, and one so unused to leading. Maybe he needs some time to adjust to the weight he

  now bears.




  Meical considered Corban for long, drawn-out moments, his expression as flat and unreadable as any of the Jehar. ‘We shall ride south, then.’




  Corban smiled, relief spreading across his face. He touched his heels to his stallion and rode over to the giants, stopping before Balur.




  ‘If we ride south it does not mean we are running away from Nathair and the Kadoshim, running away from this war.’




  ‘It is the God-War. There is nowhere to run,’ Balur said with a shrug of his massive shoulders.




  ‘The God-War – aye. I am not running. Nathair killed my da, burned my home, and now my mam . . .’ He gritted his teeth, grief mingled with anger washing his face.

  ‘Nathair and those he rides with are a plague that will sweep the land unless they are stopped. I mean to fight them, with all that I am. I have never met a giant before, nor do I understand

  your ways, anything about you or your people, except that we were once enemies. But now you are the enemy of my enemy. I would value your company, should you choose to come with us.’




  Balur looked to the giantess at his side, Ethlinn, then at the rest of his group before turning back to Corban.




  ‘It has been a long time since we have seen the southlands. I think we will come with you, at least for a while.’




  To Tukul’s surprise, Corban, sombre-faced, held his arm out and offered Balur the warrior grip. The giant blinked, then took Corban’s arm, engulfing it with his massive hand.




  ‘Fine. Then let us ride,’ Meical cried out and suddenly all were in motion, the Jehar mounting horses, giants making the ground tremble.




  ‘Coralen,’ Corban called. ‘Scout ahead, take whoever you wish.’




  Coralen stared at Corban with one eyebrow raised.




  Then she nodded. ‘I’ll take Dath,’ Coralen said, eliciting a look of shock from Dath and a frown from Farrell. ‘Enkara,’ Coralen called to one of the Jehar, one of

  the Hundred that had ridden forth from white-walled Telassar with Tukul all those years ago. ‘And Storm, if I may.’




  Corban muttered something and his wolven padded over to Coralen. ‘And your crow,’ Coralen added to Brina.




  ‘Tired,’ the bird croaked from Brina’s shoulder.




  ‘Get on with you,’ Brina snapped, shooing Craf into the air.




  Tukul looked back as they rode away, saw the flattened ground of their campsite, the stone cairns by the stream, and above it, like ragged banners swinging in the breeze hung a score of headless

  bodies, suspended from the cluster of trees, slumped, empty sacks of skin and bone.




  A reminder to those who follow. That we are not so easily cowed, not even by the dread Kadoshim.
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  CHAPTER EIGHT




  CYWEN




  Cywen rode beside Corban, close to the head of their strange warband, Buddai loping along beside her. It was highsun, the sky above was a cloudless blue, a cold breeze blew out

  of the east. She glanced at Corban. Is this really my little brother? He had just taken his warrior trials and sat his Long Night, the last I saw him, and here he is, giving orders to a warband

  including Jehar and giants. So much has changed. He was taller, wider about the chest and shoulders, relaxed as he sat upon Shield with the easy grace of a warrior.




  Even his face had changed; thinner and sharper, the stubble of a short beard shadowing his jaw. And he was pale, dark hollows beneath his red-rimmed eyes evidence of his grief. A shared

  grief.




  Mam.




  At the thought of her Cywen felt the dark wave of sorrow that lay beneath all else in her soul. She reached a hand up to the belt of her mam’s throwing knives strapped across her torso. It

  was the only thing she had of her.




  So long apart, only a few moments together before . . . The image of Calidus cutting her mam down filled Cywen’s mind, grief and rage swelled inside, a physical thing that stole her

  breath away.




  So many things I wanted to say to her, stolen from me by Calidus. She remembered crouching, stroking her mam’s face, trying to wipe away the blood that trickled from her mouth.




  It is my fault she died. She would be alive now if she had not come to free me. She swiped at tears as they spilt onto her cheeks and she clenched her eyes shut.




  Free. Thank you, Mam, I’ll not squander your gift.




  She looked about, surrounded by a bleak, rolling countryside of purple heather and gorse and breathed in a deep lungful of air. Free. Even Cywen’s guilt could not suppress the

  relief she felt at having escaped the constraints of Nathair and Calidus. She shivered at the memory of them.




  She felt a prickling sensation and realized that Corban was looking at her.




  ‘We have much to talk about.’




  ‘We do,’ she agreed. I have so many questions. Where to start . . . ?




  ‘Did they harm you?’ Corban asked, worry, concern and fear creasing his face.




  ‘Harm? Not really. Lots of threats. My wrists were bound at first – because I tried to escape; or kill people.’




  Corban grinned at that. ‘Who?’




  She had to think about that for a moment. It all seemed so long ago. ‘Morcant. Conall. Rafe.’




  ‘All good people to kill,’ Corban said. ‘But they didn’t harm you?’




  ‘No.’ Her thoughts slipped to her guards, Veradis and then the troubled giant, Alcyon. Veradis’ face hovered in her mind, so serious and determined, and she remembered one of

  the last times she had seen him. He’d told her of the bodies in the mountains when she had been sick with worry that Corban or her mam were amongst the dead. Heb and Anwarth, Veradis

  told me. Not Corban or Mam. Telling her that was an act of kindness.




  ‘Heb died,’ she said.




  ‘Aye, he did,’ Corban replied, his features twisting. ‘Brina took that badly.’




  ‘Looks like you did, too.’




  ‘I liked him,’ Corban said. ‘We became close. All of us did, on the road together. How did you know?’




  ‘Veradis told me – he was my guard, for a while. Along with Alcyon; they treated me fair,’ she said.




  ‘Veradis and Alcyon?’




  ‘Nathair’s first-sword, and his giant companion.’ I hope Alcyon is all right. She frowned at her own thoughts. He was my captor. But he did free me, cut my bonds at

  the end and hid me from Calidus. Alcyon and Balur had fought, Balur sending Alcyon crashing to the ground and taking the black axe from him.




  Corban raised an eyebrow. ‘I think I met this Veradis too. In Domhain. He wanted to fight me.’




  Cywen felt a stab of . . . something . . . at that thought. Worry? For Corban, of course. But there was more than that. She chose not to think about it.




  ‘We’re starting in the middle,’ she said. ‘Tell me from the beginning. From Dun Carreg. Were you with Da, when . . . ?’ Even now, after witnessing so much of war,

  pain and death and worse, she could not bring herself to say the words.




  ‘I was with him. Rafe and Helfach stopped me from helping him,’ Corban said, his expression grim. ‘Nathair killed our da.’




  Nathair. And Calidus slew Mam. ‘One day,’ she said to Corban, a hand going to her knives. He nodded, understanding her meaning.




  Corban spoke for a long while after that, of his flight through the tunnels beneath Dun Carreg, sailing away to Cambren and all that befell him and his companions. He told of seeing Rafe amongst

  the prisoners in Domhain, how Rafe had told them that Cywen was alive. How he and a few others had set out to rescue her. When Corban spoke of his capture by Braith and how he was taken to Queen

  Rhin at Dun Vaner he hesitated.




  ‘What happened there?’ Cywen prompted.




  ‘I was rescued,’ he shrugged. ‘Meical and Tukul were tracking me, came to Dun Vaner, although Farrell was the one who knocked my gaol door down with Da’s hammer.’

  He grinned at that.




  ‘And Tukul is Gar’s da,’ Cywen said. She was still getting used to that.




  ‘Aye. Can you believe it – Gar, one of the Jehar?’ Tukul and Gar were riding a little further ahead, with a score of the Jehar spread either side of them.




  ‘The Jehar. They’re wonderful with horses. Akar helped me, healed Shield – he was shot with an arrow during the battle where Rhin defeated Owain.’




  ‘I don’t think he and Gar get along too well,’ Corban said as he leaned forward in his saddle, running a hand across the scar on Shield’s shoulder.




  ‘The Jehar – they look at you, a lot.’ Cywen had noticed many of the Jehar with their eyes on Corban, something like awe on their faces. She had discovered that Corban was the

  reason Nathair and Calidus had dragged her halfway across the Banished Lands; she was Corban’s sister and they suspected that she could be used as bait. They were right, come to think of

  it. But why? Why did they want Corban so badly? ‘Who do they all think you are, Ban? And who is Meical? They all act like you’re their leader.’




  He looked away, appearing embarrassed. ‘This is going to sound very strange to you. Meical is one of the Ben-Elim.’




  Cywen found it hard not to look sceptical. ‘An angel of Elyon. One of the Faithful?’




  ‘Yes.’




  Two days ago she would have laughed at that. But since then she had seen Kadoshim boil out of a cauldron. The world was a different place now.




  ‘All right,’ she said, carefully. ‘Go on, then.’




  ‘And the Jehar call me the Seren Disglair. You remember the prophecy Edana told us about? Feels like a thousand years ago.’ Elyon and Asroth, their forthcoming battle, the

  God-War, their champions . . .




  ‘Yes.’ Cywen nodded dubiously wondering where this was going.




  Corban looked even more awkward and refused to meet her eyes. ‘Seren Disglair is the Jehar’s name for the Bright Star. The prophesied champion of Elyon, enemy of Asroth. And

  apparently that’s me.’




  Cywen gazed at the flames of the fire.




  The world has gone mad. My brother, the champion of Elyon. She snorted with nervous laughter, remembering a host of moments with Corban while growing up – the day he ripped his

  cloak in the Baglun, when she’d attacked Rafe to defend Corban. Corban sneaking into Brina’s cottage, bringing home Storm as a pup, hitting at each other with sticks in their garden,

  seeing him amongst the rescue party in the Darkwood, watching him as he took his warrior trial and Long Night. And yet now they were sitting in a foreign land, Benothi giants sitting to her left,

  elsewhere Jehar warriors were tending to their weapons.




  ‘How have we reached this place?’ she said to Buddai, the hound spread beside her, his big head resting on her legs.




  Figures loomed out of the darkness and sat beside her – Dath and Farrell, another with them – the red-haired girl, Coralen. She drew her sword and ran her thumb along its edge, then

  pulled a whetstone out of her cloak and started running it along the blade.




  ‘You look familiar,’ Cywen said to Coralen. There was something in the set of Coralen’s jaw, the confidence in her walk, the way she held herself.




  ‘She’s half-sister to Halion and Conall,’ Farrell said.




  ‘I can talk for myself,’ Coralen snapped at Farrell.




  ‘That would be it,’ Cywen said. ‘Conall was my guard for a while. We didn’t get along too well.’




  Coralen just stared at her, her face a cold mask.




  ‘He tried to kill me. Twice,’ Cywen continued, not sure why. Something about Coralen’s emotionless expression annoyed her. ‘But, to be fair, I was trying to kill him.

  Pushed him off a wall the first time. Put a knife in him the second.’




  A flicker of emotion, respect perhaps, crossed Coralen’s face, then it was gone. ‘You’re lucky to be alive,’ Coralen said. ‘Not many live to tell the tale once Con

  decides they’re for the grave.’




  ‘You haven’t seen what Cywen can do with a knife,’ Dath said, and Cywen liked him a lot more at that moment. Coralen looked at Cywen, then went back to sharpening her

  sword.




  Dath passed Cywen a skin of something. She sniffed it suspiciously – mead?




  ‘Where’d you get this?’




  ‘Rescued it from Rhin’s stores in Dun Vaner,’ Dath said with a grin. ‘That’s the last of it, now.’




  ‘It’s good stuff,’ Farrell said. ‘Especially on a cold night like this.’ He unslung the war-hammer from his back and laid it on the grass beside him. Unconsciously

  he patted its iron head.




  That’s Da’s war-hammer, Cywen realized, felt her grief swell in her chest. Again. She took a sip of the mead, the taste of honey combining with a pleasant heat in her

  belly.




  ‘It’s good to have you back with us,’ Dath said to her, reaching out and squeezing her wrist. She fought the urge to pull away, felt tears threaten her eyes.




  She took a deep breath.




  ‘It’s good to be here,’ she answered. Her eyes drifted about the fires that dotted their camp. She saw Corban emerge from the darkness with Gar and Tukul at his side. He sat

  beside Meical, who was talking to Akar. Behind them, at the edge of the firelight’s reach, Storm prowled.




  ‘Corban told me some strange things today. What the Jehar are saying about him.’




  ‘Gar started all that. At first we thought he’d gone mad,’ Dath said cheerfully. ‘Then Corban gets himself captured by Rhin and a warband of the Jehar ride up and carve

  seven hells out of Rhin’s warriors. They call Corban the Seven Disgraces, or something like that . . .’




  ‘Seren Disglair,’ Coralen corrected, not losing time with her whetstone.




  ‘Whatever.’ Dath shrugged. ‘Whatever it is, those Jehar seem on the edge, to me.’




  ‘Edge of what?’ Coralen asked him.




  ‘Insanity. It worries me.’




  Coralen laughed at that, a touch of warmth melting the coldness in her face, just for a few moments.




  ‘Do you believe it?’ Cywen asked. ‘That Corban is this Seren Disglair?’




  ‘Aye,’ Farrell said without hesitation. They all looked at him.




  ‘There’s more to what’s going on than border disputes and a power-mad queen,’ he said to their inquisitive gaze. ‘Look at what we all saw back in Murias. That was

  the Kadoshim that came out of that cauldron . . .’




  Dath shivered and made the ward against evil.




  ‘Asroth and Elyon, the Scourging, Ben-Elim and Kadoshim, we’ve all heard the tales.’




  ‘Aye, faery tales,’ Dath said.




  ‘There’s usually a fire that starts the smoke,’ Farrell shrugged. ‘What I’m saying is: there’s something big happening. You’d be a fool to ignore

  it.’ He looked pointedly at Dath. ‘So Corban’s part of it. Why not? And that would explain a lot of things: like why we’re here, with giants and Jehar all around us and

  Kadoshim a dozen leagues behind us. Besides, if anyone is going to be this Seren Disglair, I, for one, am happy it’s Corban.’




  ‘What do you mean?’ Cywen asked him. She noticed Coralen was staring hard at Farrell.




  ‘He’s the best of us,’ Farrell said with a shrug. ‘Honest, brave, fair. Loyal. I’d follow him into any fight.’




  Voices drew her attention then – Corban and Meical. Without thinking she rose and strode towards them, seating herself beside Corban.




  ‘I’m not saying that I’ve decided to go to Edana and not Drassil,’ Corban was saying. ‘What I am saying is that if we went to Edana I can see us doing much

  good by aiding her. Rhin is our enemy, a servant of Asroth. If we can help Edana defeat her, it would be a great victory for us.’




  ‘Rhin is an enemy,’ Meical said, speaking slowly, as if he chose his words with care, ‘but she is not the enemy. To defeat Asroth you must go to Drassil.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Because that is where the prophecy says you will go, and that the enemies of Asroth will gather about you there.’




  ‘I have heard much talk of this prophecy,’ Corban said, ‘but I have yet to actually hear it.’




  ‘I can remedy that,’ said Meical. He reached inside his cloak and pulled out a round leather canister. He undid a cord that bound it and slid out a scroll. It crackled as he unrolled

  it; everyone gathered close to hear it.




  

    

      

        

          

            

              War eternal between the Faithful and the Fallen,




              infinite wrath come to the world of men.




              Lightbearer seeking flesh from the cauldron,




              to break his chains and wage the war again.




              Two born of blood, dust and ashes shall champion the Choices




              the Darkness and Light.




              Black Sun will drown the earth in bloodshed,




              Bright Star with the Treasures must unite.




              By their names you shall know them –




              Kin-Slayer, Kin-Avenger, Giant-Friend, Draig-Rider,




              Dark Power ’gainst Lightbringer.




              One shall be the Tide, one the Rock in the swirling sea.




              Before one, storm and shield shall stand,




              before the other, True-Heart and Black-Heart.




              Beside one rides the Beloved, beside the other, the




              Avenging Hand.





              Behind one, the Sons of the Mighty, the fair Ben-Elim,




              gathered ’neath the Great Tree.





              Behind the other, the Unholy, dread Kadoshim, who seek




              to cross the bridge,





              force the world to bended knee.
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