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PROLOGUE


The Ninth Age, Year 126


Dress like an animal. Act like an animal. By the thunder of the Goddess, Jorund thought, even talk like an animal. Barbarism to combat barbarism.


Those had been the orders from one of King Cedius’s messengers. Act like barbarians before the King’s Legion arrived to bring the discipline of the king to the borderlands. Jorund had been posted to the town for just three months and had much to prove, and he was too wise a watchman to ignore a direct order from Cedius the Wise, despite not seeing the wisdom of such tactics himself.


Jorund daubed woad to his face within the cramped confines of his watchman’s house and considered the grim situation ahead. Those too young and too old to participate in the coming battle were escorted into the nearby caves – Jorund’s young, pregnant wife, Carmissa, among them. All who remained were willing fighters determined to protect their homes.


Clan markings were being ripped down in the town, and in their places crude animal totems were thrown up. And the reason for such deceptions? There was a dark flood of barbarian tribes from the north making forays into the Plains of Mica, their armies streaming forth into the northern reaches of Stravimon. That was a cause for concern to the king. If the tribes came together in their thousands it would be a bloody mess for the towns and cities far beyond Baradium Falls.


So it was that the most northerly settlements had been given the strange instructions to disguise themselves as tribal towns in the hope that the invading armies would consider the places their own territory and pass them by, looking for richer pickings. To Jorund this seemed wishful thinking, even if it had worked once before, two decades ago. Still, Jorund lived in hope that it might work or at least buy the townsfolk time until their rescuers arrived. Ahead of Cedius’s First Legion were advancing the finest warriors in the kingdom – the Solar Cohort. Legends would be riding into his town. Jorund’s heart thumped at the very thought of the great names: Xavir, Dimarius, Felyos and Gatrok among them.


Jorund hauled on his furs, grabbed his axe and strode outside into the thick cool air. At the top of the steps he surveyed the wide street. Above the braying townsfolk he could hear the roar of Baradium Falls itself, and smell its pungent aroma above the woad that caked his face. Well over a thousand savage-looking warriors looked towards him expectantly.


A grin came to Jorund’s lips. This will do. ‘Well, make a noise, you ugly bastards. You’re meant to be savages!’


And with that the people of Baradium Falls roared like creatures of the woods.


*


Hundreds of townsfolk, pretending to be something they were not, waded into the line of trees beyond Baradium Falls. The next settlement, two miles to the east, Belgrosia, had reportedly put twice their number out. A long night lay ahead of them all. With luck, the ruse would work . . .


A blue mist settled, glowing ethereally in the gibbous moon. The people looked like ghosts within the gloom. Men and women from young to old, each one covered in mud and woad and furs – he could barely recognize any of them.


He’d sent out scouts in an attempt to see where the northern barbarians were expected to strike first, and they were to report back at the first sign of trouble. The warriors’ march slipped into a trudge. Jorund grew ever more tense. His breath coiled pale before him. Something did not feel right. His scouts had not returned yet and that unnerved him. In the distance, a wolf howled.


Wolves don’t stray this far west, he thought. Then the woodland began to thunder around him, the ground shaking perceptibly. The people of Baradium Falls hastily arranged themselves, and began slamming the flat of their blades against their armour just as their barbarian enemies would. Should they encounter them the hope was that the barbarians would think them some of their own warriors – it was a slim chance. Jorund scanned the tree trunks around him breathlessly, searching for signs of incursion into the woodland. Screams drifted across the top of the forest from some distance away. His heart thumped.


‘Riders!’ someone shouted, from the darkness.


‘The king’s men!’


‘Solar Cohort!’


Thank the Goddess. Jorund thought. If they were attacked now, help was at hand.


Something wailed like a banshee’s scream and a torchbearer’s light in the distance was extinguished.


It must be their foe. Jorund yelled for his people to charge. His longsword held aloft, he stepped over bracken, between the towers of oak. Moonlight penetrated a clearing, illuminating the ground ahead, but when he arrived he saw only corpses cleaved open on the earth. Corpses that he recognized from Baradium Falls.


Where are their attackers? Barbarians don’t ambush – they don’t have the finesse for it. There was something wrong about the wounds as well: too clean, too professional . . .


‘Watchman!’ someone screamed. ‘Beyond the clearing—’


‘Make haste,’ Jorund shouted.


He saw the shapes dismount from their horses, and was confused again by the incongruity. Since when did barbarians ride horses? He could make little sense of who or what these warriors were. Six figures in black began to carve into the people of Baradium Falls like daemons from another world. The screams were intense. Jorund threw himself towards the front of the townspeople, then stopped in horror. Upon the black jerkins of the warriors were symbols of crenellated towers and the rising sun. The Solar Cohort.


It’s not possible.


‘Stop!’ he shouted. ‘We’re Stravir! We’re on the same side!’


But in the madness of slaughter his voce was lost to a melee of screams.


Blades blurred and wailed as they separated limbs and heads from their bodies. Within a brief moment, hundreds of people had been butchered. By just six warriors, legends indeed. Jorund fell to his knees as the warriors loomed. His sword slipped from his hand. He hurriedly stripped off his furs, removed the bone chains and tribal totems from his body and showed them the single leather breastplate bearing a watchtower he wore underneath.


‘I am Stravir!’ he sobbed, looking around him in anguish at the innocent villagers who had met such a grisly end. ‘We are all Stravir . . .’


One man sheathed his two enormous curved swords over his broad shoulders with a flourish and stepped across the corpses towards him. His face was lean and glistened with blood in the moonlight.


‘Speak, man!’


‘We are Stravir, all of us. We’re not the northlanders. We’re not barbarians.’ He waved his hands towards the dead. ‘They were from Baradium Falls.’


The tall man glanced to the others. ‘Dimarius?’


A blond-haired figure approached, his face full of confusion. ‘Why were you dressed like barbarians?’


‘The king’s orders,’ Jorund muttered.


Dimarius shook his head at the tall warrior who was staring in horror and grief at the corpses surrounding them.


He looked back and Jorund flinched at the expression of intense anger and shame that crossed the soldier’s features. ‘What have we done?’ he asked bitterly.


No one was able to answer him. The watchman stared through his tears. Nearby someone screamed in mourning.




The Ninth Age 
Year 131




The Gates of Hell


‘You’ll die here if you’re lucky.’


A gust of wind whipped across the wide courtyard, scattering flecks of snow from the mountain directly into Landril’s face. It was as if the weather conspired with everything else to make him even more miserable than he already was.


As if the freezing conditions and his situation weren’t hard enough, every few steps across the grime-caked grey slabs, the bastard guards heckled the prisoners, spat at them, or worse. Landril wondered what perverse enjoyment they got from their entertainment. Even their pathetic attempts would make anyone feel much more terrible than they already did for coming to a place like this.


‘Get a move on, mongrels,’ one snapped, jabbing for emphasis with his spear at those not moving quickly enough for his taste. ‘Your mothers must have bedded yaks to spawn half-breeds like you.’


The old, balding man in front of Landril winced in pain and spat defiantly at the foot of his tormentor.


Fool. It’s precisely what they want.


A response. An excuse. An opportunity to turn a simple game into a bloodsport.


The guards moved in quickly, knocking the man to the floor while Landril quashed any instinct to help. The rest of the prisoners watched impassively, seemingly indifferent. It was every man for himself here. The guards beat the old man, dragged him, unshackled, across the stone and out into the blinding white. They seemed in no hurry to finish things off – making a show of their violence. A warning, perhaps, to those watching.


Landril kept his head down, so only caught glimpses as the four guards kicked the cowering prisoner over and over again. With a final, violent kick across the man’s face, his neck snapped back. Blood sprayed and teeth rattled across the stone. He collapsed in the snow while the guards laughed and clapped each other on the back. They left him where he lay. Landril wasn’t sure if he was dead or not. For a moment he couldn’t take his eyes off the beaten corpse – would that be his own fate? He scanned his surroundings: huge slab-sided walls made from granite, a series of gateways interspersed by courtyards, designed to block the progress of rioting prisoners. Have I done the right thing? he wondered.


‘Welcome to Hell’s Keep,’ one guard sneered at the prisoners before motioning them forwards.


Head down. Do not make eye contact.


Hell’s Keep. An apt moniker. More so than its official designation, Citadel Thirty-Six. The grey, high, fortress-like walls were built into the third highest peak of the Silkspire Mountains, two thousand feet up from one of the long-abandoned merchant routes out of the eastern kingdoms. Well away from the home comforts of Stravimon. This was a place to send only the most hardened and dangerous criminals. Those too deadly to imprison in any normal gaol – but too important or useful to have killed. No one had ever escaped.


It was the location rather than the quality of the security that made it so invulnerable. Freezing temperatures at altitude, and visibility obscured by snow. Winding, rocky, treacherous paths that cut through coarse undergrowth. Witches at the foot of the mountain.


Landril looked appraisingly at the fifteen Stravir soldiers in crimson uniforms and bronze helms accompanying them. There were another four dozen within the gaol itself, probably huddled around coal fires and cursing their luck for being stationed at the arse-end of the world. They were as trapped as their own prisoners.


As his group were marched into the innermost part of the gaol, the stench of shit and unwashed bodies massed together attacked his senses. More attuned to incense, perfumed rooms and the luxury of city life – Landril almost gagged at the cloying odours.


A horn’s braying echoed around the walls, and the mammoth iron doors ahead of them screeched demonically as they opened. Landril took one lingering look at freedom before being pushed with the others through the gateway of hell.


Mercy of the Goddess. That bastard had better damn well be alive, or I’m buggered . . .


*


Through whispers and glances and gestures in the shadows, information came quickly to a man of Landril’s learning. Within just a few hours of incarceration, he had found a shifty-looking man of some fifty summers who was grateful for a packet of Landril’s smuggled herbs.


His name was Krund, a wiry fellow with damp grey shoulder-length hair and a scruffy beard. He was one of the three cellmates Landril was forced to share with. Each of the men here wore the same clothing, a thick grey tunic that itched all over like a dockyard rash.


‘I don’t get it,’ Landril said, playing the part of a novice.


‘Get what?’ Krund sighed.


‘Why not just kill us and be done with it?’


‘Well, a different breed of men get brought here,’ Krund muttered. ‘A thief would get his hand severed at the wrist. A common murderer beheaded. Us? We were of value to someone on the outside and so we were spared immediate death.’


‘Any famous people here, then? Well-known figures from the court?’


Krund cast him a sly glance. ‘How should I know? Everyone’s a no one in here.’


Landril fought back the disappointment. He would have to scrutinize the face of every inmate just to be sure. He’d have to look into cold, hard eyes to find the man he sought, the hero of Twelve Valleys, the Plains of Anguish and just about every campaign of old Cedius’s rule.


‘What’d you do to end up here?’ Krund asked with barely concealed indifference. ‘You have no accent. You don’t look much like a man who knows his way around a blade.’


Information was power; Landril knew that better than any.


Landril smiled enigmatically. ‘My offences were mostly, shall we say, political.’


Krund chuckled, his features softening, but he still appeared more interested in the package of herbs Landril had given him.


‘And you? How did you come to be here, Krund?’


‘I was a lawyer working on behalf of a Stravir duke. Suffice to say I became engrossed in things I ought not to have become engrossed in. But life can be cruel – no point in being angry about it, is there? I have accepted my lot in life. And I’m still alive, aren’t I? But I’m tired, stranger. I could do with a rest and some time alone with your gifts.’


Landril left him to his corner, knowing that, when the time came, Krund would make for a useful informant. He watched as the door to his cell was locked with a sudden finality. Moments later he could hear thud after echoing thud as other inmates were sealed into their tomb-like quarters. The sliver of light through the stone showed very little of the room. Stone beds with dirtied blankets for warmth. Someone had said that the blankets were donations from the nearby monastery; he just hoped they weren’t already infested with fleas. There was nothing else but wet, graffitied walls, a bucket to relieve himself in, and the company of miserable, hopeless men.


This is it, then. Landril Devallios, spymaster, dies here next to a bucket of piss.


He focused on the task ahead. Tomorrow he would start the search for the one man who could get him out of here. He would deliver his message. A few days after that, if what people said of his target was true, they would both be free. If not, then he’d have to spend the rest of his days locked up in this miserable rat hole. Landril considered death to be a better option.


*


Even for a man like Landril, who liked to play the long game, the conditions of Hell’s Keep made him feel tense and impatient. The conditions were beyond anything he’d ever encountered previously. And there was still no sign of his quarry. One day bled into another.


His life became measured by small miseries: his back aching from the stone slabs, the constant cold, the inedible food he gagged down at each meal. His searching became more desperate. The inmates were allowed to mix only once a day, which gave Landril just a small sliver of time in which to find his target. But the grim-faced prisoners all looked the same: unshaven, unkempt. Perhaps body shape would be the first indicator. Some men were scrawny, with little meat to their bones, but others had somehow maintained good musculature despite being here. Would the man he’d come to find have remained as strong as before? He’d been gone for years now, but he wouldn’t shrink in height at least. Landril flitted from prisoner to prisoner each day, careful not to make his searching too obvious. Too much curiosity would only get you killed in here. He questioned Krund subtly about the prisoners but his cellmate knew next to nothing about individuals. No one spoke of their past.


He eavesdropped on conversations, built up a network of inmates who reported to him. Ironically, he felt that the prison structure wasn’t that different from the machinations of court life. The drugs he had smuggled bought him eyes in darkened corners of the gaol, just as they had done over a year ago whilst he was investigating the murders outside Stravimon’s Court of Sighs. But the reports told him nothing more than he could see for himself: grim men, standing bored and constantly on the edge of violence. The usual prison politics.


As with anywhere, a hierarchy existed. There were gangs here, as if somehow these hardened men could not get by without some form of structure to offer stability and security. His informants told him of the Hell’s King, the Bloodsports and the Chained Dead. The gangs divided the prison between themselves, looking out for their own men in different ways, ensuring a ready supply of illicit trade and backhanded favours. Landril figured that, if he wanted to discover anything at all about the man he’d come to find, joining one of these gangs might be the only way to do it.


He assessed that the most powerful faction was that run by a figure known as Hell’s King: a brooding, serious man, apparently, who dealt both mercy and punishment equally, swiftly and, often, violently. His reputation was fearful, more so, Landril suspected, because he was rarely seen. None of Landril’s hastily constructed network of informants could give him a description of the man or point him out in the yard. It seemed the King of Hell was not a man to be found easily. Unfortunately, Landril was.




Hell’s King


For two days the tall prisoner had watched the shifty little newcomer with all the keenness of a hungry eagle at dawn. Initially he had thought him merely yet another assassin who had been issued his true name and taken it upon himself to end his days. Like those other failed attempts, this one would no doubt end sadly for the would-be assassin.


But then he’d recognized him from days gone past. And he wondered how he’d ended up here. It was a far cry from the sumptuous lifestyle either of them had enjoyed previously and a long way from the city. A long way from anywhere. After all this time here, he could barely remember when he’d first arrived. Monotony had made the days blur together, and he no longer trusted his own memories. He did not even like the memories he could trust.


When he had first arrived he had given no name and spoken to no one. He was uninterested in the power plays he saw being run between the gangs, had no wish to get involved with any aspect of it. But he wasn’t given a choice. Vallos had been a gang leader for years – an ex-soldier of some seniority, judging by his neck tattoos – and he had attempted to prove his dominance. Both he and the prisoner were of similar, muscular proportions underneath their loose grey tunics, bodies honed to perfection by years of campaigns, and both were scarred enough to show they knew their way around a fight. So when the bearded gang leader pulled a sharpened piece of flint and attempted to slam it into the newcomer’s shoulder, he saw the blow coming, saw the nod to the guards to allow it to happen and saw the others move to one side to give Vallos space in that narrow, stone corridor. In a movement that might have been missed with a blink, he seized Vallos’s wrist, smashed it against the stone so the flint clattered to the ground, headbutted the attacker, then shoved his face into the wall. Vallos slumped downwards and the newcomer gripped the man’s throat with one hand.


He could have ended Vallos’s life there and then. Both of them, and the gathered, braying crowd, realized it. But he chose otherwise. He had seen too much blood in his life by that point. He had pushed Vallos away. Everyone was in awe, for no one had bested Vallos in a fight before. This newcomer had done it within seconds. From then on he gained a new name: Hell’s King. That was the beginning of his dominion in Hell’s Keep.


*


Eventually Hell’s King decided he’d better talk to the spy before someone else got hold of him. He ordered his men to cause a distraction on the far side of the open courtyard and while the guards’ attention was on them, he approached the spymaster.


‘Landril,’ muttered Hell’s King. ‘You’re a long way from home. And if you’re not careful your curiosity will end with a knife in a dark corner.’ He nodded towards where a group of the Bloodsports were watching them.


Landril stared at him with surprise, then with unconcealed relief, which he quickly tried to hide. ‘Xavir Argentum. Thank the Goddess. You’re actually alive.’


‘You have a knack for stating the obvious, spy.’ Their voices were low. Xavir was conscious of being watched and overheard. Not even his own men knew of his past and he wanted to keep it that way. ‘In here my name here is Hell’s King,’ he continued. ‘You’d do well to use no other.’


Landril smiled. ‘I came here to find you.’


‘Well, now you have,’ Xavir replied. ‘Why?’


‘I must speak with you about an urgent matter.’


‘I have no business with the outside world.’


‘Well, it bloody well has business with you.’


Xavir glared at Landril. ‘The man I was, he died out there. Years ago. My swords were taken. I have innocent blood on my hands. They sent me here because of it and they were right to. There is no forgiveness for what we did.’


‘You’re wrong.’ Landril’s words were fierce, but his tone was fearful. ‘You were in the Solar Cohort. And now you dwell with animals.’


‘They’re ordinary men, spy, just like you. Some were good men once.’


‘They’re prison dogs,’ Landril sneered. ‘Lowest of the low.’


‘You don’t believe that. Many in here come from good breeding. A man of your calibre would know that from their accents. And you’re in here as well, are you not?’


‘Ah, yes,’ Landril replied. ‘But I committed no crime.’


Xavir smiled coldly, straightened his back. ‘Ask any of them in here and they would give you a similar answer.’


‘But it’s different.’


‘Of course. Look, spy, whatever you were out there –’ Xavir gestured with finger to the west – ‘does not apply in here.’


‘Technically it’s . . . spymaster. Anyway. You need to know what I have to say. It’s over five years since you came here, Xavir. Things have changed a lot in that time.’


‘That the world changes is its only constant. You came here to tell me poor man’s philosophy?’


Landril had begun to wring his hands, cracking a knuckle. ‘Just let me finish, dammit. It’s been five years since he put you in here. Mardonius and his cronies.’


Xavir gave no response to this bold claim.


‘He became king the year after, you know,’ Landril continued. ‘Once Cedius rotted away.’


‘So he is definitely dead, then,’ Xavir replied. ‘I heard, but I didn’t like to believe it.’


‘Sadly so,’ Landril said. ‘The old man was never the same without you and the Legion of Six. Then Mardonius began his warmongering. He’s expanded the clan territories and the duchies grow ever larger. People were happy. Metal merchants were happy. Those towns and villages on the borders were absorbed and Stravimon stands larger than even when you led the way.’


‘Nations expand and retract like lungs, spymaster. Nothing new here, especially where the clans are concerned. We’re people bred to fight. You didn’t come here to tell me that all was prosperous with the world.


‘No I did not,’ Landril said. ‘Mardonius has begun a campaign to clear our nation of those who worship the Goddess and other gods.’


‘I am not a religious man.’


Landril shook his head. ‘You don’t understand. He is committing genocide – thousands of our own people have been killed. Good Stravir are no more.’


‘How so?’


‘As you’d expect. First he demanded higher taxes from the clans affiliated to her, and then gods like Balax, Jarinus, Kalladorium and the Great Eye. Suddenly local stations of the King’s Legion started to make life difficult for worshippers of all faiths. Those who worship the Goddess felt the brunt – they were treated like scum. A few families hid their faiths, but the majority – tens and tens of thousands – did not. When they refused to move from their homes, there was an increase in troops stationed nearby, and then many families just “disappeared”. The clans have been whittled down from thirty to half that – nearly all of them remain on his side.’


Xavir considered the spymaster’s words. ‘How long ago was this?’


‘The most brutal of the cleansing started last summer, when there were harvest festivals and offerings for the Goddess, but the seeds had been planted long before.’


‘An ancient technique, that – to kill followers on their sacred holy days.’


‘This is only half my news, Xavir. Your family’s castles on the eastern border of the duchies have been ransacked. Only the fortress at Gol Parrak still stands, but no one stands with it.’


‘Why not?’ Xavir balled his fists.


Landril took a slow step back. ‘Because the clans around Gol Parrak have been bribed over five years. The various families now fight for him.’


‘Do any of my family still survive at least?’ Xavir had not thought of his father and sister in years, assuming they felt shame for his being here.


Landril’s face darkened. ‘Your father passed away defending Gol Parrak with several kin. Your sister escaped with her children.’


Landril turned to three guards who marched by, none of them making eye contact with Xavir.


‘You came all the way here to tell me this,’ Xavir said softly. ‘You risked your own life. Did they brand you too?’


A gentle nod. Landril lifted his sleeve to show the exposed ‘X’ upon his upper arm. The permanent mark of a prisoner.


‘You have guts, spymaster, I’ll give you that.’


‘Admittedly, I took an elixir before they pressed the iron to my skin,’ Landril said, with half a smile. ‘I felt nothing, dammit, but I could smell my own flesh cooking.’


Xavir shook his head. ‘Why did you do this? Why come here?’


‘Has what I said not been enough?’ Landril asked, a little exasperated.


‘Why did you, spy, come to find me? You only work on others’ behalf, so who sent you?’ Xavir demanded.


A gust of wind howled by the side of the fortress, and Landril shivered.


‘Lupara. The wolf queen.’




Forging Peace


In the darkened cells, Davlor, an irritating man of twenty summers with straggling brown hair, rat-like features and small eyes, shuffled towards Xavir, who was lying on his bare stone slab of a bed. Despite today’s donation of blankets from the monastery, Xavir always ensured that he was the last to receive such comforts. The truth was that he had woken moments before, after experiencing a nightmare. A flashback. The harsher the stone under his back, the quicker he returned to reality from sleep. That was if he could sleep properly at all these days.


Davlor stood beside him with a bloodied nose, and waited.


‘What happened?’ Xavir asked.


‘Someone claimed they had smuggled in a witchstone and I wanted to get it.’


‘And what good,’ Xavir said, ‘would a witchstone be among men?’


Davlor shrugged. ‘Thought it might be useful, boss.’


The statement felt even more petty and ridiculous given Landril’s earlier news about the crimes going on in the wider world.


Xavir sighed. ‘And who’s responsible for the stone and for your nose?’


‘Gallus from the Chained Dead,’ Davlor replied sullenly.


‘Valderon’s men. As ever. I’ll meet with him about it.’


‘No revenge?’ Davlor said, surprised.


‘No, lad,’ Xavir grunted. ‘No revenge. They’re still bitter about Jedral gouging Fellir’s eyes ten days past.’


‘But . . . my nose—’ Davlor muttered.


‘Looks a lot better than it did,’ Xavir interrupted calmly. ‘Don’t be looking for battles over things as trivial as this.’


‘I still wanna see Gallus’s nose kicked in.’


‘Save your enthusiasm for the real fights, Davlor. You’ve only been here a few months and it’s not only your nose that will get disfigured, so get used to it or learn to keep your wits about you. Be vigilant at all times and keep your mouth shut unless it’s necessary. When in a cell with others you don’t trust, concentrate. Listen. Sense movements. But keep your damned mouth shut. Control your anger. Deploy it tactically. If you still have time to waste then listen to Tylos’s poems.’


Someone nearby laughed. It might even have been Tylos.


‘You always talk like a warrior, not like a prisoner.’ Davlor eyed Xavir with an almost childlike enthusiasm for the supposed glory of military life.


Xavir waved him away.


There were five men in their shared cell, but it was still spacious. Xavir had come to an agreement with one of the guards in exchange for this particular place.


He could hear Davlor still muttering curses about Gallus. As a relatively new inmate, Davlor could not know of the sheer effort to keep some form of peace among the gangs, otherwise there would be blood every day.


Politicking.


Ironic that even in here there were hierarchies, negotiations and understandings reached. Would things have been any different in the outside world? Xavir wondered. This was his kingdom now. But, once, he might have had another. It would have still been politicking, still the same, just in finer clothes.


The conversation with Landril had stirred the burning embers within Xavir. This was a red heat he had suppressed, until suppression had become habit, and habit had become his character. He had never thought of leaving Hell’s Keep after the first year. He had found a way of coping and his satisfaction came from stopping other ruined men from being worse than they were. His gang had become a substitute for his clan, and that sat well with him.


But . . . things were different now that Landril had given him a vision. The outside world – the duchies and Stravimon – was in crisis. People were dying. Lupara, of all people, was involved with Landril’s scheme. That suggested ill times indeed. In a way, being in Hell’s Keep was no longer a punishment, but a shelter from the storm.


Xavir laughed to himself at the very notion.


‘What’s so funny, boss?’ Davlor called out from the darkness.


‘The world is caving in,’ Xavir muttered. ‘And we’re in the safest place we could be.’


‘You know, I think he’s finally lost it,’ Tylos said with a smile. The black man’s elegant ways made the statement seem charming rather than an insult. Tylos was in gaol for being a thief with expensive tastes. Xavir often enjoyed his company and his southern philosophy.


‘The fucker was always mad,’ said Jedral. ‘Happens to us all eventually.’ The wild-looking bald man often joked about having killed his own parents to claim an inheritance, but he was an inveterate liar and the reasons for his incarceration got wilder and wilder with each telling. But Jedral had watched Xavir’s back in here more than once and that was enough for Hell’s King.


The others chuckled darkly, a sound that was replaced by the wind groaning through the old stone corridors.


‘Then you’ll definitely think I’m insane for what I’m about to suggest,’ Xavir announced.




Jarratox


Birds arced in a wide circle towards the sun, flocking tightly to form the shape of a hooded head in the orange-blue sky. The strange head, like that of an old crone, moved from left to right before scattering on the wind. From her bedroom window, with the breeze brushing against her face, Elysia watched the spectacle with a frown on her face, wondering if it signified anything meaningful.


At times she felt as if she was questioning the purpose of everything.


She peered out between the old stone spires towards the tip of the void that marked the limits of the island. Two hundred feet the other side of the drop was firm land, which could be accessed by one of three stone bridges – or levitation if one knew the right methods. She didn’t. The sisters did not teach those skills until near the end of a young witch’s education.


Across the way she could see where the cliff face was alight with the glimmer of gemstones in the soft afternoon light. Witchstones, the source of the witches’ power, the various colours used for different spells and ready to be mined by the younger girls, who would abseil safely under the protection of numerous wards.


Today the blue sky was broken up only by wisps of cloud. Green hills shimmered in the gentle heat, and here and there were copses of oaks, and stone dwellings. To the west were forested mountains where, at night, she had noticed the occasional crackle of magic, but by daybreak there were no signs of what might have caused it.


A floorboard creaked outside her room and a moment later there was a knock at her door.


‘It is time for your lesson,’ a voice called. It was the tutor, Yvindris.


Elysia’s heart sank; she had hoped Birgitta might instruct her today. She at least enjoyed the lessons with her.


Sighing, she pulled on her simple brown tunic, the colour worn by all novice sisters, and paused by the mirror to check her black hair was tied back neatly and to the right, in the official manner. She jumped down from the stone windowsill and tiptoed between the piles of books and parchments to, no doubt, endure yet another pointless lecture.


*


The young novice and the old, blue-robed teacher walked in silence along the passageway. Yvindris had a slight limp because of a persistent pain in her left leg which she waxed lyrical about to the bored Elysia. This was typical conversation among the older tutors, seemingly more concerned about news of their health than about magic – and even talking about magic could be dull enough at times. It made Elysia more determined than ever to spend time practising the more physical arts, lest she turn into someone like Yvindris.


As their feet whispered along the ancient stone, there came the chatter of women’s voices from hidden alcoves, utterances of prayer or readings of arcane texts. Lore was being passed on from generation to generation of sisters. The book learning was what she liked the least – Elysia preferred to be out in the forests with Birgitta. That, inevitably, meant many of the other sisters accused her of being stupid.


The two of them entered a wide courtyard, which contained a beautiful garden with a fountain in the centre. Privets no taller than her knee grew in intricate spirals, dividing up patches of different coloured flowers. Statues of former matriarchs lined the avenue ahead of her, and around the fringes of the courtyard were columns of stone half-strangled by ivy. A handful of crows loitered on the walls above. It was a bright day now and the faded stone glowed with the sun’s warmth. Three other young women sat on a stone seat in quiet contemplation, reading from scrolls; two looked up and gave her a disdainful glance. Elysia didn’t make friends easily – even among those brown-garbed novices of her own age.


One of the plants twisted its black-petalled flowerhead towards Elysia as she walked by. The thing was watching her; or rather the old women were using it to watch her from elsewhere. She rarely wandered through the garden, knowing that someone, somewhere, would be following her every move.


Yvindris paused in the centre by the fountain. The old woman stood a little shorter than Elysia, who even at seventeen summers was now taller than most of the sisters. It was another reason she felt different from everyone else – not merely mentally, but physically. Yvindris’s pale, wrinkled face was shaded by the hood of her flowing rich, blue shawl, her eyes concealed in the darkness. One of her eyes had been replaced by a red witchstone, and Elysia never knew what properties it had given her.


From her sleeve Yvindris produced a pale-blue witchstone and handed it to Elysia, before gesturing with a crooked finger towards the fountain. ‘With this water elemental, I want you to stop the flow today. Do not do anything with it. Merely stop it. See if you remembered the lines of text from yesterday.’


Elysia sighed, stepped towards the ornate stone rim and peered into the rippling pool of water. About two yards away, in the centre of the pool, a stone fish rose up and from out of its mouth came a stream of clear water. Aside from their voices and the occasional shrill bird cry, the bubbling fountain was the only sound here.


She clutched the stone in her right hand, surprised by its weight and density, and calmed her heartbeat.


Yvindris peered over her shoulder. ‘I hope you remember the formal words,’ she hissed. There was more than a hint of glee in her voice. ‘You have failed twice before. Your reputation as a failure will see you go to a poor clan and the time for allocation is almost upon you. A poor clan is no life for a sister, I can tell you.’


Because you’ll end up back here as a one-eyed hag? Elysia wanted to say. It was an unspoken rule that many of the less fortunate sisters ended up back here as tutors.


Elysia squeezed the stone and muttered the chant in an ancient, Fourth Era tongue, trying her best to remember the forms of words that were no longer spoken beyond the bridges of Jarratox. She searched her mind to recall the right words, all the while feeling the breath of the old sister on the back of her neck. A heat began to spread through her body, a tightness in her chest . . .


‘Two words are incorrect,’ Yvindris snapped. ‘Round the vowels and pronounce the endings more clearly.’


The water in the pool began to bubble, not become still, and steam started rising from the surface. The stone fish started shaking erratically.


Yvindris placed a hand upon Elysia’s shoulder for her to stop talking, and her words ceased.


Elysia was breathless, her legs felt weak.


‘You are too angry,’ Yvindris scoffed.


Is it any wonder, with you looming over me?


Elysia merely shrugged her shoulders, handed over the blue stone and turned back into the bright courtyard, blinking as if she had just woken up from a deep sleep.


Nearby, the other girls barely concealed their laughter at her failure.


‘Why can you not do what is a simple task for a sister of your advanced learning?’ Yvindris’s words were neither soft nor harsh, just the same emotionless monotone that most of the old matrons used with her. Only Birgitta was any different.


‘Perhaps I’m just not going to be very good,’ Elysia muttered, ‘and I will fail the sisterhood.’


‘That is not for you to foresee,’ Yvindris replied. ‘The matriarch has always been wary of you. It is not any lack of power that stops you, oh no. You’re quite potent. Rather it is your attitude. You do not see the point in what we do. You do not care enough about getting things right.’


Elysia sighed. ‘Should we not question what we are shown? Is the world not an illusion? That’s what we’re taught all the time. Those are the words above the archways as you enter the Forgotten Quadrangle.’


‘The ways of the sisterhood can be trusted,’ Yvindris continued. ‘We are of the earth. We are part of the fabric of the world. Illusions do not apply to us.’


Elysia peered down to the smooth flagstones beneath her feet. If she questioned things, the answers would come in the form of another lecture. It had always been the same, and by now she had worked out that the best method was to ask nothing and find her own answers later.


A noise caught her attention and she looked up. On the far side of the garden a door opened violently, striking against the stone wall. A dozen figures, all wearing sun-yellow robes, strode from one part of the enclave across to the other. There was silence as they went. The older sisters seldom moved in large groups on the settlement, and certainly never with such a sense of urgency.


‘You look worried,’ Elysia said, watching Yvindris carefully.


‘I am, child.’


Child?! At seventeen summers, is it any wonder I get so angry when you keep calling me a child?


‘What’s concerning you?’ she replied.


‘Our future. The world’s future.’


‘The future can never happen,’ Elysia quoted the Eighth Era mystic Faraclyes.


‘I see you have learned something then,’ Yvindris muttered.


A bell began to ring, a sound that Elysia had never heard in her entire life here.


‘I must go,’ Yvindris snapped. ‘Return to your quarters.’


The old woman pulled up her robes and scurried from the courtyard. Elysia looked across to the other novices and saw that they had stopped laughing. The strange, watching flowers had their heads bowed and moved no longer.




A Dark Court


Men whispered in dark corners. Messages were exchanged. Before long a meeting was arranged.


Two days later, in a remote part of the keep, Valderon, leader of the Chained Dead, stood before Xavir. No one else was even near these quarters. The two guards who permitted the meeting in exchange for Landril’s smuggled herbs were probably too sensible to enter the cell to keep an eye on them. Perhaps they hoped the two gang leaders would kill each other.


‘What do you want with me, gangman?’ Valderon grunted. He refused to use Xavir’s title Hell’s King – king had connotations for Valderon that he openly despised.


‘Gallus struck a blow to Davlor’s face,’ Xavir told him. ‘Tylos witnessed it.’


‘The black man is reliable enough.’ Valderon sighed, his dark eyes glimmering with tension. He was a big man, as tall as Xavir. His shoulders were still huge despite eating prison gruel. There were no grey hairs in his dark mane yet. ‘Petty squabbles among boys,’ Valderon grumbled. ‘This is why you summoned me?’


‘No.’ Xavir watched Valderon’s every move. The last time they had met they had been surrounded by their own men in the courtyard, and nearly every guard stood on standby, spear or arrow pointed their way.


‘Then what do you want?’ Valderon asked, rubbing his dark, dishevelled beard.


‘An end to it all,’ Xavir said. ‘To put an end to these pointless protection and retaliation scraps once and for all. To stop fighting over nothing, and begin fighting over something.’


Valderon rose and cracked his knuckles.


‘Calm down.’ Xavir waved him back, careful for the gestures to not be perceived as dismissive. ‘I have not come to fight you.’


‘Then how do we end things, as you say? Speak.’


‘Are you at peace here?’ Xavir asked.


‘And what is that supposed to mean?’ Valderon spat.


‘Is this it? I don’t know what rank you held before, but I suspect that you were military. I don’t know what you did to end up here, but is this all you want to do for the rest of your life, to die in some gaol on the far end of the continent?’


Valderon looked at him appraisingly. ‘This isn’t so bad. You should know, being a fighting man yourself. You must have been on campaign. We’ve got it easy compared to that. Regular food. No worries over where to sleep. No pressures of men’s lives being in your hands – at least to no great extent. A man can be at peace here.’


‘A man can go insane, too,’ Xavir said, contemplating his own night terrors.


‘With any luck,’ Valderon replied with a grim smile.


The leader of the Chained Dead stepped into the partial light of a barred window, revealing the faint scar along his cheek, above his thick black beard. This wound had come from long before Hell’s Keep. It was whispered that Valderon had once been in the First Legion, one of Cedius’s finest regulars.


‘I need to leave Hell’s Keep,’ Xavir announced.


Valderon gave a coarse, guttural laugh. ‘Of course. Well, just stroll out the front gate.’


‘I’m serious,’ Xavir replied. ‘I must go.’


Valderon frowned at him. ‘Why do you want to get out now?’


‘There are things happening and my help is needed.’ Xavir would say no more on the matter.


‘As you say,’ Valderon replied. ‘Do you have any idea how many guards stand between you and freedom?’


‘Two hundred and four,’ Xavir replied, ‘at my last estimation, and all of them armed. Not to mention fourteen locked, barred gates and the witches at the bottom of the slope. I’m sure the cook has a blunt knife somewhere in his armoury.’


Valderon gave another slight smile at that, and the tension eased slightly. ‘So how exactly do you propose to leave?’ he asked.


‘With your help.’ Xavir could tell he now held the man’s interest. ‘We’re going. Both of us. Together. And we’re taking as many of our men with us as possible.’


A moment of silence. Valderon laughed loudly then quietened as he saw the seriousness on Xavir’s face. ‘Speak, man of hell. Let’s hear you out.’


*


It had not been easy to convince Valderon of the plan. That it relied mostly upon Landril, who didn’t look the most capable of beings, did not exactly help their cause. But when Xavir explained the spymaster had managed to sneak into Hell’s Keep purely to deliver news and smuggle Xavir out, Valderon was impressed.


‘I dislike spies, Goddess curse their sneaking ways, but this one seems to have balls,’ Valderon admitted.


‘Hell’s Keep,’ Xavir told him, ‘depends upon routines. Routines can be exploited and that is what our plan does so well.’


‘If it is so easy, then why not just go on your own?’ Valderon asked.


‘I never said it would be easy,’ Xavir muttered.


Valderon nodded. ‘It will not be difficult to create a diversion, at least.’


‘Like any war this depends on the flow of men. Where they are and at what hour of the battle. Numbers are a secondary factor. The guards outnumber us certainly, two to one at least, and they are armed and we are not. But they cannot be everywhere at once and we can easily take their weapons off them when they are dead. I have seen those who have come to serve here recently and their calibre is not as it was many years ago. The good soldiers are needed elsewhere.’


‘You’re a warrior,’ Valderon said with a piercing stare. ‘I knew as much.’


Xavir gave no reply.


‘When does this begin?’


‘With your agreement, in three days’ time, in the courtyard. Landril has calculated the formula the guards use for deciding which prisoners go into the courtyard. We are seldom in there together, for obvious reasons, but in three days myself and Landril will be there, as well as a good number of your men. We just need your consent and for you to direct them.’


‘How can I know you’ll not let me rot in the cells?’


It was a fair question, and one Xavir had anticipated. ‘Trust means very little around here, of course. But you know I cannot get out of here without a man of your calibre. We need you armed, swiftly, and to lead your men as if you were a warrior once again. As I say, either both of us leave together – or we’ll both die in here.’


‘What of the Bloodsports?’


Xavir shrugged. ‘They are ten men, where our gangs total forty-two. Together we form the majority faction. I would be glad of their help, but for now it is best that they know nothing. There was an escape attempt two years ago, and I think it might have been successful if the Bloodsports had not let the guards know. You’ll understand if I do not wish them to be a part of this plan.’


Valderon said nothing.


‘We’ll quickly become hunted men,’ Valderon said, contemplatively.


‘At least by being hunted we will feel alive.’


Once again there was an upward curve to Valderon’s lips. Xavir extended his arm towards Valderon, and the gang leader shook it, clasping firmly at the wrist. It was a casual gesture, one shared by so many warriors who served in the armies of Cedius the Wise. In that unspoken moment there was an acknowledgement that they shared more than others realized.




Elysia


Birgitta burst into Elysia’s room and spoke breathlessly. ‘They’re up to something.’


‘Who?’ Elysia asked, rising from her bed where she had been sprawled, trying to commit a scroll to memory, to perfect what she had failed at earlier.


‘The sisters,’ Birgitta said. ‘By the source! That’s what the recent bell was for – did you hear it earlier? Many of the older sisters have already been recalled from their clans. They came last night or this morning.’


‘Why aren’t you there?’


‘Because I, as a mere tutor, have not been invited.’ Birgitta folded her arms in mock offence. She was wearing a long, blue robe and a darker blue tunic underneath. There was beautiful but subtle detailing all across the chest and around the neck of the tunic, a minor rebellion, given that such adornments were frowned upon. Birgitta was between forty and fifty summers – young for one of the tutoring sisters – and she had bright, messy blonde hair which had a silver sheen to it that suggested she was much older. Her features were small, her eyes, nose and mouth, all of them delicate so that in the right light she looked vaguely like a doll. Hidden by her robe was a wiry, youthful physique. One of the reasons Elysia liked Birgitta so much was that she refused to grow feeble and frail like many of the sisters around here, who deemed that exercise was beneath them.


‘What’s everyone up to?’ Elysia asked. ‘What’s going on?’


‘We’re going to watch.’ Birgitta held out her hand. ‘Come on.’


‘Watch what?’


‘I don’t know yet, little sister. But we can find out.’


The two sisters headed out into the corridors, Birgitta leading the way down the stairs, and into the main thoroughfare. There was no one else around, which was unusual for the late morning; a time where early lessons were completed and the sisters were permitted leisure time before the quiet study of the afternoon.


Birgitta paused suddenly and turned to face an old limestone wall. Elysia, who did well not to step on her heel, was about to ask why, when the woman drew a black witchstone from her pocket and placed it into a hole that Elysia could barely see.


A doorway, stuttered into existence.


‘Quick, in you go,’ Birgitta said.


Elysia stepped cautiously into the void while Birgitta retrieved the stone. A moment later they were in total darkness surrounded by a musty, damp smell. Birgitta muttered, and a line of stones began to glow one by one, a ripple of white light spreading up ahead, illuminating a long, narrow corridor.


‘Where are we?’ Elysia asked. ‘Are we even allowed to be in here?’


‘You’re too cautious! By the source, have I taught you nothing? If you risk nothing, then you will end up just like the others. You should be thrilled about a secret passageway.’


‘Well I am, in a way . . . But where is this?’


‘Within the walls. The sisters can quickly walk from one part of Jarratox to the other without being seen by means of these tunnels.’


‘Why do they need to be secret about it?’


‘The sisters don’t like terms like secret. They pride themselves on being open and honest – or at least that is what they tell others. What I’m about to show you will prove that it is a lie.’


‘Should you be showing me this?’


‘You’re old enough to decide for yourself,’ Birgitta said. ‘Now, come on.’


They continued following the glowing stones for a short while.


Elysia could hear the muffled sounds of chattering.


‘Is this passage underneath some of the sisters’ rooms?’ she asked.


‘This part is,’ Birgitta said, pausing to perceive their location. Elysia could tell they were standing at some kind of crossroads, but the lights in front of them began to fade, their power seeping away slowly.


Birgitta gestured to the right and another line of stones began to glow.


‘How did you do that?’ Elysia asked.


‘The stone,’ Birgitta replied, showing her the same black stone she had placed into the wall earlier. ‘The stone knows where I want to go.’


‘I don’t believe you.’


‘Good,’ said Birgitta mysteriously, and added, ‘Now keep your voice to a whisper from here on.’


Elysia nodded and followed the older sister. The sound of voices became slightly fainter, then, after they’d climbed up a spiral stairwell, it became much louder once again.


Eventually the two of them stepped out into a low-roofed corridor. It featured a small, decorative iron grille to the stonework on the outside, allowing in a slit of natural light to capture dust motes and cobwebs. There was a similar grille a little further on, on the left, only this time it faced down into a dimly lit auditorium.


‘This is a conclave of sisters,’ Birgitta whispered, her footsteps light on the boards. ‘They have not held one for ten years or more.’


She directed Elysia towards the grille. The two of them sat down on the floor and pressed their faces against the ironwork.


Down below were about three dozen old women. Some wore yellow robes, indicating they were senior sisters close to the matriarch. Others wore grey robes with red sashes or hoods – the colours of those attached to a clan. All were seated on wooden benches looking towards where the matriarch, a white-haired lady wearing a shimmering white robe and cloak, stood before them on a raised platform. A handful of cressets had been lit, casting an eerie glow upon the sisters’ faces, and wafts of incense drifted upwards.


‘I still don’t understand why you’re not there with them?’ Elysia whispered.


‘Only the highest-ranking of the sisters are there – those with proper influence in the clans and in the wider world.’ Birgitta tugged her blue robe to indicate her exclusion. ‘Besides, they do not trust tutors like me.’


‘Why not?’


Birgitta paused for a moment. ‘They never do. I am not one of them. They frown upon my ways. To them, magic is all, the stones are all, the source is all, and to talk about training in other arts is a blasphemy of sorts.’


‘They let you teach, though. They let you teach me.’


‘They do, little sister, they do.’ Birgitta sighed. ‘In my darker moments, when I see them like this, I cannot help but think they view tutors merely as a means of looking after novices until the novices can be used in their games of power.’


‘What games? This looks serious to me.’


‘Can games not be serious too?’ Birgitta asked. ‘It is a game of strategy, whatever they play. The yellow-robed seniors play the game within these walls – they all compete for the matriarch’s favour, or manoeuvre to replace her at some stage. As for what game the matriarch herself plays? That, I do not know.’


There was the sound of heavy footsteps down below. A figure in armour appeared – silver chainmail, black robes and a silver helmet that covered the face, with two horns protruding to evoke the image of a bull. As soon as the warrior came forwards to approach the matriarch, the other sisters fell into silence.


‘Who’s that?’ Elysia asked.


‘One of King Mardonius’s soldiers.’


‘It’s a man?’


‘It likely is.’


‘I thought men weren’t allowed on Jarratox?’


‘It is rare,’ Birgitta said quietly. ‘But not unknown. Let us listen and find out why he’s here.’


For a moment Elysia thought she saw another figure far behind in the shadows. It looked like a man, but now and then its armour – if it wore armour at all – burned like the embers of a fire. Whoever it was stood at the back, away from the attention here.


‘Did you see that?’


‘I think so. Oh . . .’ Birgitta said.


‘Do you know who it is?’


Birgitta never got to answer. Down in the dimly lit chamber, the matriarch began to speak. Elysia had rarely heard the great woman talk, had only really seen her passing with her yellow-robed entourage. Her image of the grand head of the sisterhood had been formed largely by the awed whispers of the other sisters – of a noble, stern woman who put the sisterhood before all else.


‘Grave times befall us, my dear sisters,’ she began, her voice carrying loudly across the auditorium. Her tone was bold and rich, and commanded respect.


‘Challenging times,’ the matriarch continued, ‘times that have seen a great deal of unease in the world. Times that have also seen almost twenty of our own sisterhood vanish without a trace.’


The soldier made no response, aside from facing the other sisters. The figure in the shadows burned slowly.


‘And in such times, we must make difficult decisions. It has always been the way for our sisterhood. As the ebb and flow of the outside world changes, we must change too. Today is no different.’


The rest of the sisters remained silent, but there was a tension that even Elysia could feel from her hidden position.


‘We hold more sway outside than many of you know,’ the matriarch continued. ‘Our relationships with the clans are based on them adhering to the king’s codes. Those sisters among you who have been recalled have been so because your clan has rejected the codes. They have therefore forfeited their sister and lost their connection to the source.’


‘And what code would they have gone against, precisely?’ one woman demanded.


A hush fell across the other sisters. Birgitta leaned into Elysia and whispered, ‘That’s Galleya, a strong woman. I like her. At one time she was believed to be part of a faction to usurp the matriarch, though I do not believe it myself. Hence she was invited to spend time beyond the bridge.’


‘They have gone against King Mardonius’s wishes,’ the matriarch announced, ‘and it is he who binds together not merely Stravimon, but all the weaker nations who border it.’


‘But how have they gone against his wishes?’ Galleya repeated. It was clear from a few shakes of heads that some of the other sisters hoped she would remain silent. There was a strange inevitability about proceedings, and Galleya seemed to be just getting in the way.


‘There are ancient laws that exist to keep all nations in peace,’ the matriarch replied. ‘Laws where magics are to be committed for the greater good. There have been refusals to enact such laws, among other things, and direct challenges to the king’s authority. And so we are faced with a difficult decision. I cannot dither any longer. We have debated about the merits a dozen times, but parchment must be signed. Quite simply, we must commit to a formal allegiance to King Mardonius, not merely the seat of Stravimon. And by doing so, we will secure a more powerful and enduring future for the sisterhood. That is my purpose as your matriarch, and that is what I have done.’


Several sisters rose to speak at once, whilst the others whispered their disapproval to whoever was sitting next to them. The room was divided. After a few moments, once the matriarch had raised both her hands, the room fell into a relative calm.


‘This is not a decision we can make lightly. King Mardonius wishes to make our union more formal. Deeper, you might say.’


‘What do we get that secures our future?’ someone asked.


The matriarch hesitated until a deep quiet settled on the chamber. ‘Our ways of creating new novices are archaic and unreliable. Our stock of seed progenitors is as weak as ever. The traits we seek – or those traits we wish to remove from our stock – are often beyond our control. Mardonius has access to incredible techniques he has in turn gained from an alliance with that race that comes from beyond our shores. These techniques will permit us much more control over the newer novices. There will be no weak sisters in the future.’


During the resulting commotion at the declaration, Elysia turned sharply to Birgitta with a hundred questions she wanted to ask. She had heard rumours about how the novices were the results of unions between selected stock of men from the outside world and specific sisters. Novice weren’t just born – they were bred.


‘In addition,’ the matriarch declared, ‘in return for this formal arrangement, he has discovered large deposits of witchstones in several location across the nation, and he is willing to cede us these lands and offers the industry with which to mine these stones and deliver them to us. All the colours you can imagine have been found within the deposits.’


‘He wants to buy our support,’ someone said.


‘Bribery!’ shouted another.


‘It is an offer,’ the matriarch snapped, ‘like any other. This is how the world beyond our bridges operates.’


‘And ours too, by the sounds of it,’ a sister said.


‘This is a partnership, no more, no less,’ the matriarch said, glancing to the soldier. ‘He has promised our safety in these uncertain times.’


The warrior made no movement. The figure behind him burned again. Elysia thought she could see two red eyes.


‘In return, all he asks is that if he needs our help then we will send some of our sisters to his aid. Our black-robed sisters have already journeyed to him and he gives us thanks for that.’


‘He wants us to help kill innocents,’ Galleya shouted, ‘to butcher good people.’


The soldier to the left of the matriarch shifted threateningly. For a moment no one said anything. They were too shocked at the gesture. The burning figure in the shadows was no longer to be seen.


Eventually, the matriarch gave an awkward laugh. ‘You insult our guests,’ she began. ‘They are no butchers. They bring stability. They are defenders of the freedoms of innocent people. Besides, these are all concerns of the world beyond the bridges.’


‘Are we not a part of that same world?’


‘What do you ask of us?’ another asked. ‘It sounds as if a decision has been made.’


‘No, it has not been made. That is what you are all here for. We stand today at a crossroads. We can turn towards Mardonius. In exchange for this, we will stabilize how we breed new novices in a manner never before known, and be given an unlimited resource of witchstones, which would allow our skills to reach new heights. This is an incredible opportunity that we cannot ignore. All that is required of us is that those of you who are now unaffiliated with a clan help Mardonius’s own territories out when needed, and that we withdraw any support from those clans who stand against him.’


‘What is the other option?’ came a voice from the back, almost directly underneath Elysia. ‘What if we decline?’


‘We can of course decline the deeper union with the king. Bear in mind that we are already aligned due to pacts that were formed at the beginning of this Ninth Era. To decline would put a centuries-old relationship in jeopardy. It would mean weakening our resources, letting our stock of novices become weaker and it would cause instability elsewhere – for those of you who remain concerned with the outside world.’


A murmur of discontent spread across the group and the matriarch held up her hand once again.


‘For two days and two nights, Mardonius’s messengers will wait here. We have no urgency to decide. I realize this is a difficult decision for some of you, but we are a democratic sisterhood and protocol will be followed. Go back to your quarters or the courtyard or the library, but please do not discuss this with anyone outside the room.’


During the ensuing hubbub, the matriarch turned to escort the soldier out of sight.


Birgitta and Elysia withdrew from the grille.


‘What was all that about?’ Elysia asked.


‘Two days and two nights,’ Birgitta muttered. ‘The matriarch will lobby each and every one of the sisters during that time and the decision will be inevitable.’


‘What does that mean?’


‘It means Mardonius will own the sisterhood in the long term.’


‘Own us?’


‘More or less, little sister.’ Birgitta gave a sigh and closed her eyes. ‘Do you know what he is doing across his lands?’


‘I have heard rumours.’


‘They are likely true. Now imagine if there were none of our sisters in the way. No, imagine more of our sisters were helping him. Can you imagine what that would mean?’


‘I suppose it isn’t good.’


‘No. By the source, it is not good at all.’


‘What about this breeding thing that the matriarch said?’


Birgitta’s gaze softened. ‘For now you should push such thoughts to the back of your mind. It matters not where you come from, but where you go.’


Elysia shrugged. ‘I still don’t like the sound of any of that.’


‘Your instincts are reliable. And the presence of soldiers here is somewhat concerning as well. Violence and intimidation – there is no place for them here. No place for them anywhere.’


‘I have never seen anyone like either of them. One of them seemed to be on fire.’


‘There are plenty of warriors across this continent, little sister, but I cannot ever recall one crossing the bridge to Jarratox. Messengers, so the matriarch said, but when has a messenger ever needed full armour? No. This is Mardonius’s cadre. I’ve heard tell that those closest to him are possessed by daemons, that they have sold their souls in awful pacts to enhance their skills. One cannot know what lies behind that horned helmet. And the figure that seemed as if it was born of fire . . .’


‘Do you think the king was threatening anyone?’


‘If Mardonius wanted any of us killed he would have sent an assassin.’ Birgitta’s posture stiffened. She swayed from foot to foot while she thought. ‘No, I would wager these fellows, these messengers, were a kindly reminder of the king’s power.’


‘So what should we do?’ Elysia asked.


‘Let me think on it, but I fear there is nothing that we can do. I’ll take you out for a lesson tomorrow. We’ll go beyond the bridge and into the forests. We can be at peace there.’


‘Archery?’ Elysia was excited at the prospect.


‘Perhaps, little sister. Yes. I need to be connected with the earth. It will help my mind.’




Landril’s Mask


Three days passed without event. Although, now that the spymaster had stirred up old memories and quiet anger, three days felt like an eternity to Xavir. He felt alive for the first time in years.


To prepare for their escape, Xavir led his men through harder exercise regimes: lifting each other over their shoulders and moving back and forth across the dark cells until they were out of breath and their muscles burned in agony.


On the third day, fifty-two inmates, including those from Xavir and Landril’s cells, milled about under the open air, flecks of sleet spiralling around them, with just as many guards watching them from a battlement ten feet above. A few soldiers were in the courtyard itself, keeping an eye out for any signs of trouble. Xavir and Landril sized up the guards, searching for one on his own and of around the spymaster’s own height, which was no simple task given that the soldiers mostly patrolled in pairs.


Eventually they found a suitable victim and set about their ploy. The two prisoners began an argument that was loud enough to attract the interest of the soldier.


‘I’ll kill you if you say that again!’ Xavir bellowed.


‘Just try me,’ Landril screamed theatrically.


As Xavir pushed Landril’s shoulder, raising the ire and sword of the guard, a full fight began to break out on the far side of the courtyard.


As the guard’s attention was distracted by this new commotion, Xavir moved with lightning speed, smashing his victim’s sword hand against the wall, taking the weapon from him and slipping it into his windpipe with surgical precision. There wasn’t a sound as the guard dropped and blood pooled at Xavir’s feet.


‘Well, that made a mess.’ Landril winced.


‘Just get changed,’ Xavir hissed.


This exchange was concealed by a group of Xavir’s calm-looking gang members obscuring them from the view of anyone in the courtyard or on the walls. As they removed the armour from the corpse piece by piece, Landril dressed in it – shuddering in distaste at the blood.


Clothes exchanged, bronze helmet in place, Landril assumed the role of the guard whilst the man’s heavy form was shunted over the wall. The body tumbled down into the mists. The gang members who had been concealing the act dispersed with the suddenness of a flock of birds.


The violence across the way was broken up and Landril made his way over to the group of guards herding the prisoners back inside. He walked differently now, with the steady, purposeful steps of a soldier.


You had better be good at your job, spymaster . . .


*


Despite having dwelt for many years in Hell’s Keep, these final few hours felt the longest.


Xavir contemplated, for a brief moment, the earlier act of killing. It had been the first time in years Xavir had taken a man’s life, and the first time since the event that led to his incarceration in Hell’s Keep, but he was surprised at how little the deed affected him. Those mental barriers he had put up long ago still held firm. How many thousands had he killed? If he thought about it for too long, no good would come of it. As for the guard, the poor fool may have had a wife and children somewhere, but Xavir reasoned that no one joined the military if they had not contemplated an early death. It was unfortunate, but that was war for you.


Xavir lay in his cell quietly. As the sun waned and the shadows grew longer, his gang nervously paced, or bickered with one another. They were eager for developments, anxious for news, but Xavir knew as much as they did and told them to relax and save their energy.


Eventually there was the sound of heavy-booted footsteps approaching down the corridor – one pair, slow and with a tired gait. Xavir pushed himself up as a faceless bronze helm looked through the barred view-hole on the door. A heavy clank, and the door was unlocked.


Xavir was outside in a heartbeat.


‘What news?’ he whispered.


Landril responded, his voice muffled by the bronze helmet. ‘No one has noticed me, thank the Goddess. They change the watch here often, too often, so that half the men do not know one another. I have unlocked our way back to the inside of the main front entrance, but it’s too heavily guarded on the inside for a simple key to suffice.’


‘We can handle that when we get to it,’ Xavir said. ‘Have you freed Valderon and his men?’


‘No, not yet.’


‘Do that immediately. Do you know where it is?’


‘More or less.’ Landril replied.


‘I will count to three hundred,’ Xavir hissed. ‘Then we will walk out and wait in the inner quadrangle. We must not leave without Valderon.’


Xavir watched Landril walk towards the quadrangle. Five men were at Xavir’s back, itching to get going, but he waved them back.


‘We go with Valderon’s men,’ Xavir cautioned, and began the process of counting in his head.


‘Why the fuck should we?’ Jedral ran a hand over his bald head in agitation. He had always claimed his hair had been burned off by magic. Probably another tall tale.


‘Because it’s no longer prisoner against prisoner,’ Xavir replied. ‘It’s prisoner against soldier. Our enemy is different now.’


‘Fine, so long as I get to kill someone at the end of this.’ Jedral grunted a laugh.


‘I can’t fight with them,’ replied Davlor, wiping his nose on his sleeve. ‘Call me stuck in my ways if you want, but I can’t.’


Xavir looked at the young man harshly. ‘You either fight with them, or you die in here – your choice.’


‘But they’re our enemies,’ Davlor whined.


‘And now I say they are our allies. When have I ever let any of you down?’ Xavir snapped. ‘When you found flint pressed into your backs in the courtyard, who dealt out your retaliation? When you initiated a fight, who stepped in before you were thrown over the wall? Who demands you exercise so that you do not wilt like a leaf in autumn? Who intimidates the guards to spare you an extra spear in your ribs? Here is your chance to be free men. If we manage to escape, you will find alliances much harder to forge on the outside with a brand on your arm.’


Xavir’s attention was drawn to soft footsteps on stone, somewhere in the distance. He was annoyed at himself for having lost count.


‘It’s time,’ he declared.


The prisoners filtered through into the corridor, uniting with more of their own kin as well as those from Valderon’s gang.


Xavir held them back at the edge of what was left of daylight and checked that the soldier before them was Landril and not another. When he was certain the way was clear, with a motion of Xavir’s hand, the gangs filtered into the quadrangle, concealing themselves in the darkness under walkways. Xavir scanned his surroundings. There was little cover: two large carts up ahead and a handful of wooden water casks down along to the right.


He sought out Valderon, and the two clasped arms openly in front of their own men. Aside from one or two glances of surprise, the others appeared to take this truce with nothing but indifference.


‘We have no weapons,’ Valderon said quietly, ‘save the one sword in the hands of your spymaster.’


Xavir moved across to Landril, took his sword and offered it to Valderon. ‘There.’


The broad warrior accepted it with a nod, hefting the blade and testing its weight, the way an old soldier would, getting used to the feel of a sword once again. ‘It is cheap and crude but, Goddess willing, it will kill.’


Xavir watched him warily, wondering for a moment if their trust would hold.


Valderon placed the tip of the blade to the stone and stood upright. ‘You need no weapon?’ His voice was quiet.


‘I’ll get one soon enough.’


‘How will you kill?’


‘Easily enough,’ Xavir replied. ‘Have your men been informed to stay together with mine? That we are no longer fighting?’


‘They’ll do whatever I do,’ Valderon hissed. ‘What about your mob?’


‘They will show discipline. Now, come. We haven’t much time.’




Landril


Amidst the throng of forty or so prisoners Landril followed Xavir and Valderon, warily scanning the surroundings for in-rushing guards. He hoped they’d soon be distracted by an all-out prison riot, as he had thrown a set of stolen keys into the midst of another cell, which meant that it would not be too long until there were dozens more prisoners causing chaos and attacking the guards. He was glad to be finally getting out of here.


Waving for silence, Xavir steered the men down a shallow walkway and into another quadrangle, making sure to keep them in the shadows as they moved. Darkness was almost complete, but Landril appreciated the caution.


Xavir’s urgent whisper stopped the men in their tracks. There were footsteps approaching. Xavir and Valderon strode forwards purposefully. Landril could not see the ensuing skirmish, but heard the muted grunts and rattle of armour. Within seconds they had returned to distribute two more swords and pieces of armour back along the lines to the gang. Should all of these prisoners be armed? How much trust could anyone put in a bunch of cut-throats and traitors? Landril was indifferent to whether some of them died on the way to freedom, but Xavir appeared to want to see they were looked after.


The group surged forwards through an archway and stopped suddenly as three soldiers spotted them. Valderon sprinted towards them, Xavir at his side. Valderon smacked back the helmet of one and dragged his blade back across the man’s throat. Xavir picked up the fallen man’s weapon before it could hit the ground, and within a heartbeat spun it into the throat of the guard behind. By the time the man died, Valderon had already dispatched the other.


Xavir began stripping the armour off the guards again and spread the kit back through the gang members. He whispered for each them to take one item each, be it a sword or a helmet. All would have one item, he instructed. Then all would have two items. They would progress as equals.


As the prisoners trampled over the bodies of the guards and made their way into another small courtyard, a noise erupted from the far end of the tunnel. Though the sound was probably augmented by the walls around him, Landril guessed the rest of the prisoners were now attempting their escape.


Xavir and Valderon’s united force burst out into the open and were immediately confronted by guards. Those prisoners with swords, Jedral and Tylos among them, muscled their way into the fight; Jedral slammed guards backwards with force, whilst Tylos deftly opened necks with a flick of the wrist.


Despite the others in combat, Landril was focused on Xavir and Valderon in amazement. The two of them, Xavir especially so, appeared to move at twice the speed of everyone else, as if they inhabited some special dimension of their own. Their swords flashed in blood-spraying arcs as one guard after another fell to their blows. Xavir wielded his blade with one hand, using his other to grapple with his opponent’s weapon arm. Every time a soldier made an effort to prevent a blow, he was pounded back against the wall, or sent hurtling back into his fellow guards behind. And with each death, and Xavir’s command, weapons and armour filtered back through the throng, another prisoner became armed, and the gangs became more dangerous. Soon even Landril was gripping a blade again, not that it was much good in his hands.
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